
1 
 

 
Traditional Knowledge in 

Northeast India and the 

Cultural Influences of the 

Neighbouring Countries on 

It 
 

 

Dr. Baisakhi Bandyopadhyay 
Ph ton eBooks   

 
All Rights Reserved with Photon  

 
UBN: 015-A94510112065       Edition: I, October, 2018             Impact Index: 5.67 

 

 



2 
 

Preface 

One of the prominent issues involved in the present study is the ethnic identity of the people 

of North East India .The research study focuses on a vast region of India known as North East 

India as well as its immediate neighbours  namely the Kingdom of Bhutan, the Indian State of 

Sikkim and the Northern districts of undivided Bengal, Myanmar(Burma), China, Thailand 

Cambodia and Tibet also.There is a wide difference in the society over the question of 

cultural practices: the world appears to be divided in two schools –one for retaining the age 

old practices and customs and the other favouring a continuous stream of changes in the 

name of progress. For many decades the main-stream people of Indian Society have been 

trying to “rescue” the tribes of North East India from  the shadow of their ethnic culture and 

“upgrade”  their living standard; only time will ultimately tell which is better - the imposed 

one or the native one.  

I gratefully acknowledge & express my sincere thanks to the Indian Council of Social science 

Research -Eastern Region  for the grant awarded to me and for approving the project -

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE  IN NORTHEAST INDIA AND THE CULTURAL 

INFLUENCES  OF  THE NEIGHBOURING COUNTRIES ON IT- as well as for providing 

the necessary guidelines. 

I am also grateful to the officials of Government of States of North East India for their 

gracious help extended to me at every step of my research work, without which the project 

could not have been completed. 

I am thankful to those people whom I have met during the course of my job and who have 

shown a great interest in the project and have rendered their best efforts to facilitate this 

project work.  

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank the librarians and staff of the Library of 

Raja Ram Mohan Library Foundation, Kolkata,  the Asiatic Society, Kolkata and the National 

Library, Kolkata.  

 

 

For publications/ Enquiries/ Submissions/ Review/ License / New Editions:  

Email: photonjournal@yahoo.com 



3 
 

This ebook is dedicated to my 

inspiration 

Amit, Archisman, Arkasama & 

Anirban  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For publications/ Enquiries/ Submissions/ Review/ License / New Editions:  

Email: photonjournal@yahoo.com 



4 
 

Dr. Baisakhi Bandyopadhyay 

 
Dr. Baisakhi Bandyopadhyay was a Senior Fellow at the Ministry of Culture, Government of 

India. She holds a PhD in Ecology & Environmental Science from the Department of 

Environmental Science, University of Kalyani, West Bengal, India and has been a Visiting 

Fellow in the National Centre for Biosystematics, Natural History Museum & Botanical 

Garden, Department of Botany, University of Oslo, Norway and the Department of Human 

Geography, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands, where her project was “A Study of 

the Environmental Impact of Rural to Urban Migration of Workers”. She has many 

publications in National and International journals. From 1st July, 2002 she worked as a 

Program Officer and Coordinator, Information Networking Program of a World Bank 

assisted Environmental Information System Project (under Environmental Biotechnology) 

supported by Ministry of Environmental & Forest, Govt. of India. The job involved creation 

of a database of environment related information and literature and creation and maintenance 

of the web-site. From January 2005 to August 2006 she worked as a research associate in an 

INDIMA foundation (USA) sponsored research project entitled “Development of herbal 

formulations for human use”, in the Centre for Advanced Research in Pharmaceutical 

Sciences, Department of Pharmaceutical Technology, Jadavpur University ,Kolkata and 

worked as a Research Fellow of the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, India from January 2006 to 

December 2010 in the field of History of Science on the History of Biological Sciences & 

Environmental Sciences in India & South East Asia. She participated and chaired many 

international conferences including ones at Budapest, Hungary (the 23rd International 

Conference in History of Science and Technology) in July –August, 2009 and at Manchester, 

UK (the24th International Conference on History of Science) in July-August 2013. She was 

engaged as a Principal Project Investigator and Research Associate in Indian National 

Science Academy, India in the field of History of Environmental Science up to 2014 and her 

research topic was Traditional Ecological Knowledge. From 2009 to 2016 she attended many 

International conferences including the 4th Himalayan Conference organised by ANHS 

(Association for Nepal and Himalayan Studies) at the University of Texas at Austin 

2016where she presented her paper “Traditional Ecological Knowledge in Conservation 

Agriculture, Agricultural Biodiversity: Heritage Sites from Himalayan Hills of India accepted 

for oral presentation”. 
 



5 
 

She has worked as a visiting scholar & faculty in different American Universities.Her work 

on the ancient texts of India relevant to Traditional Ecological Knowledge has been published 

inThe Journal of Ethnobiology and Traditional Medicineby Photon Foundation. Dr. Baisakhi 

Bandyopadhyayis a well known personality in  the world of Ethnobiology, and International 

Media reports have confirmed her recognition asthe  500 Most Influential Ethnobiologists for 

Year 2015 on Earth. Dr. Baisakhi Bandyopadhyay was awarded with Winston Churchill 

Research Award-2015 in Ethnobiology.Currently she is an independent research scholar in 

the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, India. Her workon tadditional cultural and environmental 

knowledge for conservation in North East India, done under the aegis of the Ministry of 

Culture, Government of India between 2014 and 2016 was publishedas a Photon e-book and 

it was awarded the Isaac Newton Research award -2017 in ethnobotany.The current e-book is 

the fruit of an extensive research work done under a project of the ICSSR (Eastern Region). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
For publications/ Enquiries/ Submissions/ Review/ License / New Editions:  

Email: photonjournal@yahoo.com 

https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine
https://sites.google.com/site/photonfoundationorganization/home/the-journal-of-ethnobiology-and-traditional-medicine


6 
 

Contents:                                                                 Page Number 
 

1. Introduction                                                                                                9 

 

2. Importance of Traditional Ecological Knowledge                                     13     

 

3. Ethnicity of the tribes of North East India            19 

 

4. Traditional Ecological Knowledge system in Practice                               42 

 

5.   Natural Resource Management Study                                                       69                               

 

6. Traditional ecological practices for environmental conservation among tribes 

of North East Indiaandhow the local environmental knowledge develops: cases 

from north East India                                                                                     

                   117 

 

7. Traditional ecological practices in neighbouring countries and improvement 

in the light of similar knowledge from neighbouring countries.                    187 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

North East India 

 
States and capitals in Northeast India 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Northeast_India_States.svg


8 
 

North East India Map 

North east India with Neighbouring Countries 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

Introduction  

As biodiversity is now becoming synonymous with sustainable development and human 

survival, traditional Ecological knowledge(TEK) has the potential to provide valuable 

information if not useful models that can be adapted for resource management today. North 

East India is the easternmost region of India consisting of the contiguous Seven Sister States 

and the state of Sikkim. Historically the North-east had extensive links with the neighbouring 

region of Tibet, Bhutan, Burma and Indo-China. From times immemorial, India’s North East 

has been the meeting point of many communities, faiths and cultures, The North-eastern 

states are very different in many ways from the other parts of India. The population of this 

region comes from several racial stocks, mostly the Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryans and the 

Austric; while the original settlers were Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryan and other groups came 

later, but still there is a dominance of the Mongoloid strain in the population. Interestingly, 

traditional practices followed by the aboriginal tribes of these areas bear a striking 

resemblance to many of those seen in many provinces of the South-western parts of China, 

Laos, Vietnam and Thailand. The proposed project aims to study the influences of traditional 

environmental practices of these neighbouring countries on the TEK of NE India. The 

subthemes of my research study restricted to 8-10 prominent tribes like Adi, Monpas,Garo, 

Khashi, Bodo, Lepcha etc. of North East India for last 300 years, including their habits, 

habitats, natural resource management and the impact of colonial phase on such practices. 

The advent of the industrial revolution and the subsequent quantum leaps in technology, 

coupled with the cultural imperialism of an arrogant industrialised civilisation have, in many 

parts of the world, posed immense problems for land stewardship, species preservation, and 

environmental conservation. In recent years, there has been a serious rethink about 

sustainable development and increasing attention has been paid to traditional ecological 

knowledge by academics and natural resource managers.  

Indigenous or Traditional Knowledge (I.K. or T.K.) refers to the unique, traditional, local 

knowledge existing within and developed around the specific  condition of women and men 

indigenous to a particular geographic area; Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), 

sometimes referred to as traditional environmental knowledge, is often described as local and 

holistic, integrating the physical and spiritual into a worldview  that has evolved over time 

and emphasizes the practical application of skills and knowledge.. It is based on experience, 



10 
 

often tested over centuries, adapted to local culture, environment and lifestyles. Rural and 

tribal people  in particular have an intimate knowledge of many aspects of their surroundings 

and their daily life is governed to a great extent by such knowledge. Over centuries, people 

have learnt how to grow food and to survive sometimes in difficult environments. They 

possess knowledge about varieties of crops to cultivate on the same plot considering the 

nature of soil and water retention capacity of such land, appropriate time for sowing and 

weeding the edible plants, tubers and mushroom and those having medicinal value. Ethno-

medicine or folk-based medicine identifies even the particular parts of the plants having 

medicinal value, follows a specific mode of treatment of diseases and tries to maintain or 

conserve their environment to make it sustainable. 

As biodiversity is now becoming synonymous with sustainable development and human 

survival, TEK has the potential to provide valuable information if not useful models that can 

be adapted for resource management today. Agricultural techniques and products based on 

indigenous knowledge are now being widely marketed: permaculture (mixed cropping and 

agroforestry systems), water harvesting and soil conservation, fire management (controlled 

burns), botanical medicines, heirloom grains and vegetables, handicrafts, etc. 

North-east India is the easternmost region of India consisting of the contiguous Seven Sister 

States and the state of Sikkim. The seven states commonly known as the ‘Seven Sisters’ 

comprise of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and 

Tripura. Sikkim was recognized as a part of North-East states in the 1990s. The region shares 

more than 4,500 kilometres of international border (about 90 per cent of its entire border 

area) with China (South Tibet) in the north, Myanmar in the east, Bangladesh in the 

southwest, and Bhutan to the northwest and this region shares only 21 km common border 

with the rest of India via the Chicken’s neck.. Historically the North-east had extensive links 

with the neighbouring region of Tibet, Bhutan, Burma and Indo-China. It formed the southern 

trail of the silk road. One of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse regions in Asia, 

each state has its distinct culture and traditions.  

 

From times immemorial, India’s North East has been the meeting point of many 

communities, faiths and cultures, North east India is the home for more than 166 separate 

tribes speaking a wide range of languages. Some groups have migrated over the centuries 

from places as far as South East. Asia; they retain their cultural traditions and values but are 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Tibet
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myanmar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bangladesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhutan
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beginning to adapted to contemporary lifestyles. The North-eastern states are very different in 

many ways from the other parts of India. The population of this region comes from several 

racial stocks, mostly the Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryans and the Austric; while the original 

settlers were Mongoloids, the Indo-Aryan and other groups came later, but still there is a 

dominance of the Mongoloid strain in the population. Most of the tribes are concentrated in 

the hilly states of Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram near the Myanmar 

border. Though these tribes were different from each other in many respects, they had some 

very broad affinities. Their languages probably belong to the Tibeto-Burman stock. Almost 

all the tribes were divided into clans which were in many cases exogamous. There were also 

class divisions in some tribes which were sometimes rigid. Excepting the Monpas of Tawang, 

their religion was animistic. The Monpas were more or less Buddhists of the Tibetan variety. 

With a few exceptions, these tribes practised shifting cultivation of the slash-and-burn type 

called jhum.  

 

 

The Monpas live in the Tawang area which occupies about 2,000 sq. miles of the north-east 

frontier. It is wedged in between Bhutan in the west and the country of the Akas and Mijis in 

the east. To the south it is bordered by the plaints of Assam, while on the north it is separated 

from Tibet by the Himalayan range averaging 15,000 feet in height which takes its origin in 

the great snow peak called the Gori Chen. In Tibetan Tawang is called Monyul, i.e., the low 

country. Geographically this area is divided into three sections by subsidiary mountain 

ranges. The difference between the two cultures on either side of the Himalaya is all too 

obvious. To the north of the Himalaya Tibetans live in house built of stone and wood, dress 

in elaborate woollen clothes covering the entire body and wear felt hats and boots. To the 

south the tribesmen live in bamboo huts with a life of three or four years at the most, and 

their dress consists of short coats or jackets with loin cloth for men and skirt for women, 

leaving the thighs, legs and feet bare. There are no permanent separate structures for religious 

performances south of the line. Village gates with hanging carcasses of sacrificed dogs or 

fowl, and scaffolds for immolating mithuns (bos frontalis) are the only visible signs of any 

sacred performance. But on the other side the most majestic structures are the Buddhist 

monasteries, and beautifully painted, manes, chortens and kakalings, prayer flags and prayer 

wheels abound all over the land. In the south the priests are not distinguished from the laity. 

In the north they are the most privileged class and are conspicuously distinct in their red or 
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yellow robes. The Tibetans are Buddhist while the tribesmen in the south are animists. In the 

north the Tibetan craftsmen excel in the manufacture of wooden articles. The tribesmen in the 

south display great skill in cane and bamboo work.  
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Importance of Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge(TEK), its boundaries and Contents 

Traditional knowledge (TK), indigenous knowledge (IK), traditional environmental 

knowledge (TEK) and local knowledge generally refer to the long-standing traditions and 

practices of certain regional, indigenous, or local communities. Traditional knowledge also 

encompasses the wisdom, knowledge, and teachings of these communities. In many cases, 

traditional knowledge has been orally passed for generations from person to person. Some 

forms of traditional knowledge are expressed through stories, legends, folklore, rituals, songs, 

and even laws. Other forms of traditional knowledge are expressed through different 

means.Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) may also be defined as an adaptive 

ecological knowledge developed through an intimate reciprocal relationship between a 

group of people and a particular place over time.There is no universally accepted 

definition of traditional ecological knowledge. The term is, by necessity, ambiguous since the 

words traditional and ecological knowledge are themselves ambiguous. In the dictionary 

sense, traditional usually refers to cultural continuity transmitted in the form of social 

attitudes, beliefs, principles, and conventions of behavior and practice derived from historical 

experience.  

The mission of research on TEK is: 

 to promote understanding, dissemination and respectful use of traditional ecological 

knowledge in ecological research, application and education; 

 to encourage education in traditional ecological knowledge; 

 to stimulate research which incorporates the traditional knowledge and participation 

of indigenous people; 

 to increase participation by indigenous people  

 to foster understanding of indigenous and local knowledge in relationship to place; 

 

Many traditional societies,often referred to as indigenous or tribal people, have accumulated a 

whole lot of empirical knowledge on the basis of their experience while dealing with Nature 

and natural resources. This traditional wisdom is based on the intrinsic realization that man 

and Nature form part of an indivisible whole, and therefore should live in partnership with 

each other. This eco-centric view of traditional societies is widely reflected in their attitudes 

towards plants, animals, rivers, and the earth. With biodiversity concerns having been pushed 

upfront, in more recent times, in the context of global change, traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK), encompassing all issues linked to ecology and natural resources 

management has assumed greater significance. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Traditional_environmental_knowledge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Traditional_environmental_knowledge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tradition
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Region
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wisdom
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oral_tradition
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Storytelling
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Legend
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folklore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ritual
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Song
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law
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The benefits accruing from this knowledge are of three kinds:  

(i) Economic – traditional crop varieties and lesser known plants and animals of food 

value, medicinal plants, etc. harvested from the wild;  

(ii) Ecological/Social – manipulation of biodiversity for coping with uncertainties in 

the environment and global change, for controlling soil water regimes and 

hydrology, for efficient organic residue management, soil fertility management 

through modified soil biological processes, etc;  

(iii) Ethical – cultural, spiritual and religious belief systems centred around the 

concept of the sacred species, sacred groves and sacred landscapes. 

Context of Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

Most of us have lost that sense of unity of biosphere and humanity which would bind and 

reassure us all with an affirmation of beauty. Most of us do not today believe that whatever 

the ups and downs of detail within our limited experience, the larger whole is primarily 

beautiful. 

Greogory Bateson, Mind and Nature 

Ecological awareness will arise only when we combine our rational knowledge with an 

intuition for the nonlinear nature of our environment. Such intuitive wisdom is characteristic 

of traditional, nonliterate cultures, especially of American Indian cultures, in which life was 

organized around a highly refined awareness of the environment. 

Fritj of Capra, The Turning Point 

The harmful effects of rapid industrialization and environmental degradation began to be felt 

over a century ago, mostly in the Western countries which were the first to reap the benefits 

of industrial revolution. In the twentieth century the need for protection of our environment 

became more and more urgent; India too has woken up to the necessity of protecting our 

environment over the past several decades. However, while biodiversity conservation, 

minimizing environmental footprint and carbon credit are relatively new buzzwords, their 

essence has been practiced over centuries in India - a great and ancient civilization; it has 

been ingrained in the cultural beliefs and practices that have been handed down generations. 

These strategies were highly congruent to the traditional lifestyle of our society. In many 

parts of India, local people even now follow several such traditional conservation practices. 

They include “totemism” in which one or more species of plants or animals and their 

products are protected as spiritual ancestors, restraint on hunting female animals, conserving 

certain species for rituals, keeping aside patches of forests and water bodies in the name of 

local deities (“Sacred Groves”) and so on. However, it is also true that many of our present 

societies have moved away from these traditional practices often to the detriment of our 

environment. 

The sacred conservation practices followed by local people have come into focus of late due 

to their importance for protecting several delicate ecosystems and threatened species, the 

connections they show between cultural and biological diversity, and their potential of people 

oriented conservation efforts. The relationship between cultural and biological diversity has 
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been two-way, one arising partly as a response to the other, and in turn being nurtured by it. 

While it would be incorrect to say that biodiversity in our forests and wetlands survives due 

to human cultures, it is certainly true that cultural traditions have helped conserve many of 

them against the forces of destruction, and it is also a fact that in human-influenced systems, 

we have actually enhanced diversity at a genetic level. For instance, one species of rice has 

been diversified into over 50,000 varieties, by the so-called “illiterate” farmers. 

The sages of ancient India wrote many religious texts and sometimes dictated pieces of 

advice that carried pearls of their wisdom that had profound ecological impact, wisdom that 

was centuries ahead of their times and their significance could not be  easily understood  by 

the common people. Sometimes the allegory of stories was used in our epics to enforce or 

suggest practices that ensured environmental protection. Much of such knowledge can be 

described as Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) in the modern parlance; some of this 

knowledge have survived and some have got lost through their passage through the centuries.  

Scientific and technological knowledge have become indispensable for our livelihood and 

betterment. India harbours a vast diversity of plants and animals together with an impressive 

variety of habitats and eco-systems. The biological diversity offers the means for meeting the 

basic requirements of most of India’s population. It is the treasure house from which future 

needs would be met and which may form the basis of a productive knowledge system based 

on easily accessible technology. As environmental problems such as climatic change, 

depleted resources and a greatly altered and polluted environment are assuming alarming 

proportions, seriously threatening the biodiversity, there is a need to reinvestigate the merits 

of traditional or indigenous knowledge system. 

Indigenous or Traditional Knowledge (I.K. or T.K.) refers to the unique, traditional and local 

knowledge existing within and developed around the specific conditions of women and men 

indigenous to a particular geographic area. The development of TK/IK system, covering all 

aspects of life, including management of natural resources has been a crucial matter of 

survival for the people who have generated these systems and continued with those. It is 

based on experience, often tested over centuries, adapted to local culture, environment and 

life styles. Other names for TK/IK are local knowledge, folk knowledge, indigenous technical 

knowledge and traditional ecological knowledge. 

Over centuries, people have learnt how to grow food and to survive sometimes in difficult 

environments. They possess knowledge about varieties of crops to cultivate on the same plot 

considering the nature of soil and water retention capacity of such land, appropriate time for 

sowing and weeding the edible plants, tubers and mushroom and those having medicinal 

value. Ethno-medicine or folk-based medicine identifies even the particular parts of the plants 

having medicinal value, follows a specific mode of treatment of diseases and tries to maintain 

or conserve their environment to make it sustainable. 

Indigenous knowledge is local and culture-specific; it is orally transmitted through imitation 

and demonstration; it is the consequence of practical engagement in everyday life and is 

constantly reinforced by experience, trial and error and deliberate experiment; it tends to be 
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empirical rather than theoretical in the strict sense; it is ‘people’s science’ and is 

asymmetrically distributed in a population; the organization of indigenous knowledge is 

essentially functional, denotative ‘know-how’ geared to practical response and performance. 

Traditional knowledge and indigenous knowledge are often used as synonyms. However, 

indigenous knowledge is more confined to a group or locality, while traditional knowledge 

can be indigenous or non-indigenous for the practicing community. Hence, we would prefer 

the term Traditional Knowledge, the knowledge which is collectively held, which grows from 

experience and which is transmitted inter-generationally. It is expressed through 

environmental knowledge in the form of: 

a. Knowledge on the natural environment, 

b. Knowledge on human modified environment. 

Knowledge on social environment includes knowledge on self and others including 

knowledge about social organization and conflict management (legal knowledge), 

agricultural knowledge, knowledge on health and hygiene, traditional technical knowledge 

(TTK) and knowledge about rituals relating to environment, cultural interpretations of 

landscape. Some of this knowledge remains secret to their custodians, while many other 

forms of knowledge are expressed in public domain and shared within and beyond the 

boundary of the community. Thus traditional knowledge is holistic, comprehensive, context 

sensitive, culturally compatible, environmentally viable and located within broader cultural 

traditions of the practicing communities. It is generally transmitted orally and through body 

centric performances and conservation ethics are often part of traditional knowledge. 

Many traditional societies, often referred to as indigenous or tribal ones, have accumulated a 

large mass of empirical knowledge on the basis of their experience while dealing with Nature 

and natural resources. This traditional wisdom is based on the realization that man and Nature 

form part of an indivisible whole, and therefore should live in partnership with each other. 

With biodiversity concerns having been pushed upfront in recent times, in the context of 

global change, traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) has assumed a great significance.  

As a part of the current project on TEK an extensive research was carried out, using religious 

and non-religious texts and epics with teachings relevant for environmental preservation 

available in Centres in India, including the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, the National Library, 

Kolkata, different Institutes in Hyderabad, Pune, Bangalore, Chennai, the Forest History 

Society, Durham, and the University of Oklahoma, Oklahoma, USA. 

Interactions with environmental activists and historians in India were set up, either 

personally, or via e-mail.  It was found that there is a rich trove of religious and nonreligious 

texts available in different centres in India that deal with different aspects of TEK like 

sustainable forest management, biodiversity conservation by sacred groves, sacred landscape 

and sacred plant species, crop management, farm management, animal management and the 

therapeutic role of Ayurveda; these texts include Kautilya’s Artha-shastra (321-296 BC), 

Mahabharata (c.3000 BC), Ramayana (c.5000 BC), Rigveda (c. 8000BC), Krishi-Parashara 
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(c.400 BC), Kashyapiyakrishisukti  (800 AD),  Vrikshayurveda (c.1000 AD), Krishi Gita 

(c.1500 AD). 

The current research project details the traditional practices of different tribes and 

communities of India that touch upon agriculture, forest management and the conservation of 

plant biodiversity. Several ancient writings, like the Vedas, epics, puranas and scriptures like 

Virishkayurveda, Upavana Vinoda and Brihat Samhita, focus upon the concept of sacred 

fruits, sacred groves, crop management and the therapeutic role of indigenous medicines as 

described in Ayurveda. It was found that there exists a complex relationship between 

indigenous ecological practices and modern ways of interacting with the environment. TEK 

is significant for a number of practical reasons, many of them relevant to biodiversity 

conservation, because it offers new biological knowledge and ecological insights and 

provides models for sustainable resource management. It is relevant for protected areas and 

conservation education and may be crucial for future developmental planning. 

A systematic scan and review of existing material was done; detailed information on TK can 

be collected from communities. For that purpose we could identify two types of communities; 

i. Communities that remained comparatively insulated; we expect such communities to 

possess a reasonably large corpus of TK, which is still put to use by members of the 

community. Study of such communities would offer us a chance to study TK in a 

more or less preserved and functioning form. 

ii. The village communities where the knowledge base is comparatively wider, where 

they often have cultural and technological variation across the stratified sections of 

the community.  

Some communities possess traditional knowledge that are historically, economically or 

technologically unique, and have been used to serving members of same as well as other 

communities. The priestly communities, genealogists, craftsmen, musicians, astrologers and 

mendicants are examples of this type. Such communities might face another dilemma; in 

addition to their traditional clientele, the serving communities might be required to cater 

clients having altogether different necessities, aesthetics and worldview.  

Nature of traditional knowledge worldwide 

Traditional knowledge world wide includes varied areas such as health, agriculture and 

natural resources management. In other parts of the developing world such as Latin America 

and Africa, traditional knowledge by and large means oral traditions. What is unique about 

the Indian situation is that traditional knowledge is present not just as oral tradition but also 

as classic textual knowledge. There is a living body of classical scholars in many areas such 

as traditional health but in smaller numbers in other areas such as indigenous agriculture or 

architecture. 

What is equally striking and significant about the Indian situation is the basic worldview 

underlying this knowledge and practices. Today, in Europe or North America traditional 

agriculture is referred more as chemical agriculture since that has been in vogue already for 
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few centuries. Much of what goes by the name of organic farming or ecological agriculture is 

an afterthought or a corrective because of centuries of experience with chemical agriculture 

which has caused vast environmental damage. In this sense, a consideration of sustainability 

and ecofriendly farming is more in the nature of an afterthought or corrective. However, in 

the case of India, sustainability and ecofriendliness is deeply ingrained and inherent to our 

knowledge systems. 
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Ethnicity of tribes of North East India 

Tribal Culture and Religion of North-East India 

History cannot be brushed aside as irrelevant for it is an inalienable part of India’s tribal 

people as much as her caste-based population. A combination for historical factors has 

brought about this impasse of cultural identity formations, and many elements continue to 

impede solutions. There are positive ways in which a country can treat its indigenous peoples 

who are different from the dominant majority. This, in India, has been much in wanting. 

There are the issues of allowing encapsulated cultures to adjust themselves to charges, and of 

having adjustments imposed upon them. Whatever, it is one indigenous entity which will not 

adapt out of existence to dominant forces; statist formulations and structures and the so-called 

‘main stream’. I assert here that the Indian nation-states as an administrative territorial unit of 

inter-states system is essentially a result of colonialism and must, therefore, base her 

existence on past colonial history. It is against this very construction that India’s indigenous 

tribals today are recognized by their resistance both to colonialism and statism. Birsa Munda 

and Zapu Phizo, although removed from one another in time and pace are examples of the 

continuity of a struggle for the survival of the Munda and Naga identity respectively. The 

resistance spearheaded by such men was inspired by their conviction that they must conserve 

their inalienable right of deciding for themselves in their terms, a future. In other words, 

contrary to the impressions often conveyed by India’s dominant majority and the State 

spokesmen, the juxtapositions between the majority formation and the ‘other’ are not recent 

inventions. They are by no means unchanging historical phenomena. Historically, their 

relationships have revolved around a sense of differentiation and opposition, if not antipathy, 

of identities and purpose. Despite the fact that a theocratic process of assimilation or 

Sanskritization had continued, certainly most of the indigenous ‘survivors’ today newer got 

encapsulated in any sense of the term. Their traditional means of opposition have not been 

indirect and provoked unending punitive responses from state-based powers of early times 

right upto the period of the colonial pax Britannica. 

Unlike other political entities, these tribal communities of India’s north-eastern frontier and 

tiny enclaves within the Indian Union cannot hope to take control of their nation-state. They 

are always to be marginal in their own lands. The crisis in contemporary India is itself a crisis 

in the constitutional approach (of quasi Anglo-Saxon model) to resolving one major dilemma 

of Indian nation-state, i.e., the relationship between the collective rights of minorities, tribal 

indigenous collectives with political rights based on the principle of majority rule. 

Simultaneously, India is confronted by two distinct formations. One is the matured ‘internal 

others’ such as the Kashmiris and the Sikhs, and the second, the external others such as the 

Nagas along with other indigenous formations in various states with the Indian Union. But 

here the similarity ends. In the case of the latter, the violence of colonial penetration and 

present-day military laws in tribal territory is definitely a positivistic approach, set under a 

law of nature. Thus, it is seen as a consequence of interaction in both the periods, with a 

people at a different stage of progress independent of its historical context. This would reveal 

some sort of premeditation in terms of state policy which, more often than not works in 
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congruence with the so-called mainstream culture. T. K. Oommen is categorical about this 

cognitive frame. In analysing the shifts in constructing the ‘other’ Oommen makes a 

distinction among (a) the equal others, say Bengalis vis-à-vis Punjabis; (b) the internal others, 

for example, the recalcitrant Sikhs; (c) the deviant others or social misfits, and (d) the 

outsider-unequal “who are not only cognized as inferior but also defined as external to the 

society”. Despite cul-de-sacs in defining who constitutes the Hindu in sociological 

persuasion, Oommen contend that an unambiguous collective self-identity is in existence, 

that 83 per cent of India population belong to the Hindu religious collectivity. There is no 

doubt an ambiguity when variables such as territory, religion, caste and language are invoked 

to define the peoples within that collectivity; this ambiguity disappears completely, as 

Oommen continues when it comes to defining the non-Hindus. “They must accept 

unadulterated Hindu hegemony”. (Oommen, 1994). 

In each mainstream, culture there are resilient subcultures, and counter-cultures as well, 

thereby making for its totality. But there are also juxtaposed cultures that never yielded to the 

folk-elite” or “textual-contextual” dimensions of culture in Indian civilization. They have 

their own intrinsic cultural forms, i.e., what can be made out in the case of the Nagas, Mizos, 

etc. Nonetheless, a plethora of tribal studies attempted to link them up with cultures such as 

peasants, caste and region. There is no denying the fact that a lot of tribal groups associated, 

merged or had symbiotic relations with the majority collectivity sharing the cultural spaces 

within regional groups. The extensions of the Rajput myths in northern India had the same 

implications for the Koches, Ahoms and the Meitheis in North-East India. despite asymmetric 

extensions of ritual hegemony over tribal peoples by these regional entities, the indigenous 

tribal formations survived without a loss of core values or cultural identity. An overwhelming 

majority of those who embraced Islam and Christianity were from the lowest rung of the 

social ladder, i.e., untouchables and aboriginals or non-Brahmanical communities who were 

also the earliest inhabitants of India. yet, this deep-rooted indignity is totally ignored and the 

indigenous people are perceived as the “others”. 

It would be an oversimplification to assume that “the other” thus constructed is a raw form of 

manifestation at the cultural level alone. It has been accentuated to a contentious, if not 

violent, level, when historically uncapsulated tribals converted to Christianity began to assert 

political rights. Cognitive construction of “the other” is also invariably reflected in the statist 

programmes by no means accidental or coincidental. 

Indigenous Indian tribes are survivors, located in the highlands and ‘uncultured’ frontiers of 

Indian civilisation, where they live best and are identified as such where they are found 

today. Most of those indigenous tribes had no compatible structures through which the 

emerging valley-based majority collectivity would penetrate. Even if it did, it was confined to 

exchange largely economic in nature, designed for mutually benefiting the concerned 

societies, and not for territorial expansion. No indigenous tribe lent itself to ethnocide 

through alien contact. The culture-bearers of the present majority collectivity entered into 

exchanges with more advanced tribal formations of a symbiotic nature. Some reciprocating 

communities like the Sutas were considered friendly, not unlike the Ahom classification of 

abori (hostile) and bori (friendly) Nagas, a necessary condition to keep trans-frontier South 
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and South-Asian Valley routes open. In most instances of absorption, the tribal formations 

underwent a segmentary fission process. Thus it was not possible to destroy tribal polity and 

ideology (Chattopadhyaya, 1968; Kosambi, 1975). 

Later on, process of Hinduisation of tribal deities took place all over the sub-continent 

(Sharma 1975: 9-11; Eschmann et al. 1978). Besides, genealogical fabrications made it easy 

for assimilation of tribal chiefs within the Brahmanical social order as members of the ruling 

groups having been accorded a Kastriya status (Kosambi, 1975). The Ahoms, Meitheis, 

Kacharis, et al., of North-East India came under this formulation. We notice that already 

during the medieval period, the Bhils of Malwa had established advanced political systems as 

also the Minas and the Kolis. In Chotanagpur, paraha (village confederacies) came up under 

the chiefs. In pre-colonial Naga Hills, Khonoma confederacy had been established under 

secular kemevos (big men). By the 17th century A.D., the Mundas had orbited out of the 

reciprocity stage of kinship form and assumed power over a large part of Chotanagpur. The 

Gonds of Madhya Pradesh developed an advanced form of political structure, the gondwana. 

In the eastern highlands of India, the Khasi syiemships evolved, closely approximated by the 

anghdoms of the Konyak Nagas. At various levels, Brahmanic and non-Brahmanic cultures 

impinged on each other. However, a pathy contends, this was more on account of the need for 

exclusiveness being developed by locally dominant social groups in relation to the 

‘commoner’ members of the same communities by association with neighbouring Hindu 

kings, than reasons of religion (Pathy, 1984: 55). There was also a welter of small 

predatorychiefdoms, the Sailo Chiefs of the Mizos for instance, and numerous conical clan 

structed politics like those of the Aos, Apatanis, Lothas, and some others, down to types such 

as the Chencus. Unlike the kingdoms of the lowlands, it was next to impossible of the Hindu 

culture and society to penetrate into other political formations (Pathy, ibid.: 56). The process 

of encapsulation of tribal domains was never complete even until the Mughal times. The 

Gondwana, Deogarth, Kherla and the Nagabansi dynasties continued their ‘sovereign status’. 

Tributes were exacted from them by the Mughals, and they were marginally brought within 

the orbit of centralised politics (Jain, 1979). So also was the case of the Bhil region 

(Malcolm, 1880: 1-57). 

During the colonial expansion a number of resistance movements were precipitated. They 

were directed against the white men’s penetration and their instruments of repression. Thus, 

the Santals revolted against landlords in 1855-57, 1847-76, 1882 and 1885. The Mundas took 

up resistance in 1789, 1808, 1811. 1818, 1820, 1832, 1857, 1887-90 and 1895-97, the Oraons 

in 1895-97, the Kolis in 1824, 1839 and 1844-46, the Kols in 1831-32. In the North-East, the 

Jaintia rebellion, Aarong Naga (Zemi) uprising, the Nongkhlaw Syiem’s ware with the 

British, etc., are a few examples. The subalternist approach to these movements would have 

us understand that the symbolic rejection of higher cultures alongside militancy, served the 

dual purpose of defining for themselves an exclusive culture and political identity. Culture 

reinforces political identity of sorts and, thus, the two factors cannot be bifurcated. 

The process of encapsulation of the Indian model can be discerned at two levels of 

abstractions: The peninsular tribes and frontier highlanders. The former had a long historical 

persistence of tribal “enclaves” within the Indian mainland, in spite of over a thousands years 
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of penetration by caste society and Sanskritization process. These are not, as Omvedt rightly 

points out, simply remnants of a superseded historical stage, doomed to disappear eventually. 

Rather, they are living poles of Indian culture and society itself, representing values and 

styles of life suppressed and subordinated by dominant Brahmanism but meaningful and 

important to the oppressed groups (Omvedt, 1993). 

On the other hand, the frontier tribals mostly located in the North-East remained outside the 

reach of dominant religious systems. We take recourse to India’s colonial history to discern 

the relationships between the Indian government and the tribes. In the Government of India 

Act (enforced in April 1937), Section 311, a distinction was made between British India and 

India. the former meant the territories under the Governor’s provinces and the Chief 

Commissioners’ provinces, whereas India was used in wider sense to include such provinces 

together with princely states and tribal areas which fell within the geographical boundary of 

India. in the same Section of the same Act, the tribal areas were defined as the areas along the 

frontier of India or in Baluchistan which were not part of British India, of Burma or any 

Indian State, or of any foreign state. 

The relations between indigenous tribals and the state revolve around the fundamental 

asymmetry of the groups involved– a people and a state. In the Anglo-Saxon model of the 

Indian state, the tribals merely constitute a small self-regulating community, notified as 

Scheduled Tribes “for the purpose of the constitution only” that is, to identify “whom to be 

developed”. In this sense, the categorisation of the “Scheduled Tribes” is neither an integral 

part of the political system nor designed to be permanent. Consequently, there has been an 

increasing erosion of the intrinsic rights of the tribals over their land and resources. In other 

words, it is a constitutional right that they enjoy by virtue of paternal dependent relations 

between the Indian state and the tribes therein. 

Admittedly, many positive aspects cannot be denied in the creation of “tribal” states for 

“safeguarding” their traditional rights and customs, as in Nagaland, Meghalaya, Mizoram, 

Arunachal Pradesh, etc. They were established with extraordinary emphasis on the 

‘humanitarian’ motives, and are considered a sort of social welfare enclaves. But 

militarization and special laws have also become inseparable ingredients of maintaining such 

‘enclaves’. Nagaland and her people enjoy special safeguards under Article 371A of the 

Constitution of India. But the notion that indigenous institutions must be designed to fit into 

the existing system of government based on electoral politics is one thing, and working 

consciously articulated adjustments to recognize and accommodate their inherent right to 

self-governance is another matter. The aforesaid article has not addressed the main issue of 

collective right, i.e., it has said nothing about the development of a Naga state cast in its own 

traditional control system. Numerous agreements with tribal representatives notably the 

Akbar Hydari Agreement of 1947 or the Sixteen Point Agreement projected an intention of 

increasing indigenous political rights. However, according to powers to indigenous bodies 

like the NNC or nay subsequent bodies was not the original intention. In effect, enforcement 

of their rights over land and resources is not to come under a native forum or institution. A 

full exercise of Naga rights would mean collective right over rights already in existence. 
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Thus, to my mind, in the main issue that represents the single conceptual block to solving the 

Naga question and, by extension, the problems of other indigenous tribes. 

This issue is linked with the idea of self-determination. Of late, this term has become popular 

among scholars and human rights activists. It is not an abstract principle among the 

indigenous peoples, but a practical extension of historical necessity, to preserve and survive. 

As such, its interpretation found among present-day militant organisations will be misleading. 

The crisis in Indian society is itself a crisis in the constitutional approach to resolving one 

major dilemma of  simultaneous challenges given by two distinct formations: one’ is the 

‘matured internal others’ and the other is the marginalised yet traditionally unencapsulated 

peoples. It is important therefore, to discriminate between these two types of assertions. The 

basic principle underlying this self-determination is the inherent power and authority of the 

indigenous tribal politics that always existed and never at any point of time relinquished. 

Again, an individual tribal member is subjected to his respective tribal laws, despite the fact 

that ‘tribe’ in administrative parlance is merely a category, a matter of statistical aggregate 

identified by attributes. But since most of the benefits and disabilities enjoyed by them stem 

from their membership in a self-governing entity, as a ‘group’ in sociological sense, 

therefore, collective right and use becomes paramount and indivisible . In other words, the 

conception of a tribal ‘person’ is individual between code and substance, as opposed to the 

Anglo-Saxon individual, atomistic and reinforced by enfranchisement to pursue his rights. 

Corollary to this is the unfortunate dilution of native power structure through 

enfranchisement at all levels of government, designed to usher in democratic forms of 

governance, as though democracy is an alien concept to indigenous systems. In Nagaland or 

Meghalaya, tribals exist within political units by virtue of the statist formula and not by the 

logic of inherent right to government. It is not held here that representivity at any level – 

District Council, electoral constituencies, etc. – is enimical to them. It is that representivity 

poses problems for collective indigenous identity, if it is assigned political status rather than 

an achieved state of statue in their own cast. They all belonged to reserved constituencies for 

SC/ST. This  paradox of representivity stems from the basic legal concept of the nation-state. 

This is where our idea of self-determination would be located, defined and recast to address 

the issue of collective legitimate authority of indigenous tribals. 

The idea of indigenous government at the moment remains at the level of a value-notition at 

least in a majority of tribal groups. But this is not so in the case of the Nagas. They have, 

cultural and land rights, customary law and usages acknowledged as the basis for 

preservation albeit an indigenous instrument of control. The central issue here is not 

preservation of culture in its narrow sense. If it were, the native polity, representivity, land 

and mineral resources would not be a problem. Their culture in the broad sense is inseparable 

from the land, polity and kinship relations. Because, their culture is not merely the sum total 

of the varieties of menhirs, Bos frontalis, spears and expressions or even languages. It is of no 

use to ignore the fact that land, polity and kinship are not autonomous to each other. Instead it 

could have recognised indigenous governments with jurisdiction over their own ‘territories’ 

but within the nation-state. A model close to this was a part of the Akbar Hydari Agreement 

with the NNC in 1947. Initially the NNC proposed an idea of having broader issues linked 

with the Union of India, and not with Burma or China, or with any other nation-state. Thus, 
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the Agreement envisaged, among other things, an indigenous form of tribal government 

under the NNC. But later on, the state went back on its words, claiming that such specific 

agreements drawn up had no legal standing, nor were binding on the state. Thus, the Sixth 

Schedule of the India Constitution was promulgated undermining a number of indigenous 

institutions. It devalued the remarkable Khasi syiemships which were considered as native 

states then. A very belated study by a three-member commission of the government on the 

functioning of elected District Autonomous Councils of Assam had noted the marginalisation 

of indigenous decision-making bodies. These Councils are, at any rate, transitory in nature, 

and ‘developmental’ in perspective. As such, they have failed to address the core issues 

involved. Since autonomous councils are not reflective of indigenous politics, wherever they 

are accepted in principle as dictated by political expediency, they have simply not taken off. 

Irked by the delay in implementation of the Jharkhand Area Autonomous Council the age-old 

Jharkhand tribal lands will be embroiled again; some may think that it provides evidence of 

the perfidy. This only serves to heighten the peoples’ sense of collective consciousness of 

being distinct but certainly not a feeling of alienation from the mainstream. 

Development is invariably associated with these autonomous councils, more in the line of 

municipalities. Here none of the traditional criteria such as polity and solidarity or cultural 

affiliations are associated. This mismatched plan enemic to the people, is amply testified by 

B.D. Sharma (1984) as simply inapplicable to traditionally bound tribal areas. These plans are 

invariably influenced by bureaucratic self-interests and by states’ definition of tribal 

‘interests’. Coming as it is from a different parademic view, Pathy gives a critical evaluation 

of the often quoted Article 46 of the Indian Constitution which reads: 

The state shall promote with special care the educational and economic interests of the 

weaker sections of people, and in particular, of the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled 

Tribes, and shall protect them from social injustice and all, forms of exploitation. 

Here he contends that an autonomy of the state, over and above the classes in society, is 

unimaginable in both historical and logical sense. Further, quoting N.K. Bose’s observations, 

Pathy continues: “One particular section among the people cannot be freed from all forms of 

exploitation as log as their co-workers who do not belong to their caste or tribe continue in 

their old conditions” (1984: 166-68). In a different phraseology, differentiation being a 

constant factor the indigenous tribals must then emerge as fully developed individuals 

through their district councils, or institutions provided for, but on the deathbed of their own 

social institutions and culture. 

Alongside the globalization of world economy, a certain degree of voluntary limitation of 

state sovereignty is envisaged. There is also an emerging concern, almost alarmist, as to the 

nature of cultural adoption or of a global mainstream culture of Western persuasion 

overtaking India. The indigenous tribal cultures have a right to survive as much as 

‘mainstream’ culture in this context. Culture, to my mind, is not simply folklores, dances, 

costumes, art, literature, customs and food; it is about how people make sense of this world 

and what they do to adapt to it. A cultural pluralism is not only pragmatic but morally 

justified. But if a mainstream culture of dominant collectivity is the goal alongside a 

positivist statist structure, it means forcing people to abandon their specificities. This 
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argument enjoins what Oommen (1986) had contended that, through cultural expansionism, 

the dominant collectivity attempts to assimilate all the other collectivities; but India cannot 

hope to build an authentic nation-state by creating a cultural mainstream reducing numerous 

collectivities of the periphery to the status of marginal. We can only have a nation-state with 

multiple cultural centres (Oommen, 1986). 

At another level of extrapolation, Yogendra Singh observes the implications of the exteriority 

of global change taking place in and around us. Though creative domains of culture lie in the 

spontaneous and innovative responses, both at individual and collective levels, and cannot be 

strait jacketed as it were, a cultural policy is in keeping with the changing times. But such a 

policy ‘must take into account the need to enrich and protect local, regional cultural values, 

practices and identities in the process of the exposure to mega-institutions of mass 

communication and marketization’ and puts an emphasis on plurality and continuity as 

essential elements for quality cultural development and social change in India (Singh, 1994). 

The concerns of indigenous people of their rights have increasingly caught the attention of 

international forums, notably the United Nations. What exactly is an indigenous populations? 

Since the early 1950’s the International Labour Organization had been using the terms 

indigenous and tribal populations. This prompted certain governments in South-Asia, in 

particular Bangladesh and India, to take the view that the UN discussion on this question has 

no relevance to them since it would be impossible to describe any one population group as 

more indigenous. The official position reads: 

It will be appreciated that in an ancient racial melting pot like India, no sociologists, 

historians or anthropologists are in a position to say with any degree of certainty that the 

scheduled tribes are the only indigenous populations. Further, there is no certainty as to who 

displaced whom and which of the races in India are today descendants of the conquered or 

the conqueror. 

This was an observation made on a working definition (which contained two parts) which 

was later adopted by the UN working group on indigenous populations when it was formed in 

1982. The first part reads: 

Indigenous populations are composed of the existing descendants of the peoples who inhabit 

the present territory of a country wholly or partially at the time when persons of different 

culture or ethnic origin arrived there from other parts of the world, overcome them and, by 

conquest, settlement or other means, reduced them to a non-dominant or colonial situation; 

who today live more in conformity with their particular social, economic and cultural 

customs and traditions than with the institutions of the country of which they now form a 

part, under a State structure which incorporates mainly the national, social and cultural 

characteristics of other segments of the population which are predominant. 

The second part makes the position of Indian tribes more clear which reads: 

Although they have not suffered conquest or colonization, isolated or marginal groups 

existing in the country should also be regarded as covered by the notion of ‘indigenous 

populations’ for the following reasons: 
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(a) They are descendants of groups which were in the territory of the country at the 

time when other groups of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived there; 

(b) Precisely because of their isolation from other segments of the country’s 

population they have preserved almost intact the customs and traditions of their 

ancestors which are similar to those characterized as indigenous; 

(c) They are, even if only formally, placed under a state structure which incorporates 

national, social and cultural characteristics alien to theirs. 

As of now in the UN a working group on indigenous populations is reviewing national 

developments and identifying new international standard. Issues pertaining to indigenous, 

aboriginal or tribals are frequently debated in international human rights meetings under other 

agenda items, that include rights relating to the administration of justice, religious 

intolerance, economic, social and cultural issues, development and self-determination. The 

Vienna Declaration of 1993 drawn up by the World Conference on Human Rights reads: 

The World Conference recognizes the inherent dignity and the unique contribution of 

indigenous people to the development and plurality of society and strongly reaffirms the 

commitment of the international community to their economics, social and cultural well-

being and their enjoyment of the fruits of sustainable development…. States should, in 

accordance with international law take concerned positive steps, to ensure respect for all 

human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people and recognize the value and 

diversity of their distinct identities, cultures and social organization. 

The indigenous peoples supported by the Non- Governmental Organization (NGOs) insist on 

being called ‘peoples’ rather than populations. But state governments associate this term self-

determination and by implication, seeking right of independence. The former again prefers 

the term indigenous ‘territories’ over ‘lands’ to describe their claims which are construed as 

demand for sovereignty. Although statist definitions still hold sway, the core idea of the right 

of indigenous peoples has obtained international currency. Moreover, an international 

competency over the rights has been clinched; earlier it was an exclusive domain of state 

sovereignty. A cluster of related rights are now being discussed; some are already resolved. 

These rights include political, religious, cultural, educational, land and resource, treaty rights, 

right of a self-defined indigenous community. All these will determine the terms of 

delimiting statist interpretation. One concept that creates intense acrimonious debate now is 

the term self-determination. Opposition to this term is often argued in terms of State 

sovereignty and national integrity, terms which invoke absolutism. It suggests the indivisible 

quality of a nation. In discussion of self-determination, the utility of the ideal is accepted, but 

the perceived threat to the nation-state is a major sticky point. This threat perception is often 

placed in opposition to the claim of self-determination. Then the question becomes not 

whether pluralism can be ‘accommodated but whether the state can tolerate separation or 

secession. 

This demand for self-determination is an extreme political expression of cultural identity. 

However, demand of a state for every people is a practical impossibility. But the concept 

gaining currency at the level of indigenous tribals must not engender an alarmist perspective. 
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The term is a relative one. New political forms which offer autonomy, but not sovereignty, 

are difficult to formulate, since any new solution bears the burden of achieving acceptance 

without a history to give its legitimacy. But this should not generate conservation in solutions 

as most of the tribal movements in India and elsewhere recognize alternative possibilities in 

their demands for new institutional arrangements. Once this point is clear, achieving a plural / 

multi-cultural society is not a distant possibility. 

NORTH-EASTERN REGION 

1. Arunachal Pradesh  

2. Assam  

3. Meghalaya  

4. Manipur  

5. Nagaland  

6. Tripura  

7. West Bengal (North) (i) Darjeeling (ii) Jalpaiguri (iii) Cooch-Bihar and (iv) 

West Dinajpur 
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Culture and Ethnicity in North-East India 

The indigenous inhibitants of this region, who are mostly tribes, are bewildering in their 

variety, ethnicity, culture and folklore. The area is endowed with rich resources of land, 

water, forests and minerals etc. and perched at the confluence of countries like China and 

Tibet in the north, Myanmar in the east and north and Bangladesh in the west. This region is 

connected with the rest of India by a narrow corridor between Nepal and Bangladesh and 

serves as a cultural corridor between India and South-east Asia. This has greatly enhanced its 

strategic importance. 

The people of this region from the conventional physical anthropological point of views, may 

conveniently be divided into two broad racial groups, the India (Caucasoid) and the Indo-

Mongoloid. All the tribes of North-East India are the Indo-Mongoloid (mentioned as Kiratas 

in ancient Sanskrit literature) in origin, while the Indid group who may be considered as the 

Caucasic in origin is formed by the Caste- Hindus, Scheduled Castes, Other Backward 

Classes (OBC) and the Muslims. There is another section formed by the ‘tea garden people’ 

which does not belong to any of these groups. It needs be borne in mind that in recent years a 

large number of immigrants from Bangladesh and Nepal are also entered into North-East 

India. 

It is estimated that out of approximately 31.4 million people living in North-East India, about 

8.1 million are made up of the tribal people of the hills and plains. As told there are about 130 

major tribal groups in North-Eastern India, which constitute about one-third of the total 

number of the listed tribes for the whole of India. Several languages belonging to different 

linguistic families are spoken in North-East India. Assamese, an Indo-Aryan language, is the 

mother tongue of the Assamese people and is mainly confined to Brahmaputra valley. The 

Mongoloid people of this region speak languages of different divisions and sub-divisions of 

the Sino-Tibetan linguistic family. The original languages of the Ahom, Khampti, Tai-Phake, 

Khamiyang and some other groups belong to the Thai subdivision. The languages of the 

tribes belonging to the Bodo groups are affiliated to the Tibeto-Burman language group. The 

Arunachal tribes, e.g., the Aka (Hrusso), Adi, Nishi, Mishmi and others speak languages 

which belong to the North-Assam group of the Tibeto-Burman linguistic division. The 

language of the Khasi group of tribes is entirely different. They speak Mon-Khmer language, 

which belongs to the Austro-Asiatic language family. 

The people of North-East India, more particularly in the plains region, are mostly Hindu by 

religion, though Muslims also form a sizeable section. The tribes have their own traditional 

religion. But some tribal people of the plains and also of Arunachal Pradesh have accepted 

Hinduism. Many others are Hinduised, Again, some tribes of Arunachal Pradesh and certain 

small population of Assam and Meghalaya practice Buddhism. Christianity is mostly 

confined to the tribal people more particularly to the Hill tribes of Nagaland, Mizoram and 

Meghalaya, etc. 

North-East India with scores of endogamous groups, with diverse ethnic, socio-economic and 

occupational backgrounds, provides of very fertile ground for undertaking research in 

Physical Anthropology, but, unfortunately this opportunity has not yet been fully utilized. 
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Dermato-glyphics in recent years has turned out to be an important field of human 

quantitative genetics, but our knowledge in North-East India on various subfields of 

dermatoglyphics is awfully inadequate. The data on most of the populations are not available. 

On certain population quite a large quantity of date on various aspects of dermatoglyphics are 

there, while on others scrapy information only on finger or few palmar aspects have been 

published. 

It has already been stated that the people of North-East India can be put under two broad 

groups , namely the Caucasoids and the Indo-Mongoloids. Each of the two major groups is 

further divided and subdivided taking into consideration one or the other of certain factors, 

e.g., linguistic affinity, cultural similarity, territorial proximity, religion, caste status etc.  In 

the present work, the population of North-East India have been grouped under different 

categories as l. Hindu Caste groups covering (i) Caste Hindu, (ii) Schedule Caste, (iii) Other 

Backward Community (caste); 2. Assamese Muslims; 3.Bodo and allied groups; 4.Khasi 

groups; 5.Naga groups; 6.Lushai–Kuki groups; 7.North Assam/Arunachal groups; 8.Tai 

groups; and 9.Meitei. It is more unfortunate that the tea garden populations of Assam are yet 

to attract the attention of the physical anthropologists and more particularly the research 

workers on dermatoglyphics. 

It has been noted earlier that the non-tribal plains men of North-East India are mostly of the 

Caucasic origin. But, because of prolonged interaction with neighbouring populations 

through inter-marriages and assimilations, particularly with those who have been living in the 

plains and in the adjoining areas, Mongoloid features are not uncommon among them. 

Similarly, it is no wonder that certain Caucasoid ethnic strains have also entered into the 

Mongoloid tribal population of North-East India. 

The beginning of dermatoglypic research in North-East India was made in mid-fifties by 

Bhattacharjee (1955).However, it merits to be mentioned here that even after five decades of 

research the dermatoglypic data so far collected  are still very inadequate. Samples are often 

small and investigation is mainly restricted to digital patterns only. Besides, the results of 

many of these studies are not comparable because of insufficient information given on 

methodology adopted. Most are lacking either technical accuracies of statistical competence 

as the number of individuals studied are often very few and from males only. 

In North-East India, dermatoglyphic studies among different ethnic-groups have long been 

undertaken by a number of researchers. However, in majority of the earlier works,  in fact, we 

find mostly typological descriptions of one or the other parameters in finger and palmar 

dermatoglyphics of the groups to delineate ethnic composition, ethno-linguistic affinities and 

geographic distribution. As mentioned earlier Bhattacharjee (1955) was the first to study 

dermatoglyphic features of the North-East Indian populations. He was followed by a number 

of others (Chakravartti and Mukherjee, 1961, 1963; Das, 1963, 1972; Das and Sengupta, 

1985; Jaswal et al., 1986; Mukherjee, 1986; Sengupta, 1987,  among others), Great deal of 

attention has been paid particularly to a number of finger dermatoglyphic characters.  Studies 

on palmar features are particularly lacking. Dermatoglyphic pattern  frequencies on toes have 

so far been the least studied (Mukherjee 1962, 1965). 
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The work on inheritance of dermal trait, studies of dermatoglyphics in medical genetics and 

disease diagnosis and work devoted to methods of dermatoglyphics are conspicuous by their 

absence. A lone but important deviation from this general trend reported by Dutta et al., 

(1985) which records relationship between absolute and total finger ridge count with pattern 

intensity index. Some recent studies in the field of clinical dermatoglyphics have been 

reported by Das (1993), Sengupta and Das (1995), and Sengupta and Boruah (1996a, 1996b) 

on schizophrenics and diabetes mellitus respectively. The results of such studies indicate the 

differences existing between the patients and normal controls. Pattern frequencies on toes 

have, however, been reported for the Nagas, Lushais, Khasis and the Garos of North-Eastern 

region (Mukherjee 1962, 1965). It shows a high frequencies of arches and a low frequency of 

whorls on toes in comparison to those on fingers; a reverse bilateral trend of variation of 

pattern on fingers and toes and a trend of complementation between patterns on the two sets 

of digits. Ethnolinguistic affinities of the populations of North-East India have also been 

studied on the basis of the average number of triradi on palms (Mukherjee, 1986). 

In the present work discussions have conveniently been confined mainly to project the 

dermatoglyphic profile of the people of North-East India by utilizing the relevant available 

materials on the papillary patterns, digital indices and palmar main lines published during the 

period (i.e., in between 1955-1990). One should not take it otherwise if one finds that some 

results have not been included. This may have happened in spite of our best efforts to collect 

the relevant materials, or there may be some logical reasons behind that Dermatoglyphical 

descriptions of the castes/tribes and communities are based solely on the above three 

parameters. 

The digital and palmar characteristics have been studied through analyses of the pattern 

types, digital indices and palmar main line formulae. 

The frequency of pattern occurrence in different fingers, configurational areas and indices 

thereof of the populations under consideration, given in Table 2.1, reveals high percentage of 

loops, especially among the females of all India populations. In this regard the Khasi and 

Lushai-Kuki populations also are quite comparable with the Indid populations, despite the 

fact that both of them belong to the Mongoloid group. We also find that in all the female 

samples loop predominates over whorl. In the Indid populations of North-East India, a 

tendency of lower number of whorl and higher number of loop has been noted. The frequency 

of arch is very limited, more particularly among the Mongoloid populations of North-East 

India. However, representation of maximum arches is found among the Tai Mongoloids, 

closely followed by Other Backward Classes(Castes) of Assam. In this regard Sarkar (1954) 

has shown that the whorl and loop occur in the ratio of 50:50 among the Mongoloid people, 

which is no doubt is an  
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Table 1: Percentage Distribution of Finger Pattern Types and Indices 

Groups No. Sex Whorl Loop Arch D.I. F.I. P.I.I. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

Hindu Caste Groups 

(i) Caste Hindu 1266 

424 

1690 

M 

F 

M F 

42.77 

39.79 

42.02 

54.06 

56.25 

54.61 

3.17 

3.96 

3.37 

7.41 

9.96 

8.01 

79.12 

70.73 

76.95 

13.96 

13.58 

13.87 

(ii) Scheduled Castes 550 M 44.98 52.51 2.51 5.58 85.66 14.25 

(iii)  Other Backward 

Communities (Castes) 

894 

151 

1045 

M 

F 

M F 

42.53 

36.75 

41.69 

53.83 

56.42 

54.20 

3.65 

6.82 

4.11 

8.57 

18.56 

9.85 

79.01 

65.14 

76.92 

13.89 

12.99 

13.76 

Assamese Muslim 530 M 45.40 51.90 3.42 7.52 88.68 14.20 

(i) Maria Muslim 108 M 52.78 45.74 1.48 2.81 115.38 15.13 

(ii) Garia / Sheikh 

Muslim 

422 M 43.51 52.58 3.91 8.99 82.74 13.96 

Tai Mongoloid Groups 272 

161 

433 

M 

F 

M F 

42.61 

36.83 

40.46 

52.98 

58.45 

55.01 

4.41 

4.72 

4.53 

10.35 

10.82 

11.19 

80.43 

63.02 

73.55 

13.82 

13.21 

13.59 

Bodo and allied Groups 1713 

883 

2596 

M 

F 

M F 

48.34 

45.45 

47.35 

49.11 

51.35 

49.87 

2.55 

3.20 

2.77 

5.28 

7.05 

5.86 

98.42 

88.51 

94.95 

14.58 

14.22 

14.46 

Arunachalis 933 

663 

1596 

M 

F 

M F 

48.41 

43.53 

46.38 

49.39 

42.78 

50.80 

2.20 

3.70 

2.82 

4.54 

8.49 

6.08 

98.03 

82.48 

91.32 

14.62 

13.98 

14.36 

Khasi Groups 534 

370 

904 

M 

F 

M F 

39.68 

36.11 

38.22 

57.98 

60.05 

58.83 

2.34 

3.84 

2.95 

5.90 

10.63 

7.73 

68.44 

60.13 

64.97 

13.73 

13.23 

13.53 

Naga Groups 1248 

999 

2247 

M 

F 

M F 

52.48 

48.99 

50.93 

46.52 

49.75 

47.96 

1.00 

1.25 

1.11 

1.91 

2.55 

2.18 

112.80 

98.49 

106.20 

15.15 

14.77 

14.98 

Lushai-Kuki Groups 1012 

922 

1934 

M 

F 

M F 

45.33 

43.45 

44.44 

53.50 

55.27 

54.34 

1.17 

1.28 

1.22 

2.57 

2.95 

2.75 

84.74 

78.61 

81.77 

14.42 

14.22 

14.32 

Meitei 118 

128 

246 

M 

F 

M F 

51.95 

43.36 

47.48 

46.19 

55.16 

50.85 

1.86 

1.48 

1.67 

3.59 

3.42 

3.51 

112.48 

78.61 

93.37 

15.01 

14.19 

14.58 

 

important factor. A similar picture, however is not observed among several Mongoloid 

populations like the Tai Mongoloids, Khasi and the Lushai-Kuki groups. The Maria Muslims 

of Assam (one of the Indid populations) are distinguished dermatoglyphically by their 

Mongoloid peculiarities such as higher number of whorl, and lower number of loop. 

Maximum whorls have been found among the Naga group with a frequency of about 51 per 
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cent. On the other hand the Hindu Caste groups, Tai Mongoloids, Khasi and the Lushai-Kuki 

groups are marked with higher percentage of loops. 

In the present series, the males display a pattern of dermatoglyphic features which is not 

similar with that in the females, and each sex exhibits different ethnic affinity. Such bisexual 

differences with regard to the occurrence of whorl, loop and arch patterns in each are 

statistically significant (Table2.2). It will be worthwhile to mention here that Rudan (1978), 

Lin et al, (1984) and others have observed different patterns for males and females. 

Intergroup homogeneity test, set out in Table 2.2, reveals significant interpopulation 

variations in respect of the distribution of three major dermatoglyphic patterns. Only one non-

significant chi-square result has been found between the Bodo and allied groups and 

Arunachalis. Though some resemblances have been found between them in fingerball 

patterns, one should be careful to put too much weight on this observation. The resemblance 

may be accidental as they differ significantly with regard to other anthropometric characters 

(Goswami and Das, 1990). The Meiteis of Manipur valley show intermediate finger ball 

characteristics between the Naga and the Lushai-Kuki groups. The distribution of papillary 

patterns in the populations under consideration falls within the range of variations, found 

among the Mongoloid peoples. According to the World summaries (Chamla, 1962-63) whorl 

and loop vary among the Mongoloids approximately within ranges of 43 to 50 per cent and 

38 to 59 per cent respectively. The arch frequency in Mongoloids is found to vary between 

0.0 and 5.5 per cent. 

 Rise in the whorl-loop index is due to the subsequent  

Table2: Homogeneity Test for Finger Pattern Types 

Groups / Combination X2 value 

Bisexual Variation  

Caste Hindu 

Other Backward Communities (Castes) 

Tai Mongoloid Groups 

Bodo and allied Groups  

Arunachalis 

Khasi Groups  

Naga Groups 

Lushai-Kuki Groups 

Meitei 

15-48 

43-65 

14.05 

25.08 

59.53 

25.48 

28.32 

7.16 

19.78 

Population Variation  

Caste Hindu x Scheduled Castes 

 x OBC (Castes) 

Scheduled Castes x OBC (Castes) 

Maria Muslim x Sheikh (Garia) Muslim 

Assamese Muslim x Caste Hindu 

 x Scheduled Castes 

 x OBC (Castes) 

Tai Mongoloid Groups x Bodo and allied Groups 

22.55 

10.01 

36.84 

38.71 

19.51 

8.51 

21.55 

95.08 
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 x Arunachalis 

 x Khasi Groups 

 x Naga Groups 

 x Lushai-Kuki Groups 

 x Meitei 

Bodo & allied Groups  x Arunachalis 

 x Khasi Groups 

 x Naga Groups 

 x Lushai-Kuki Groups 

 x Meitei 

Arunachalis  x Khasi Groups 

  x Naga Groups 

  x Lushai Kuki Groups 

  x Meitei 

Khasi Groups x Naga Groups 

 x Lushai-Kuki Groups 

 x Meitei 

Naga Groups  x Lushai-Kuki Groups 

 x Meitei 

Lushai-Kuki Groups x Meitei 

69.36 

32.10 

371.87 

224.99 

59.79 

3.72 

228.13 

206.35 

189.93 

10.72 

158.28 

203.88 

143.27 

11.17 

502.57 

182.72 

74.41 

175.74 

14.90 

12.86 

 

Table3 .Percentage Frequency of Palmar Main Line Formulae 

Population Sex 11.9.7.- 9.7.5- 7.5.5- 

Caste Hindu Population     

(i) Caste Hindu M 

F 

25.74 

27.00 

21.53 

21.00 

22.13 

18.00 

(ii) Scheduled Castes M 28.65 20.19 22.54 

(iii)  Other Backward Communities (Castes) M 26.77 18.37 26.67 

Assamese Muslim (Garia / Sheikh) M 27.00 28.00 26.00 

Bodo and allied Groups M 

F 

15.07 

16.78 

27.61 

25.72 

30.06 

27.32 

Tai Mongoloids M 

F 

10.45 

12.35 

31.65 

30.37 

3.67 

32.94 

Arunachal Groups M 

F 

11.33 

11.99 

32.32 

23.29 

20.74 

26.68 

Khasi Groups M 

F 

26.31 

26.34 

36.94 

41.04 

36.75 

32.62 

Naga Groups M 

F 

10.55 

11.61 

30.39 

28.49 

43.94 

43.84 

Lushai-Kuki Groups M 

F 

12.29 

8.07 

31.42 

21.61 

44.24 

61.23 

Meitei M 

F 

11.44 

20.31 

32.63 

19.53 

40.25 

48.83 
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increase of whorl configuration, where the loop plays delicate role in influencing the 

indices.It already appears from Table 2.1 that the males always show a higher occurrence of 

whorls and lesser loops. As a result the whorl-loop index of Furuhata (1927) is almost 

without exception higher in them. The comparatively frequent occurrence of arches in 

females is also reflected in the increased value of arch-whorl index of Dankmeijer (1938) in 

females, where the value is always higher than that in males in all the populations under 

consideration. Similarly, because of high incidence of loop and arches in females, the pattern 

intensity index in them is lower than their male counterparts. 

According to Dankmeijer’s classification (1938), the value of arch-whorl index below 10.0 is 

typical for the Mongoloid. Barring the Tai Mongoloid group, in all the samples under 

consideration, this index is somewhat below the minimal level, suggested for the Mongoloid. 

In this regard the Khasi group resembles the South European (10-20) groups. The Caste 

Hindus and Other Backward Communities of Assam come almost close to the minimal range 

displayed by the Caucasoid. The value of whorl-loop index shows a wide range of variation, 

and it is relatively lower in the Indid, Tai Mongoloid and the Khasi group then in the rest of 

the Mongoloid groups. The Bodo and allied groups, Arunachalis, Naga groups and the Meitei 

belong to the Manchurian type (over 90), while others belong to the Japanese type (between 

70 and 90) . In North- East India the Naga groups and the Maria Muslims of Assam depict 

the maximum value of Furuhata’s index than the other groups. 

Though the index of pattern intensity has been claimed to be one of the most important ethnic 

determinants in the study of dermatoglyphics (Newman, 1960), unfortunately no attempt can 

be made to statistically evaluate the biological relationship between the populations of North-

East India, using the above index because most of the studies lack relevant statistical 

derivatives, the standard error of the mean. It is apparent that in general the Mongoloid 

groups exhibit comparatively greater number of delta than the India  populations of North-

East India. The value of pattern intensity index in most of the populations of North-East India 

are within the broad range of variations, as suggested for the Mongoloid. 

Relative occurrence of Wilder’s principal main line formulae in the Mongoloid tribal 

populations conforms 7.5.5’- as the predominating type. Exception to its offered by the Khasi 

groups, who present 9.7.5.- as the most common combination of palmar main lines. It is 

noted that among the Arunachalis, the type 9.7.5.’- is observed to be associated more with 

males, whereas 7.5.5’- is associated more with the females. Tiwari (1952) is of the opinion 

that 9.7.5.’- is the Mongoloid formula, percentage figure of which is relatively higher in most 

of the tribal populations of North-East India. The very common occurrence of 11.9.7 – which 

is supposed to be ‘white formula’ (Wilder, 1922) is observed in higher frequency in the Indid 

groups that in the tribes. 

In many earlier studies however, disagreement in the patterns of population affinities, based 

on finger and palmer dermatoglyphics, have been observed. In the present study, each sex 

and each population sample exhibit distinct pattern with respect of finger and palmar 

dermatoglyphic traits. These frequencies exhibit clear difference between tribes and castes, to 

be more precise between the Mongoloid and the Caucasoid groups. The present 

dermatoglyphic findings on the Tai Mongoloid reflect the result of presumed intermixture, 
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due to gene flow from neighbouring Indid (caste) populations, who are living in Brahmaputra 

valley side by side since long. Deviating tendency of the Khasi groups from other tribal 

populations in finger and palmer dermatoglyphic characters is also apparent. The results 

obtained on analysis of palmar dermatoglyphic data support the conclusion drawn from 

papillary patterns. 

The scope of research in dermatoglyphics in North-East India is enormous. At present we are 

still far from knowing the distribution of finger and palmar dermatoglyphic characters in all 

parts of North-East India. More data are required to understand their ethnic variability in all 

details. Continued investigations in micro-differentiation of the North-East Indian 

populations might, however, modify the observations, made in the present study and, 

perhaps, clarify the use of dermatoglyphics as an anthropological research tool. 

Society in North-East India 

With the incorporation of the Brahmaputra valley into the colonial British Indian Empire, the 

insular social structure of the Ahom, which was in a state of tribal-feudal continuum, was 

exposed for the first time. The British Assam no longer remained the exclusive homeland of 

the Assamese, Assam was initially made a division of Bengal and since 1874 a spate province 

which besides the Brahmaputra valley also included the hill areas of north-east, Cachar plains 

and the Sylhet region of East Bengal. The political boundary of British Assam was, thus, 

expanded at the cost of the her homogeneity in population composition. 

The colonial Assam had experienced an unprecedented change in her demographic 

composition. Large scale state sponsored migration from different parts of British India as 

well as immigration for neighbouring Nepal had changed the demographic composition to 

such an extent to make it a fertile ground for persistent ethnic conflict in future. The 

migration dimension was organically linked with the British interest as well as with the 

dynamics of economic growth in Assam. the four separate sphere where migration was large 

in numbers, had long-run implication for the process of nationality formation in Assam, had 

intensified the competition for resources, and had delineated the future role of the emerging 

Assamese elites in the spheres of entrepreneurial activities are : (i) Tribal migration in tea 

plantation, (ii) Muslim Bengali migration in agriculture, (iii) Hindu Bengali migration in the 

service sector, and (iv) Marwari migration in trade, business . 

Ethnicity, Territoriality and Autonomy in India’s North-East 

The entire north-eastern region of India is today caught in a vicious circle. Assertions of 

identity often leading to insurgent movements have invariably had their roots in economic 

deprivation and, these in turn, have acted as major impediments to development. therefore, 

from whichever angel one tries to perceive it, the issues related to development in the north-

eastern region of the country are inextricably linked to the different ethnic movements and, in 

several cases, their militant manifestations. The common refrain that is heard is that 

development in the region is destabilized because of the ongoing insurgency and the rather 

unstable socio-economic scenario. It is true that the presence of different insurgent outfits and 

their manner of functioning have been adversely affecting capital investment in this region. 
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But, it is equally true that decades of central indifference to the region’s economic potential 

has today created the vicious cycle of insurgency and underdevelopment. The economics of 

“colonial” exploitation spurred on by the politics of alienation practised by New Delhi for 

several decades after independence has today placed the entire region in a very difficult bind. 

To get out of it would need serious and unrelenting efforts both at the governmental and the 

civil society levels. 

The situation in the north-east has been made more complex by the revivalist ideas and the 

exclusionist mindset which have come to characterise most of these identity / autonomy 

struggles. Given the ethno-demographic complexity of the north-eastern region, it would, 

therefore, be interesting to see how the Indian state has reacted over the years to the struggles 

for autonomy and how such reactions have been reflected in the constitutional-juridical 

process of the country. Although, on the whole, the state’s role in providing space to the 

socio-cultural and political aspirations of the small nationalities of the region has been quite 

marginal, yet it must be said that provisions like the Sixth Schedule and the creation of new 

states with distinct constitutional safeguards covering the traditional rights of the ethnic 

nationalities, have been creative and innovated responses to the challenge to the nation-

building process posed by the various struggles for autonomy / self-determination, both 

militant and otherwise. But given the highly centralized form of government and planning in 

the first four decades after independence, it was but inevitable that provisions like the Sixth 

Schedule remained quite ineffective. State-activism proved to be a major hindrance in the 

development process because it encouraged at various levels the psychology of dependency 

as against collective or even individual initiative. 

The changed world economic scenario of the nineties and the strengthening of federal ideas 

within the country have, in recent years, brought to the fore the need to decentralise economic 

power and involve the people at the grassroots level in the development process as was 

reflected in the Constitution (Seventy Third) Amendment Act of 1992. The changed situation 

has also added greater relevance to provisions like the Sixth Schedule as also to the different 

traditional structures of power in tribal societies. It however remains to be seen as to how the 

traditional power structures can co-exist effectively with the district councils under the Sixth 

Schedule so as to ensure the autonomous status of the communities concerned and help in the 

process of development. while these issues could be sorted out through different stages of 

experimentation of power-sharing at the people’s level, the question of individual rights as 

well as the rights of minority groups / communities vis-à-vis the political and cultural rights 

of the majority community would, in the long run, emerge as a central point of debate. This 

issue has gained a new sense of urgency because the question of autonomy has become 

inextricably linked with that of territoriality, resulting in serious inter-ethnic clashes in areas 

where different ethnic groups have been co-existing peacefully for centuries. The clashes 

between the Nagas and the Kukis or the Hmars and the Dimasas are clear pointers in this 

direction, not to speak of the tensions released by the NSCN demand on Greater nagalim. 

The Indian state has been responding to the different ethnic / autonomy movements by trying 

to provide them politico-geographical space by re-drawing already existing boundaries and 

by creating new states. But, in the process, the interests of certain communities have suffered 
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and the situation has been marked by violent clashes, attempts at ethnic cleansing, cross-

border attacks, road blockades etc. Thus, where boundaries have been re-drawn with a view 

to accommodate the wishes of the majority, large sections of people outside a particular 

linguistic / ethnic parameter have been marginalised and their democratic rights jeopardized. 

This has been all the more true with those states where the majority community / 

communities have been provided with reservations in the legislature. All this is bound to 

affect the development process adversely because there can be no development in isolation. It 

is against this complex scenario that one must attempt to see the questions related to 

ethnicity, territoriality and autonomy from a new perspective. Questions must be raised as to 

whether further re-mapping of territory would meet demands for autonomy and development 

or it would set in motion a reverse process by encouraging the forces of obscurantism and 

revivalism. Also, the question of autonomy and territoriality must be viewed from a new 

angle. Efforts must be made to replace state activism with people’s activism and in this, the 

traditional structures of power and civil society organisations can be made to play a 

meaningful role. One may cite here the exemplary role played by civil society organisations 

in Nagaland in defusing tension between the Manipuris and the Nagas following the first 

NSCN(IM)-GOI accord on an integrated Nagaland. Efforts at all levels must be made to State 

paternalism and dominance by people’s initiative, and this would call for a radical change in 

the overall mindset. A time perhaps has arrived for the different nationalists /communities of 

the north-eastern region to move away from rigid, exclusionist stances on political and 

cultural autonomy and to engage themselves in working out strategies of economics co-

operation based on mutual inter-action and inter-dependence. 

In order to understand the link between the underdevelopment of the north-eastern region and 

the growth of ethnic movements and autonomous / insurgent politics, it would be necessary 

to go back a bit in history and take up for discussion the debate on the sharing of federal 

powers, both political and economics, that took place in the Constituent Assembly just prior 

to independence. It may be recalled here that in the Constituent Assembly debates, the 

members from the north-eastern region representing both the hills and the plains of undivided 

Assam had made a concerted attempt to force the centre to concede a certain degree of 

political and financial autonomy to the states and had demanded economics decentralisation. 

It is significant to note here that the Congress party in Assam had harboured strong 

autonomous sentiments right from the days of its inception and in his discussion with the 

Cabinet Mission, Gopinath Bardoloi had wanted the centre’s powers to be restricted to 

defence, foreign relations and special emergency powers together with the right to raises 

taxes for these purposes. Bardoloi, on behalf of the Assam Congress, had demanded the 

“fullest possible autonomy” for the province so that Assam could “utilise its resources in its 

own interest.” Almost all the members from Assam demanded in the Constituent Assembly 

that the Central List should not be made unduly long and that the powers of the states should 

not be reduced. For instance, Kuladhar Chaliha cautioned the Constituent Assembly that 

curtailing the powers of the states would have a “disintegrating effect” and “the provinces 

will try to break away” from the rest of the country. While Rohini Kumar Choudhury moved 

an amendment which wanted that seventy five per cent of the excise duties on tea should 

accrue to the state producing it, Bardoloi demanded that the same percentage be paid to the 
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petroleum and kerosene producing states. The Khasi leader, J.L.M. Nichols Roy declared that 

“if the excise and export duties on tea and petroleum are allotted to us which give about eight 

crores annually from Assam alone to the coffers of the Government of India, we shall have 

enough resources to finance our developmental schemes all round” (Constituent Assembly 

Debates, VII, 227). Assam lost its fight in the Constituent Assembly to secure greater 

financial and political autonomy for the provinces. But the issues that were raised in the 

Constituent Assembly were to assume important dimensions in the years to come, especially 

in the context of growing insurgent politics in the north-eastern region. Unfortunately, it has 

taken the central leadership unduly long to realize that only through devolving power to the 

grassroots level could the people’s confidence be secured in the fight against secessionist 

ideas. 

The debate centred around development took on a new edge after independence. The partition 

of the country delivered a severe blow to the economy of Assam and the north-eastern region 

by turning the region virtually overnight into a land-locked zone. The region’s railway link 

with the rest of the country remained snapped and trade and commerce in the districts, 

bordering East Pakistan came to a near-halt. This had a significant effect on the economic 

situation of the state of Assam and development received a major blow. Even today, the 

situation has not been redeemed and efforts are on to restore normal trade and communication 

links with neighbouring Bangladesh. The economic effects of Partition were made much 

more complicated by the flow of refugees from East Pakistan into the province and the 

consequent pressure put on the state government by the centre to make more and more space 

for the refugees. The issue reached such proportions that the centre threatened to cut off 

economic aid to the region if the state leadership did not bow to its wishes. One may refer to 

the acrimonious exchanges between Nehru, Patel and Bardoloi on the question of setting 

refugees in Assam (which at that time meant almost the entire north-eastern region barring 

present-day Arunachal, Manipur and Tripura). This was the period when Assam continued to 

move down the scale of economic development. For instance, in 1950-51, on the threshold of 

the planning era, the per capita income of Assam was higher than the national average by Rs. 

50.4. In the course of three and a half decades of planning, the state not only lost its initial 

edge but continued its steady down ward slide much below the national average. It has further 

been shown that even when the annual growth rate of the region was maintained at level with 

the all-India rate, the gap between Assam and the rest of the country in terms of per capita 

income kept widening. While the problem of regional imbalances has been in the full gaze of 

the planners ever since the beginning of the planning era, the aggravation of the problem 

during the long decades of planning added a new and serious dimension to it. The highly 

centralised form of planning, which was introduced further added to the region’s woes, with 

industrial development virtually coming to standstill. However, without going into the debate 

about the centre’s “colonial exploitation” of the region, it would perhaps be sufficient to say 

that the extractive nature of the economy practiced by the British did not undergo any major 

change in the first few decades of independence. 

In this connection it is relevant to focus on the type of mindset regarding the north-eastern 

region that was at play in the centre, because it was precisely this mindset which added to the 

sense of alienation amongst the people, especially the youth. This is amply illustrated in the 
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centre’s position regarding the setting up of the first oil refinery in Assam. Reacting to the 

demand for the refinery by the Assam Government, Nehru wrote to the then Chief Minister, 

B.R. Medhi, that for security reasons, such a refinery could not be set up in the state. Hence it 

was decided to pump out the crude oil from Assam to Barauni in Bihar by laying a 1500 

kilometre pipeline involving astronomical costs. Many analysts of the north-east have 

attempted to link the slow pace of development to the effects of partition and the lack of 

infrastructure in the region. While this is partly true, it needs to be remembered that as 

revealed in the Constituent Assembly debates, there was little sympathy for the region in 

New Delhi. For this one must go back further to the days of the Cabinet Mission Plan when 

Assam Congress successfully resisted the Grouping Scheme which was favoured by the top 

all-India Congress leaders like Nehru, Patel and Azad. Nehru never felt at ease with Bardoloi 

who spoke on equal terms and he perhaps could not forget Bardoloi’s winning over Gandhi to 

Assam’s cause. These may be termed as speculations but there is some gist to it. Or else, how 

can one explain the centre’s apathy towards the Assam Congress leadership. This apathy was 

adequately reflected in the Centre’s attitude towards Assam’s development. Hence, it may be 

said that the economics of underdevelopment and “colonial” exploitation has been spurred on 

by the politics of alienation practised by the centre. The slow pace of development of the 

north-eastern region cannot, therefore, be discussed without taking into account the overall 

attitude of the centre towards this region in the first three decades or so after independence. 

When we look back today, it appears rather strange that the first bridge over the Brahmaputra 

in Assam came only after the Sino-Indian conflict of 1962! This clearly showed how much of 

importance the centre attached to developing the communication network of the north-eastern 

region. 

In what may be clearly seen as a fall-out of the highly centralised economic policies of the 

Indian state in the first three decades or so after independence, several mass movements took 

place in Assam demanding speedier economic development and the right of the states over 

their resources. Thus, the first mass agitation in Assam in 1957 was the movement for a 

refinery. It is to be noted that in this mass agitation, all shades of political opinion of the state 

were involved. Several successive mass movements in Assam were also centred on economic 

demands, although the attention is usually focused on the state’s linguistic agitations. The 

outburst of January 1968 known as the Lachit Sean attacks primarily on Rajasthani traders of 

Guwahati, must be seen against the growing unemployment scenario of the state and the 

shrinking opportunities for the youth. This is true even of the AASU’s several programmes 

focused on economic issues. It was only in the late seventies and the early eighties that 

populist movements in the state came to focus almost entirely on the “foreigners” issues. This 

needs no elaboration and it is commonly agreed upon today, even by the detractors of the 

Assam Movement, that the increasing pressure on cultivable land and the fear of the ethnic 

population of being economically and politically marginalised because of swift demo graphic 

change, acted as the major spurs for the movement, its surface chauvinism and xenophobia 

notwithstanding. What I am stating here should not be seen as part of a common refrain 

against the centre. We must remember that till the eighties, we were dealing with a 

government at the centre which was highly centralised. I am referring to this only to show 

that the highly centralised approach of the Indian state combined with a mindset which was 
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not sensitive to the development needs of the region contributed in a large measure to the 

growth of different ethnic / autonomous movements which in turn have led to an unstable 

socio-political situation, thereby hampering the economic progress of the region. The vicious 

circle of underdevelopment – militancy – further underdevelopment had begun. And, even as 

the Indian state adopted increasingly repressive measure to control the autonomous / 

insurgent movements, the situation kept on growing more and more complicated. The 

challenges to development in the north-eastern region took on new dimensions. Even in the 

states which were carved out of composite Assam, the lack of economic opportunities 

encouraged the growth of militant polities which posed fresh challenges to the new tribal 

leadership. 

However, it was from the post-emergency period that one perceives a change in the centre’s 

approach towards the states. The changed political situation in the country coupled with 

developments in the international scene brought in a period marked by gradual devolution of 

power to the states, and finally to the regional and local levels. But, without any change in 

social relations at the grassroots level, such devolution has been found to be anfractuous in 

many states where caste and community considerations determine economic power and 

relationships and where land reform measures have fallen woefully short of the required scale 

and dimension. In the north-eastern region however, the situation may be said to be quite 

different. The existence of traditional power structures and the presence of a relatively less 

caste-ridden society have proved to be encouraging factors in the march towards 

development. The creation of several new states as a response to popular movements and the 

attempt to devolve some power at least to the grassroots level have added new significance to 

the socio-political scenario of the region. 

The central perspective started changing somewhat from the seventies as is evidence in the 

move to acknowledge some of the major demands thrown up by the different ethnic / 

autonomous movements of the region. An attempt was finally made to move away from what 

may be termed as a highly centralised approach built on the concept of a homogenous nation-

state, to that of a more pluralistic one. Demands for autonomy were attempted to be met by 

(a) creation of separate states as in the case of Nagaland, Meghalaya and Mizoram, (b) 

creation of autonomous councils within states, and (c) creation of autonomous territorial units 

with already existing states. There is no doubt that these were commendable experiments 

which proved the accommodative power of the Indian Construction. But these steps could not 

stem the spate of militant ethnic / autonomous movements which over took the region in the 

nineties and which resulted in a large degree of bloodshed. Exclusionist and fragmentary 

politics became the other of the day and inter-clashes claimed hundreds of lives. One is quite 

acquainted with the course both of the Assam and Bodo Movements and the severe inter-

ethnic clashes that took place in the region. It is highly disturbing that the focus of several of 

these ethnic struggles seemed to have shifted from an anti-state position to one directed 

against neighbouring communities. Moreover, when the issue of territory got mixed with 

ethnic demands, the situation grew even more complex. The Indian state has been responding 

to these demands by trying to provide autonomous political structures and also geographical 

space by re-drawing boundaries. But in the process, the interests of certain communities have 

suffered and ethnic clashes, attempts at ethnic cleaning, cross-border attacks, road blockades 
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etc., have occurred. Where boundaries have been re-drawn with a view to accommodate the 

wishes of the majority community in areas inhabited by heterogeneous groups, it is often seen 

that large sections of people outside particular linguistic / ethnic parameters have been 

marginalised and their democratic rights jeopardised. In this connection one may refer to the 

apprehensions of the plains tribals of Assam following Assam Accord and the strong 

reservations that the Koch-Rajbonshis have been having over the creation of a separate 

homeland for the Bodos. This exclusionist politics of ethnic identiy, often marked by 

obscurantism and regression, is bound to adversely affect the development process which is 

being increasingly tied up with the global economy. Thus, when we talk of challenges to 

development in the north-east region, we must be prepared to debate seriously on all issues 

related to ethnicity, autonomy and territoriality. The question of individual rights and identity 

needs to be seen apart from ethnic and community rights. Questions related to pluralism and 

diversity and the rights of minority communities must also be seen from newer angles. 

Hence, the question of territoriality, autonomy and the role of the community must be viewed 

from a new perspective, precisely because these issues pose a challenge to the question of 

development in the north-east region. 

Surely these issues cannot be left to the state to resolve. For, the state is not a position to do 

that. On the contrary, whenever the state has interfered actively in these issues, they have 

been further complicated therefore, it is here that the people’s activism is called for. It is here 

that we come to the role of civil society in the north-eastern region. Despite its inherent 

limitations, civil society organisations – even traditional power structures – can play a 

meaningful role in carving out an inclusive social space. This may be seen in the efforts of 

the Naga Hoho in Nagaland and of the student and youth organizations in Assam and 

Manipur. Efforts must be made to replace state activism with people’s activism. This would 

call for a change in the mindset. The time has arrived when the different nationalities / 

communities of the north-east region must move away from their exclusionist stances on 

political and cultural autonomy and work out strategies of economic co-operation based on 

mutual interdependence and inter-action. Reference has already been made to the issues 

raised in the Constituent Assembly debates when the members from the north-eastern region 

unitedly stood up against the centre to gain certain concessions. These issues have today 

gained a special significance in the context of economic liberalisation and decentralisation. 

Moreover, in the past fifty years and more, the Indian nation-state has also gone through a 

learning process and has tried to give some space to the different nationalities that constitute 

it. No doubt a lot remains to be achieved in the matter of community / nationally rights. 

Nevertheless, it is a fact that recent years seen a strengthening of federal ideas and certain 

genuine attempts to devolve power to the grassroots level. Therefore, in such a situation 

efforts must be made to see things from a broader perspective which would accommodate the 

aspirations of the diverse community groups. It must be realised that community and group 

rights cannot thrive in isolation and that it would certainly be self-defeating in the long run if 

one continues to view matters exclusively from a narrow ethnic position. The situation must 

be created which would compel the state to widen the involvement of the people in the 

process of government by making the district councils, panchayats and the traditional 

structures of power. It must be remembered that constrictive ideas of identity and state 
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protectionism must be replaced by inter-community and inter-ethnic co-operation. 

Fragmentary politics must replaced by an inclusive social space.  
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Traditional Ecological Knowledge system in 

Practice 

Human communities have always generated, refined and passed on knowledge from 

generation to generation, Such “traditional knowledge” is often an important part of their 

cultural identities. Traditional knowledge has played, and still plays, a vital role in the daily 

lives of the vast majority of people. Traditional knowledge is essential to the food security 

and health of millions of people in the developing world. In many countries, traditional 

medicines provide the only affordable treatment available to poor people. In developing 

countries, up to 80% of the population depend on traditional medicines to help meet their 

healthcare needs. In addition, knowledge of the healing properties of plants has been the 

source of many modern medicines. The use and continuous development by local farmers of 

plant varieties and the sharing and diffusion of these varieties and the knowledge associated 

with them play an essential role in agricultural systems in developing countries, like India. 

The Traditional Knowledge Systems in India, essentially the desi (the Lesser) tradition of 

India science, are mostly oral, unsystematised, undocumented and under imminent danger of 

getting irretrievably lost under the onslaught of globalization and Western culture. This body 

of knowledge is also part of the great heritage of humankind, which needs to be preserved, 

documented and used for benefit of the local possessors of such knowledge, their region and 

also humanity at large. For example: 

Shipping and Ship Building   

India participated in the earliest known ocean-based trading systems. Regarding more recent 

centuries, it is known to scholars but not to the general public that Vasco da Gama’s ships 

were captained by a Gujarati sailor, and much of Europe’s ‘discovery’ of navigation was in 

fact an appropriation of pre-existing navigation  in the Indian Ocean, that had been a thriving 

trade system for centuries before Europeans ‘discovered’ it. Some of the world’s largest and 

most sophisticated ships were built in India and China. The compass and other navigation 

tools were already in use at the time. (‘Nav’ is the Sanskrit word for boat, and is the root 

word in ‘navigation’, and in ‘navy’, although etymology is not a reliable proof of origin). 

Water Harvesting Systems 

Scientists estimate that there were 1.3 million man-made water lakes and ponds across India, 

some as large as 250 square miles. These are now being rediscovered using satellite imagery. 

These enabled most of the rainwater to be harvested and used for irrigation, drinking, etc. till 

the following year’s rainfall. Village organizations managed these resources, but this 

decentralized management was dismantled during the colonial period, when tax collection, 

cash expropriation, and legal enforcements became the primary function of the new 

governance appointed by the British. Recently, thousands of these ‘talabs’ have been 

restored, and this has resulted in a re-emergence of abundant water year round in many 
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placed. (This is a very different approach compared to the massive modern dams built in the 

name of progress that have devastated the lives of millions). 

Forest Management 

Many interesting findings have recently come out about the way forests and trees were 

managed by each village and a careful method applied to harvest medicines, firewood, and 

building material in accordance with natural renewal rates. There is now a database being 

built of these ‘sacred groves’ across India. Again, it’s a story of an economic asset falling into 

disuse and abuse because of dismantling the local governance and uprooting respect for 

traditional systems in general. Massive logging by the British to export India’s timber to fund 

the two world wars and other civilizing programs of the empire are never mentioned when 

scholars try to explain India’s current ecological disasters. The local populations had been 

quite sophisticated in managing their ecology until they were dis-empowered. 

Farming Techniques 

India’s agricultural production was historically large and sustained a huge population 

compared to other parts of the world. Surpluses were stored for use in a drought year. But the 

British turned this industry into a cash cow, exporting massive amounts of harvests even 

during shortages, so as to maximize the cash expropriation. This caused tens of millions to 

die of starvation while at the same time India’s food production was exported at 

unprecedented rates to generate cash. Also, traditional non-chemical based pesticides have 

been recently revived in India with excellent results, replacing Union Carbide’s products in 

certain markets. 

Traditional Medicine 

This is now a well-known and respected field. Much re-legitimizing of Indian medicine has 

already been done, thanks to many Western labs and scientists. Many multinationals no 

longer denigrate traditional medicine and have in fact been trying to secure patents on Indian 

medicine without acknowledging the source. 

Mathematics, Logic and Linguistics 

Besides other sciences, Indians developed advanced math, including the concept of zero, the 

base-ten decimal system now in use worldwide, and many important trigonometry and 

algebra formulae. They made several astronomical discoveries. Diverse schools of logic and 

philosophy proliferated. India’s Panini is acknowledged as the founder of linguistics and his 

Sanskrit grammar is still the most complete and sophisticated of any language in the world. 

There were numerous other indigenous Indian industries; India’s manufactured goods were 

highly prized around the world. We must evaluate the historical importance of these TKS 

based on their economic value for their time, when their importance could be compared to 

today’s high tech industry. India’s own English educated elite should be made aware of this 

to shed their Macaulayite inferiority complexes. Furthermore, the development, refinement 

and extension of TKS offer potential benefits capable of resolving or diminishing some of the 

inequities in modern societies worldwide. 
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Folk Science 

Besides the above examples of Indian contribution to the very foundations of so-called 

‘Western’ science, another category of Traditional Knowledge Systems is non-literate folk 

science. Western science as a whole has condemned and ignored anything that it did not 

either appropriate or develop, as being magic and superstition. However, in countries such as 

India that have cultural continuity, ancient traditions survive with a rich legacy of folk 

science. In North America and Australia, where original populations have been more than 

decimated, such continuity of folk tradition was disrupted. In Western nations with large 

colonies in the Old and New Worlds, such knowledge systems were looked down upon. It is 

this prejudice that subverts the importance of folk science, and ridicules it as superstition. The 

process of contrasting Western science with folk knowledge extends to the demarcation of 

knowledge systems in different categories of science versus religion, rational versus magical, 

and so on. But we need to insist that these Western imposed hegemonic categories are 

contrived and artificial. 

Western science seldom realized that non-literate folk science preserve the wisdom gained 

through millennia of experience, direct observation, and has been transmitted by word of 

mouth. Development projects based solely on new technologies are pushing the Traditional 

Knowledge Systems towards extinction. This traditional wisdom of humankind needs to be 

preserved and used for our survival. 

Westernized ‘experts’ go to non-literate cultures assuming them to be ‘knowledge blanks’ 

which need to be programmed with modern science and technology. Ramkrishnan, the 

renowned ecologist, humbly admitted that the ecological management practiced today by the 

tribes of the northeastern states of India is far superior to anything he could teach them. A 

good example in this regard is the alder (Alnus nepalensis), which has been cultivated in the 

jhum (shifting cultivation) fields by the Khnoma farmers in Nagaland for centuries. It has 

multiple usages for the farmers, since it is a nitrogen-fixing tree and helps to retain the soil 

fertility. Its leaves are used as fodder and fertilizer, and it is utilized as timber. One could cite 

numerous such examples. Unfortunately, many plants, which the tribes traditionally 

cultivated for specific benefits, have now disappeared in the name of progress. 

The vast majority of modern medicines patented by Western pharmaceutical firms are based 

on tropical plants. The most common method to select candidates for detailed testing has 

been for Western firms to scout tropical societies, seek out established ‘folk’ remedies, and to 

subject these to ‘Western science legitimizing’. In many patents owned by multinational are 

largely for isolating the active ingredients in a lab, and going through rigorous protocols of 

testing and patent filing. While this is an important and expensive task, and deserves credit, 

these are seldom-independent discoveries from scratch. Never has the society that has truly 

discovered it through centuries of empirical testing and trial and error received any 

recognition, much less any share of royalty. India’s recent fights in international courts, over 

Western patents of its traditional intellectual property in agriculture and medicine, have 

brought much needed publicity for this arena. 

Colin Scott writes: “With the upsurge of multidisciplinary interest in ‘traditional ecological 

knowledge’, models explicitly held by indigenous people in areas as diverse as forestry, 
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fisheries, and physical geography are being paid increasing attention by Western science 

specialists, who have in some cases established extremely productive long-term dialogues 

with local experts. The idea that local experts are often better informed than their Western 

peers is at last receiving significant acknowledgement beyond the boundaries of 

anthropology.” 

But in too many cases, Western scholars reduce India’s experts to ‘native informants’ 

destined to live below the glass ceiling: the pandit as native informant to the Western 

Sanskritist; the poor woman in Rajasthan as native informant to the Western feminist seeking 

to cure her of her tradition; the herbal farmer as native informant to the Western 

pharmaceutical firm appropriating medicines for patents, etc. Given their poverty in modern 

times, these ‘native informants’ dish out what the Western scholar expects to hear in order to 

fit his/her model, because in return they receive gifts, rewards, compensation, recognition, 

and even trips and visas in many cases. Rarely have Western scholars acknowledged India’s 

knowledge bearers as fellow scientists and equal partners, as co-authors or as co-panelists. 

This competitive obsession to make ‘original’ discoveries and to put one’s name on 

publications has exacerbated the tendency to appropriate with one hand, while denigrating the 

source with other hand so as to hide the plagiarism. We have referred to this as ‘academic 

arson’. 

Ritual as Knowledge Transmitters 

The tribal Oraons in remote areas of Jharkhand have doctors called ‘Pahan’, in which they 

send patient into a sort of trance. The Pahan then helps sort out problems, provides remedies 

for ailments, resolves social conflicts of the village society, etc. One could dismiss this as 

superstition; but this is also considered traditional method of reaching the unconscious. Does 

the Pahan use his spiritual powers to reach and tap the unconscious region of the mind of the 

Oraons? Or, as propounded by Vaclav Havel, did these rituals represent the attempts of 

ancient humans to come to terms with the unknown, the non-rational, and the unconscious 

parts of our beings? Were these devices useful to invoke lost memories of the ancient past? 

We are, therefore, not willing to dismiss Pahan as some mumbo-jumbo, but a phenomenon 

worth scientific investigation. This should be an important scientific research connecting 

Traditional Knowledge Systems to Inner Sciences. Ironically, from Jung onwards, many 

Westerners have studied and appropriated these traditional ‘inner sciences’, renamed and 

repackaged them. Meanwhile, the original discoverers and practitioners have been dismissed 

as primitive societies awaiting cure by Westernization. 

The Israelis have been very successful in rediscovering many lost technologies relevant to 

their environment and culture by investigating their ancient myths and traditions. Through 

this, they have become pioneers in many processes of economic value that conventional 

European technology lacks. 

This work aims to highlight ancient India’s material contribution to the contemporary world 

and negate India’s image as a land of philosophers, snake-charmers, sages, seers, hermits and 

philosophers or Sadhus, Sanyasis, Rishis and Gurus as they are called. But though spiritual 
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philosophies did flower in India, they were not the only contribution of India to human 

civilization. 

It is very difficult for India to throw away its spiritual tag because India has witnessed the 

efflorescence of Buddhism, which had the greatest impact world over. Besides, India is 

considered to be the birthplace of non-temporal values and attitudes like renunciation, 

meditation, the physico-psychicdiscipline of Yoga, the concepts of non-violence (Ahimsa). 

We have few examples of spiritual movements like Ramakrishna Mission, ISKCON 

(International Society for Krishna Consciousness), Chinmaya Mission, Osho (Rajneesh), etc. 

which originated in India and later assumed international status. However, most recently, the 

global popularity of Yoga Guru Swami Ramadev is a paradigm shift. Ramdev’s popularity is 

basically due to his efforts to propagate and popularise Yoga (especially Pranayam, a yogic 

exercise) as an alternative medicine among the masses not only in India but the world over. 

To some extent, Swami Ramadev’s popularity, directly or indirectly, highlights ancient 

India’s wisdom in the field of materialism. 

Besides, ancient India’s material contribution to the contemporary world gets reflected in 

various instances, like Indian knowledge in the form of India’s knowledge of the concept of 

zero. Pi, the technique of algebra, trigonometry, production of various types of worldly goods 

like perfumes, dyes, sugar, cotton (muslin) cloth, etc. Charaka and Sushruta are supposed to 

be world’s one of the earliest Physician and Surgeon, respectively. Indian had considerable 

idea of various scientific phenomena like the concepts of atom and relativity, the principle of 

magnetism, the herbal system of medicine, the technique of alchemy, the smelting of metals, 

etc. However, at the same time, we should also acknowledge the fact that in the later phase, 

Indian material advancement got stagnated and was overshadowed by the Western world. 

But in antiquity when with the exception of Greece and Rome, the West constituted the 

under-developed world, India had attained a high level of material culture, which was 

contemporaneous with the civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Up to the end of the first 

millennium, India was way ahead of the developed countries of today. 

All this is not being said here, with the intention of justifying any resting on our laurels, but 

to make it evident that deep in our history the inhabitants of this country have achievements 

to their credit. But lost as they are in the hazy past, coupled with our country today being 

painted as a borrower of technology, expertise, commodities, etc. from the developed West, 

makes it doubly difficult for us to lay claim to the heritage, howsoever infinitesimal, that we 

have bequeathed to the world’s culture in earlier times. 

Actually, India has amongst the best cases for successful revival of Traditional Knowledge 

System: 

1. It has a rich heritage still intact in this area. It has the largest documented ancient 

literature relevant to TKS. It has the intellectual resources to appreciate this and to 

implement this revival, provided the Macaulayite mental blocks could be shaken 

up through re-education of its governing elite. It has dire needs to diversity 

beyond dependence solely upon the new panacea of globalization and 

Westernization. 
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2. India’s scientific heritage, besides its philosophical and cultural legacy, needs to 

be properly understood. The aim is not inspired by chauvinism, but to understand 

the genius of Indian civilization better. This would overhaul the current asement 

of India’s potential. 

3. To correct the portrayal of the History of Science, the History of Ideas, 

mainstream accounts of World History, anthropology and culture. This entails 

emphasizing to scholars and educators that TKS should be included, especially 

India’s achievements and contributions to world science that have been very 

significant but unappreciated. 

4. To include Traditional Knowledge Systems in economic planning, because they 

are eco-friendly, sustainable, labour rather than capital intensive, and more 

available to the masses. This should be done in parallel with the top down 

‘modern’ scientific development using Westernized ‘globalization’, as the two 

should co-exist and each should be used based on its merits. 

Therefore, we have to study, preserve, and revive the Traditional Knowledge Systems for the 

economic betterment of the world in a holistic manner, as these technologies are eco-friendly 

and allow sustainable growth without harming the environment. India’s scientific heritage 

needs to be brought to the attention of the educated world, so that we can replace the 

Eurocentric History of Science and Technology with an honest globalization of ideas. This 

goal requires generations of new research in these fields, compilation of existing data, and 

dissemination through books, seminars, websites, articles, films, etc. Similarly, with this goal 

in mind, this work envisages compilation of data to demonstrate Ancient India’s material 

contribution to the modern world with specific reference to Indian traditional medicine. 

In the following chapters we shall take up a few of these issues and trace the roots of their 

origin, development and transmission the world over. 
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Traditional Medicine 

Traditional medicine is an area that has the potential to be quite well documented. In Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic, for example, the Government established the Traditional 

Medicines Resource Centre (TRMC), which is working with local healers to document 

details of all traditional medicines with a view to promoting a sharing of practices within 

Laos. The TRMC is also collaborating with the International Co-operative Biodiversity 

Group (ICBG) in efforts to discover prospective medicinal products. Any benefits, profits or 

royalties realised from plants and knowledge recovered during the collaboration will be 

shared with all the communities involved. 

IPRs clearly may have a role in exploiting products based on traditional medicine. But the 

primary objective must be to promote the application of this knowledge to improve human 

health, rather than to generate income. Indeed it would be unfortunate if the objective of 

benefit sharing based on commercialisation resulted only in few people getting richer at the 

price of restricting access to medicines needed particularly by the poor. The WHO 

Traditional Medicine Strategy for 2002-05 clearly bring outs the public health objective. 

Lessons learnt from this exercise and other similar initiatives should be freely shared and 

technical assistance provided to assist other countries managing initiatives relating to 

documentation. 

It must however be recognised that much traditional knowledge will continue to be 

undocumented. The concept of absolute novelty whereby any disclosure including through 

use, anywhere in the world, is sufficient to destroy the novelty of an invention therefore 

remains a necessary safeguard. Without this safeguard, patents could continue to be granted 

for traditional knowledge that is already in the public domain, albeit not through written 

disclosure. Some countries do not include use outside their country as “prior art”. 

Those countries that only include domestic use in their definition of prior art, should give 

equal treatment to users of knowledge in other countries. In addition, account should be taken 

of the unwritten nature of much traditional knowledge in any attempts to develop further the 

patent system internationally.  

For some communities the granting of IPRs such as patents over their knowledge can cause 

great offence. Although provisions exist in most countries to prevent the granting of IPRs on 

moral grounds, it is questionable whether intellectual property offices will be able to apply 

them in respect of small indigenous communities. For example, moral grounds for rejecting 

trademark applications have existed for some time in New Zealand but it has now been 

considered necessary to define more clearly the scope of this provision. The amendment 

under consideration would prevent the registration of a trademark where, on reasonable 

grounds, the use or registration of the mark is likely to offend a significant section of the 

community, including the Maori. Such measures as this, together with the greater use of 

searchable databases of traditional knowledge already in the public domain should go some 

way to preventing the issuing of IP rights on material that is not novel, obvious or likely to 

cause offence. 
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 In recent times, the WTO advocated globalization, free trade and patent regime has 

generated enormous debate regarding a number of issues relating to these traditional 

knowledge. Some of these include the loss of traditional culture, marginalisation of 

indigenous people and the loss of their rights over their resources and knowledge due to the 

advent of corporate monopoly and intellectual property rights (IPRs) protection on life form 

and associated knowledge. 

 Though IPR has been strongly encouraged concerning products of research based on 

biological resources, there had been a significant resistance in the research and business 

communities to giving IPR on biological resources and knowledge used as the basis for 

research in the laboratories. The reason behind has been the general opinion that traditional 

resource or knowledge is the common property of all human kind. Thus, very little benefit or 

profit that is generated from such commercialisation of traditional resource or knowledge is 

being shared with the traditional or indigenous communities who provided the initial clue that 

lead to the product development. 

 However, Western IPR system had proved to be ill-equipped to provide protection to 

traditional knowledge. Monopoly rights like IPR imply that only one actor gets all the benefit 

concerning a given invention, and thus the concept emerged of private ownership and 

individual invention. This constitutes denial to the fact that biological resources are traded by 

a number of actor and the concept of private ownership is also at old with the indigenous 

cultures, which emphasise collective creation and ownership of knowledge. The main 

problem of protecting traditional knowledge through IPR is that there is no one holder to 

ascertain a right, the knowledge being in most cases in the common property domain. 

 As a result, farmers, local communities and other mangers of biodiversity are not 

given IPR to their knowledge. In exchange, the concept of benefit sharing has been 

introduced in a bid to recognise the contribution of these actors, while usually denying them 

property rights. 

 The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the main international charter on 

conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity propagates preservation of traditional 

lifestyle and livelihood of traditional communities. It not only states that access to genetic 

resources and associated knowledge should be based on mutually agreed terms and prior 

informed consent of the holder of such knowledge and resources, but it also suggests fair and 

equitable sharing of benefits derived from the use of biotic resources and its associated 

traditional knowledge. However, both CBD and the Biodiversity Act of India which is 

framed to meet India’s obligation to this convention is silent on the implementation aspects of 

benefit sharing. 

 The patent on the “use of turmeric in wound healing” is but one of the many examples 

of how patents are being sought over various aspects of biological resources and products 

derived from the same. 

 What complicates matters in such patterns is that the various useful properties and 

knowledge regarding biological resources have been identified and preserved through 

consistent skill, observation and usage by various local and indigenous communities through 
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the world. In the field of pharmaceutical research, indigenous knowledge contributes towards 

the identification of the material in developing the drug, and often provides information of its 

precise uses in treating particular illnesses, its means of preparation and its dosage. Modern 

science and patent law, however, do not recognise this as valuable “innovation”. Access to 

such resources and information is, therefore, assumed to be “free”. 

 Some of the other recent examples of patents granted over “inventions” based on 

biological resources pertain to: 

 Adivasi with Phyllanthus, traditionally used for jaundice; there is a need for 

alternative protection regimes for such knowledge. 

(i) Composition of jamun, bitter gourd, gur-mar and eggplant for treatment in 

diabetes. 

(ii) Various products obtained from the neem tree. 

(iii) Varieties of basmati, which have the characteristics of growing in temperate 

climate in the absence of sunlight. 

(iv) Composition of methi as a tonic to bring down blood glucose levels. 

(v) Compositions comprising of kala jeera or kalonjii for increasing immune 

functions, and in the treatment of diabetes, hepatitis, and asthma. 

The basic logic behind patents is that it is a mechanism to promote innovation, by 

ensuring that the “inventor” would have the exclusive right to sell and distribute the 

“product” she has “invented”. While there are arguments both for and against the value of a 

patents in general in promoting innovation, patents over products of biological diversity 

could pose certain specific problems, not the least of which is: how does one assess the 

degree to which human innovation has resulted in the final product? 

Patents, by definition, cannot be granted over something that is obvious; that is known 

or anticipated by prior use; that is a product of nature, and not a product of human creativity. 

However, laws of different countries vary in the criteria used for assessment of the degree of 

human innovation that is required for qualifying for a patent. In the turmeric case, it was 

possible for the CSIR to establish that the patent claim was not “new”. However, it may not 

be possible to establish this in each of the examples mentioned. In the basmati patent, for 

instance, the Government of India has challenged only three of the 20 claims granted to the 

patent holder, Ricetec; the belief being that there was enough evidence on record only to 

challenge these. What was being challenged were only claims regarding certain 

characteristics of basmati (specifically starch index, aroma, and grain dimensions); and not 

the other claims of the patent pertaining to the novelty of the rice lines and plants cultivated 

from these. 

Patents over herbal mixtures and compositions (such as the examples above), 

however, present greater scope for argument for revocation, since the properties of each of 

the ingredients in the composition, and sometimes the composition itself, is not “novel”. 

Another issue for consideration is that while in the case of turmeric, the use was commonly 

held knowledge; there would be many instances when only a particular community, tribe, or 
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individual knows uses of a specific plant or herb. “Patenting” products developed from such 

biological material poses further challenges. 

The hardy, indigenous Himalayan wild apricot, one of the nature’s spectacular gifts to 

the Himalayas, unlike the non-indigenous apple, which survives on a cocktail of chemicals. 

The delicious, tangy fruit yields jam, chutney and juice. The fruit kernels yield the celebrated 

Apricot Oil (edible, variously cosmetic and medicinal) and the Apricot Scrub. While urban 

India and much of the world use apricot scrub and oil from the West, Himalayan 

communities have been using them for centuries. It’s a similar story with many other plant 

products, e.g. Alone Vera, or ghitrakamari, as it is known here, used in shampoos, 

conditioners, sunscreens and lotions. This commonly found plant has been used for centuries 

tov moisturise skin, on the scalp and is even eaten as a vegetable in many parts of India. 

Though in effect, the turmeric case was a “success story”, it also revealed a variety of 

“problem areas” in challenging what was obvious to people in India, based on the laws of a 

foreign jurisdiction. The lessons learnt and problem areas can be summarized thus: 

There is a wide gap in the availability of information in countries like the United 

States for patent examination purposes pertaining to traditional knowledge base from 

biodiversity-rich countries. The insistence on written published information, as opposed to 

oral knowledge, could make challenges to such patents difficult. The need for greater scrutiny 

of patent applications pertaining to biological resources, and the need to consult the source of 

the biological resource and knowledge pertaining to the same is, therefore, imperative. 

Efforts towards documenting peoples’ knowledge in Biodiversity Registers, if structured 

carefully, could help to establish “prior use” of a particular resource/product derived from it. 

Although remedy is available in the laws of developed countries, such as the re-

examination proceeding in the US, the financial, technical and legal costs for initiating such 

proceedings are exorbitantly high. As pointed out by India in one of its papers to the WTO, it 

would be more cost-effective to establish an internationally accepted solution to prevent 

biopiracy than to divert national resources to expensive judicial processes for the revocation 

of patents. 

Currently, there is no requirement under patent laws of most countries for the holder 

of the patent, or any intellectual property rights for that matter, to share the benefits with 

those who had collected, preserved or initially identified the biological material as potentially 

worthy of investigation. The TRIPS Agreement that seeks to hamonise the Intellectual 

Property laws of various countries does not mandate this either. 

India and other developing countries have emphasised in various communications to 

the World Trade Organisation (WTO) that the rights of holders of traditional knowledge to 

share benefits arising out of innovation on the basis of their knowledge and the biological 

resources nurtured by them, should be recognised. They have also recommended that 

applications for patents should mandatorily disclosed the source of origin of the biological 

resource and knowledge pertaining to it, so as to facilitate benefit sharing with the originators 

of the knowledge and resource. The United States has strongly opposed this as a “legal and 



53 
 

administrative nightmare”. This kind of a stand by the US would only lead to greater 

misappropriation of biological resources and knowledge pertaining to the same. 

Tea soils and the role of soil microbes in production of quality tea. 

Tea plants grow best in well drained sandy loam soils with soil pH of 4.5 to 5.5. They require 

10000 litters of water per day per ha. The tea plants grow best in well-drained soils, therefore, 

excess water needs to be drained out through properly designed and an effective ‘drainage 

system’. They also require soils with good ‘aeration’, with soil microbial activity of 103-5 for 

proper Cat ion Exchange (CEC) and improved basic exchange capacity (BEC). Soil microbial 

population with high organic carbon, which improves as per the equilibrium, maintained due 

to temperatures, are directly related to the elevations. Use of pesticides, weedicides and 

inorganic fertilizers not only makes the soil acidic but also causes reduction in soil microbes. 

In organic/traditional form of agriculture , the main constraint and in fact challenge is how to 

quickly replenish soil nutrients as the only source of nutrient supply is through the compost 

made out of cow dung and green matter along with various oil cakes. 

One very important point, which one must always remember and should not ignore, is that 

only the matured proper mineralization index (C.M.I.) can bring about the necessary changes 

in the soil, including the constant plant requirement of crop nutrients. All these can be 

achieved by a self-generated microbial population of the compost as only it has a higher 

acclimatization power of proliferation in the soil. 

Chamong tea garden 

Chamong tea garden was converted to an organic tea garden in the year 1994. Approximately 

400 tons of compost and 200 tons of castor cake were applied on this 140 ha garden per year 

from 1944 to 2005. Positive changes in the soil organic content were recorded over the 11-

year period from 1994-2005. The organic carbon content in the mid elevation gardens 

increased from 1.2 – -2% to 2.5-3% over the 11-year period, whereas the increase was from 2 

to 3-4.5% in the high-elevation gardens. The increase was significant because the pruned 

shoots and leaves (litter) were added to soil and were not removed from the tea areas. The 

cow dung is known to have 0.5 – 0.6 % nitrogen, whereas the compost contains 1.3 – 1.6% 

nitrogen. Therefore, the requirement of composts in a tea garden becomes considerably 

higher and that of cow dung fairly high as 20 -40% cow dung is added to keep the C: N Ratio 

optimum., It is estimated that it will take 15-20 years to increase 1% carbon in the top 6” soil 

if the compost is applied at the rate of 3-5 tons per year as the cow dung and compost have 

about 18 to 30% carbon. Organic matter plays a very important role in improving the soil 

microbial population which in turn helps in improving the Cat ion exchange capacity and the 

basic exchange capacity of the soil, which helps in the uptake of the nutrients applied. It also 

improves the water holding capacity of soil, by improving the soil structure and porosity. 

Table l. Changes in the soil organic carbon content in Chamong Tea Garden from 1994-

2005. 

Elevation Organic carbon, % 

Mid-Elevation 

High-Elevation 

1.2 to 2 

2 

2.5 to 3 

3 to 4.5 
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Composition of fresh tea shoots 

The composition of fresh tea shoots is presented in Table 2. Fresh tea shoots contain about 

22% crude fibre and 16% proteins, Polyphenols are approximately 30% to 50% of the soluble 

matter of tea shoot. These have an important role to play during tea manufacturing process. 

This group is known as flavanols or catechins. During manufacture, the catachins are 

converted to bis-flavanols and then to theaflavons and thearubigins. 

Distribution of polyphenols in fresh tea shoots 

Distribution of polyphenols in different parts of fresh tea shoots were studied (Table 3). The 

total polyphenols in the 2 leaves and a bud (Two and a bud) amounts to 78%, while the upper 

stem, the lower stem and the third leaf has only 22%, although the weights of the two are 

almost equal. 

Polyphenols have a direct impact on the recovery percentage; with higher polyphenols there 

shall be higher percentage of made tea from the green leaf and vice versa. Polyphenols help 

in enhancing the keeping equality of tea because the infusion of tea with higher levels 

polyphenols is much brighter than a tea produced from leaves having lower levels of 

polyphenols.  Organic tea has higher levels of polyphenols; therefore, the organically 

produced tea shall have a longer shelf life and keeping quality. 

Table 2. Chemical composition of fresh tea shoots (in %) 

Crude fibre, cellulose, lignin etc. 

Proteins 

Fats 

Chlorophyll 

Pectin 

Starches 

 22 

 16 

 8 

 1.5 

 4 

 0.5 

INSOLABLE IN WATER TOTAL  52 

Fermentable Polyphenols 

Other Polyphenols 

Caffeine 

Sugar & Gummy Matters 

Amino Acids 

Minerals 

 20 

 10 

 4 

 3 

 7 

 4 

SOLUBLES IN WATER TOTAL  48 

 

Table 3.Distribution of polyphenols in different parts of fresh shoots of tea. 

Part of Tea Shoot Polyphenols, % 

Bud 

First Leaf 

Second Leaf 

Upper Stem 

Third leaf 

Lower Stem 

35 

28 

15 

7 

11 

4 

Total 100 
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Factors affecting the amount of polyphenols in tea shoots flush to flush 

Tea has four flushes, mainly, the First Flush, Second Flush, Rains Flush and the Autumnal 

Flush. All these flushes contain different levels of polyphenols. The First and Second Flush 

have very high levels of polyphenols as a result the quality of tea produced from them is very 

high Contrarily, the Rains Flush has less polyphenols; therefore, a lower quality of the tea is 

produced from this flush. 

Seed jat or clone type 

There are some very good seed Jats (seed varieties) and clones, genetically having higher 

levels of polyphenols, whereas there are others which have comparatively muchy less 

polyphenols; thereby having different tea quality levels. 

Type of pruning style 

Tea is kept at a pluckable height, either by pruning or skiffing, while in other years it is kept 

untouched. The tea quality shall vary as per the cut given to the plant; thicker the cut higher 

the polyphenols and vice versa. 

Bush health 

Bush health plays an important role in the levels of polyphenols in the shoots; better the bush 

health, better will be the polyphenols and vice versa. 

Soil pH 

Soil pH plays an important role in the buildup of soil microbes and uptake of nutrients by the 

plants, thereby making it difficult to use nutrients when the pH is either very low or very high. 

Thus, optimum soil pH will ensure better nutrient uptake and more phenols in tea shoots. 

Microbial levels in the soil 

Soil microbes also help in uptake of the nutrients, thereby helping the plant and the shoot to 

build up more polyphenols. 

Organic carbon status 

The organic carbon helps in buildup of microbes as well as improves the Cat ion Exchange 

Capacity of the soil. 

Sunlight hours 

Sunlight hours also play an important role in shoot growth and composition, thereby having a 

direct bearing on the levels of shoot polyphenols. 

Plucking standards 

Standard of plucking will also determine the polyphenols as seen in the case of 2 & a bud. 

Type of cultivation being practiced 
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The type of cultivation, i.e., inorganic or organic, is known to affect polyphenols levels in 

shoots. It is seen that the polyphenols in the organic type of cultivation are much higher than 

the inorganic type of cultivation. 

Polyphenols and theaflavin and thearubigin 

The polyphenols in tea shoot govern the amounts of theaflavins (TF) and thearubigin (TR) 

(Table 4). The activity of TF in shoots will 36.5% polyphenols is 100% and decreases with 

decreasing percentage of polyphenols in tea shoots (only 56% TF in shoots with 28-1% 

polyphenols). Contrarily, the amount of TR is not very much affected by lower the 

percentage of polyphenols in the tea shoots. 

Table 4.Tea shoot composition: Theaflavin (TF) and thearubigin (TR) behaviour 

against polyphenols. 

Total Polyphenols, %  TF  TR 

36.5 

34.0 

32.9 

31.1 

 100 

 96 

 71 

 71 

 100 

 99 

 94 

 94 

 

Tea shoot polyphenol levels and role of TF: TR in fermenting and quality 

The chemical constituents of tea shoots affect the quality of tea. It makes it quite clear that 

Theaflavin (TF) and Thearubigin (TR) are the factors determining the liquor of black tea. 

Both TF and TR are the oxidized products of catechins and their levels in black tea are 

usually found to be correlated to the liquor character of black tea. 

Chemical basis for various quality characteristics of tea liquor 

Tea characteristics are described by several terms such as Brightness, Briskness, Strength, 

Colour and Aroma. Assessment of Brightness and Briskness is correlated with theaflavins 

(TF) while Strength of liquor is due to the presence of both TF and TR. It has now been 

confirmed that both TF and TR profiles are more important than their absolute values. At the 

same time VFC profile in terms of flavour index is equally important for tea liquor quality 

Biochemical compounds responsible for tea colour, taste and flavour are listed in Tables 6, 7 

and 8. Absolute quantity of these biochemical constituent regulate the qualities of made tea. 

Table 5: Tea liquor characteristics and chemical basis of quality. 

Liquor Characteristic Chemical basis of quality 

Brightness 

Briskness 

Colour and Strength 

Quality 

Aroma 

Theaflavins (TF) 

Theaflavins and Caffeine 

Thearubigins (TR) 

Theaflavin and unknown volatile components 

Unknown volatile components 

 

Table 6. Biochemical compounds responsible for colour of tea liquor 

Compound Color 

Theaflavins Yellowish Brown 
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Theaflavin gallates 

Thearubigins 

Flavonol glycosides 

Pheophorbide 

Carotene 

Pheophytin 

Golden Yellow 

Reddish Brown 

Light Yellow 

Brownish 

Yellowish 

Blackish 
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Table 7. Biochemical Compounds responsible for tea taste 

Compound Taste 

Polyphenols 

Amino acids 

Caffeine 

Theaflavins 

Theaflavins + Caffeine 

Thearubigin group 1 & 2 

Thearubigin group 3 

Astringent 

Brothy 

Bitter 

Astringent 

Brisk 

Ashy 

Slight Astringent 

 

Table 8. Biochemical compounds responsible for tea flavor 

Compound Flavor 

Linalool, Linalool Oxide 

Geraniol, Phenyl acetaldehyde a  

Benzaldehyde 

Methyl salicylate 

Phenyl ethanol, Trans-2-Hexenal 

N – Hexanol, Cis – 3 – Hexenol 

B – lonone 

Citral 

Limonene 

Butyric acid 

Sweet 

Floral 

Bitter almond 

Winter green 

Grassy 

 

Fresh flavor 

Lemon 

Lemon 

Rancid butter 

 

Manuring in tea cultivation 

Certain amount of nutrients are lost for every kilo of tea produced, which need to be 

replenished in order to maintain the yield of that particular tea garden. 

Loss of nutrients due to plucking and pruning/skiffing. 

The plucking of shoots and leaves results into the loss of nutrients which include nitrogen 

5%; potash 2%; and phosphorus 0.5%. Approximately four tons of dry matter is lost over a 

pruning cycle, i.e. 4 to 5 years. This causes nutrient loss of nitrogen 2%, potash 5% and 

phosphorous 1%. These have to be supplemented by addition of nutrients that are lost as per 

the yield of a particular section/area of a tea garden. 

In “Organic farming”, almost all the nutrients applied are converted to available form as per 

the plant requirement over a period of time, whereas in “Inorganic farming” only 45% is 

made available to the plants and the remaining is lost due to leeching and evaporation. 

High doses of nitrogen are known to decrease the tea quality. The TRs at the later stage of 

fermenting and early part of drying process are precipitated by proteins and thus become 

insoluble, therefore, making the liquor flat and plain. 

Some important factors governing good composting. 

Preparation of compost is an important activity for organic farming. Therefore, one must 

master the art of ‘Composting’ and keep certain factors in mind. These include:  (1) High 

levels of oxygen – above 5%; (2)High levels of micro-organisms; (3) Adequate levels of 
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moisture, 50% to 60%( loss of water due to heat generation requires addition of water), (4) 

Particle size – 1\8” to 2”; (5) Preparation time of 10 to 14 weeks; (6) Curing time of 4 weeks; 

(7) pH 6.5 to 8; (8) Churning at regular intervals; and (9)Cow dung between 20% to 40% to 

improve levels of micro-organism. One must remember that the curing time is the most 

crucial. If the Active Composting Stage is either shortened or poorly managed, it shall result 

in ‘Immature compost’ and ay contain high levels of ‘Organic acid’, which can damage the 

plants\crops. 

Some indirect benefits of composting 

Although preparing compost and its application in tea garden is directly beneficial to tea 

crops, it also has certain indirect benefits which are indicated below: 

1. Plantation of green crops to generate ‘Green matter’ helps to a certain extent in pest 

control also depending, however, upon the planting material used as the green crop. 

2. Control of soil erosion. 

3. Cattle rearing for generation of cow dung help generate extra income which helps in 

improving the livelihoods of the local population. 

4. It adds to environmental benefits as sit encourages more animals birds and predators. 

5. Reduces pest activity, as the compost and organic manures increase the immunizations of 

plants by bringing changes in the plant constitution. Moreover buildup of predators 

further helps in pest control. 

Benefit of organic manuring for pest and week control 

The adverse effects of application of fertilizers, pesticides and weedicides are well 

recognized as they are known to result in: 1) Mass destruction of predators and useful micro-

organisms; 2) Development of new hardy variants of pathogens and pests; 3) Development of 

new molecules of pesticides; 4) increased susceptibility of bushes to pests; and 5) Killing of 

succulent weeds and survival of the hardy varieties of obnoxious weeds. Considering this, the 

organic manuring offers several advantages which may include: 1) Improvement in the 

populations of predators and useful micro-organisms, 2) provides better control of pests and 

diseases through the use of neem, fungus and bacterial cultures along with natural herbs; 3) 

enhances buildup of succulent weeds which are easy to sickle, and 4) development of 

immunity in tea bushes due to use of herbal preparations and useful microbes. 

Conclusion 

Organic farming is an old Indian tradition has been practiced since time immemorial and 

practiced in the Indian Tea Industry since its inception over 150 years ago. This traditional 

way of agriculture is the only solution to replenish our depleted oils and soil microbes, due to 

the indiscriminate use of various forms of chemical inputs. Thus, it is high time that we 

follow this traditional agriculture very religiously now and in the years to come to serve a 

good purpose to this universally important health beverage. The traditional agriculture was 

always imbibed with the spirit of science but, was not scientifically documented. The 

‘Nature’s Law’ is only functional before deactivated state and only needs to be amended 

according to the present deactivated state and should be an integrated approach and not a 

compartmental one. The loss of heritage, strength and imbalance of nature has occurred 
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within few decades of inception of chemical approaches, and sustenance of nature and life as 

a whole is only possible with the incorporation of an ‘Integrated traditional wisdom’ together 

with the ‘Modern scientific blend’. 

Biodiversity Study of Tea Gardens in Darjeeling Hills 

When Tea cultivation was started in 1840 by Dr Campbell, nobody thought that Darjeeling 

tea would one day achieve the world wide popularity as it does today. Due to favorable 

climate, rainfall, sloping terrain and above all the cultural heritage of hill people working in 

the tea gardens as their livelihood for the last two generations has made Darjeeling tea 

achieve the world’s most preferred tea. In the long history of Darjeeling tea gardens, more 

focus has been placed towards production of quality tea as a result of demand from the 

European markets with the least concern for the management of biodiversity of the area. 

Biodiversity refers to the variety of all life forms, landscape and ecological process linked to 

them. A study on the biodiversity of tea gardens has recently been started by WWF-India, 

Project S.E.R.V.E. in Darjeeling through GIS mapping system. For a detail study of plant 

biodiversity and other vegetation parameters, the area is divided into 3 zones: lower, middle 

and upper sites. A permanent sample plot is laid randomly in the selected tea garden with 

GPS. Vegetation analysis was made for all the three layers of the area, i.e. trees, shrubs and 

herbs. Tree layer is analyzed by sampling 30 quadrates of 20x20 m size, shrubs in 5x5 m plot 

size and herbs in 1x1 m plot size at each site. The collected species data were used as a 

reference to study the evolutionary changes at an interval of every two years. These data 

would help us to make management planning in conservation of tea garden ecology with the 

co-operation of garden owners and managers. 

Species diversity is an important attribute of any biological community. Biological diversity 

or biodiversity, as it is commonly called, has emerged as one of the key global environmental 

concern in the recent years. At the end of 1980s it suddenly appeared as a buzzword in 

conservation circles. Kimmins (1976) defined biodiversity as the property of living system of 

being distinct; it is the totality of genes species and ecosystems in a given region. 

Biodiversity is the total variety of life on earth. It encompasses the total number, variety and 

variability of life forms, levels and combinations existing within the living world. As such, 

biodiversity means the richness and variety of living beings from all sources. 

Conservation of biodiversity can no longer be regarded as an esoteric exercise, but something 

that affects the totality of environment on which the very existence of life including humans 

depends. One of the foundations for conservation of biological diversity in forest landscapes 

is the understanding and managing the disturbances in regimes of landscape under the past 

natural and semi natural conditions. Only a few decades ago, disturbances were viewed as 

extraordinary events, unnatural deviation from the normal successional development of 

equilibrium communities (Oliver and Larson, 1990). Conservation biologists warn that 25% 

has estimated that about 25,000 plan species are on the verge of extinction worldwide (Nair 

and Sastry, 1987). The IUCN Red List of globally threatened species includes 291 species 

from India (www.redlist.org), which includes 44 critically endangered, 113 endangered and 

88 vulnerale and the rest at low risk or data deficient. During the last 200 years India has 

presumably lost about 17 species. (Jain and Sastry, 1984). The causes of the loss of species 

http://www.redlist.org/
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are numerous but the most important is the man generated disturbances occurred in the 

forests of Eastern Himalaya. These disturbances include deforestation, grazing, surface-

burning, looping, and litter removal. These disturbances are not only changing the structure 

of ecosystem but also affecting the biodiversity of forests. As a result, many of the present 

living species are endangered, threatened or vulnerable. Conservation of ecosystem and 

maintenance of biodiversity in Eastern Himalaya is of national and international concern. The 

Eastern Himalaya region is suffering from severe ecological problems as a consequence of 

deforestation and, thus, has threatened subsistence of the population in the region. Hence, 

there is growing realization through out the world about the urgent need to conserve the 

biodiversity. 

A great deal of effort has been made over the years in the world to protect and manage 

biological resources and diversity. It has been recognized that biodiversity is the main stay of 

India’s economy and of the well being of its people. India has acceded to a number of 

international conventions and other agreements to conserve it. Many mechanisms are already 

in place for biodiversity protection and resource management. 

A study, therefore, was initiated: (i) to find out the overall biodiversity of the tea gardens in 

Darjeeling hills, i.e., trees, shrubs, herbs (weeds), birds and mammals through GIS mapping 

system, (ii) to document the differences of biodiversity between organic and conventional tea 

gardens of Darjeeling hills, (iii) to create awareness of the importance of the diverse flora and 

fauna among the common people living in and around the tea gardens, and (iv) to study the 

changes of species pattern with time interval of every two to three years. 

The study area 

The study area is a mountainous region in the northern part of the state of West Bengal and is 

surrounded by Sikkim state in the north and three small countries (Nepal, Bhutan and 

Bangladesh) in the west, northeast and southeast, respectively. The geographical location of 

the study area is presented in table I. The Darjeeling district derives its name from tis 

headquarters, which, in turn is named after Dorje-ling, the Buddhist Monastery that once 

stood on the Observatory Hill overlooking The Mall, the nerve centre of the town. The name 

Darjeeling thus appears to be a corruption of Dorjeling-ling meaning place, and dorje 

standing for the ecclesiastical scepter or the double-head thunderbolt, which the Lama holds 

in his hand during service, rested. In Tibet, the word vajrah became dorje and with time went 

on to become one of the most common of all the emblems associated with priestly power. It 

is almost always to be found among the objects on the altars in the temples. 
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Table1. Geographical location of the Darjeeling study area. 

Geographical location of the study area 

Name of the 

district 
Latitude Longitude 

Name of 

the 

district 

head 

quarters 

Latitude Longitude 

 “N” “S” “E” “W”    

Darjeeling 27.13′ 26.31′ 88.53′ 87.59′ Darjeeling 27.13′ 88.16′ 

 

Tea was first introduced in Darjeeling between 1840 and 1850 by Dr. Campbell 

(Superintendent of Darjeeling) and Major Crommelin at Lebong, where they opened 

experimental nurseries. By 1905, nearly 79 square miles were under cultivation. Tea 

plantations in Darjeeling are restricted to Darjeeling and Kurseong sub-division only. 

Kalimpong subdivision was left out as it already had agricultural holdings and reserve forests. 

Tea in Darjeeling area is grown in altitudes ranging from 600 to 2000 m above mean sea 

level. The cool and moist climate, the soil, the rainfall and the sloping terrain all combine to 

give Darjeeling Tea its unique “Muscatel Flavour” and “Exquisite Bouquet”. The 

combination of natural factors gives Darjeeling Tea its unique distinction not found anywhere 

else in the world. Thus, it is much sought after and highly valued in the affluent Western and 

Japanese markets. About 80% of the total produce is exported every year. Today, there are 87 

registered gardens producing what is acknowledged as ‘Darjeeling Tea’ on 17,500 hect-areas. 

The total production ranges from 10 to 11 million kilograms annually. 

Vegetation analysis 

Tea garden biodiversity study through GIS mapping system was conducted in six different 

tea estates (Table 2). For the detailed study of plant biodiversity and other vegetation 

parameters, the area is divided into three zones; lower, middle and upper sites. A permanent 

sample plot is laid randomly in the selected tea garden with GPS (Global Positioning 

System). Vegetation analysis is made for all the three layers of the area i.e. trees, shrubs and 

herbs. Tree layer is analyzed by sampling 30 quadrates of 20x20m size, Shrubs in 5x5m plot 

size and shrubs in 1x1 m plot size at each site. The size and number of samples was 

determined following Saxena and Singh (1982). The data of collected species is used as a 

reference to study the evolutionary changes of species at interval of every 2-3 years. These 

data will be used in planning the conservation management plan of respective tea gardens 

with cooperation and consent of garden owners and managers. 

The vegetation data are analyzed for density and freque3ncey following Curtis and Mclntosh 

(1950) and are calculated as: 

Density: The number of individuals within an area 

 

D = 

 

Total number of individuals of a single species in all Quadrates 

Total number of Quadrates studied 
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Frequency: Percentage occurrence of individuals of a species in a given area. 

 

F = 

 

Total used for data collection 

GPS (Global Positioning System), measuring tape, data sheet, note pad, herbarium file, 

diameter tape, questioner for social survey, and Google Earth. 

Table. Characteristics of the tea gardens in Darjeeling study area. 

Name of Tea 

Garden 

Type of 

Garden 

Elevation range 

(Meter) 

Latitude 

(Ang.) 

Longitude 

(Avg.) 

Shree Dwarika TE 

Salimbong TE 

Rohini TE 

Avongroove TE 

Ging TE 

Soureni TE 

Organic 

Organic 

Conventional 

Organic 

Organic 

Conventional 

500 m to 1550 m 

1178 m to 1885 m 

227 xm to 1295 m 

803 m to 1660 m 

502 m to 1600 m 

888 m to 1451 m 

E 8814’43.6” 

E 889’54” 

E 8817’25” 

E 8812’21.7” 

E 8817’50.8” 

E 8811’58.6” 

N 275’31.0” 

N 2656’58.9” 

N 2615’58.5” 

N 2656’32.7” 

N 274’32.1” 

N 2651’07.1” 

 

Results on plant biodiversity 

In different tea gardens 

A total of 384 species of plants were observed in the study areas, out of which 133 were trees, 

70 shrubs and 181 herbs. 

In Shree Dwarika Tea Estate 

Tree Species 

A total of 42 tree species were observed in the Shree Dwarika Tea Estate. Of these Albizzia 

chinensis showed the highest density with 867 trees/ha, followed by Melia azedarach (717 

trees/ha),Alnus nepalensis(467 trees/ha), Macaranga sp. (367 trees/ha) and Albizzia 

lebbek(200 trees/ha), respectively. The lowest density (17 trees/ha) was recorded for Alstonia 

scholaris, Bischofia javanica, Bombax  malabiricum, Brassica butyracea, Callicarpa 

arborea, Caryotis urens, Castonopsis sp., Chikaskia tabularize, Daubing sonneratioides, 

Ficus bengalensis, Ficus nemorallis, Litsaea monopetala, Litsaea citrarta, Mours laevigata, 

Premna bengalensis, Rhus semialata and Sapium baccatum. 

The maximum occurrence was recorded for Albizzia chinensis with the frequency of 63% 

followed by Melia azedarach(40%), Macaranga sp.(37%), Albizzia lebbek(27%), Litsaea 

polyantha (27%) and Schima wallichii (23%). On the contrary, the least occurred species 

recorded were Alstonia scholaris, Bischofia javanica, Bombax malabaricum, Brassica 

butyracea, Buckland populea, Callicarpa arborea, Caryotis urens, Castonopsis sp., 

Chukrasia tabularis, Cordia oblique, Drypetes lancifolia, Dauganga sonneratioides, 

Engelhardtia spicata, Engelhardtia spicata, Ficus nemorallis, Litsaea monopetala, Litsaea 

Total number of individuals of a single species in all Quadrates 
X 100 

Total number of Quadrates studied 
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citrarta, Machilus edulis, Mours laevigata, Premna bengalensis, Rhus semialata and Sapium 

baccatum each with 3% frequency. 

Shrub species 

A total of 27 species of shrubs were recorded in this Tea estate. Of these, Artemisia vulgaris 

showed the maximum occurrence with 23% frequency followed by Urnea lobata (23%), 

Thysanolaena maxima (20%), Rubus moluccans (13%), Crotalaria anagyroides (10%), 

Dendrocalamus strictus (10%) and Masea chesia (10%). The lowest occurrence of 3% was 

recorded for Aconogonum molle, Arundinaria sp., Citrus reticulates, Euphorbia pulcherrima, 

Hedychium thyrsiforme, Hydrangea robusta, Malvaviliscus sp., Mallotus philippinensis, 

Morus indica, Osbeckia chinensis, Poulzolzia zeylancia, Saccharum spontaneum, Urtica 

dioca, Viburnum sp. and Zinziber officinale. 

Herb species 

A total of 71 species of herbs were present in this Tea Estate. Of these, Ageratum conyzoides 

showed the maximum occurrence of 67% followed by Commelina benghalensis (63%), 

Setaria plicata (63%), Mikania micrantha (53%), Bidens pilosa (40%), Borreria hispida 

(30%), Drymeria cordata (27%), Selaginella spp. (27%) and Pelia umbrosa (27%). 

The herbs with the least occurrence of 3% were Amaranthus virides, Anaphelis affins, 

Bergenia sp., Blumea sp., Chambabaria sp., Chilinthes sp., Codonopsis sp., Cyperus pilosis, 

Cyperus rotundus, Dendrobium tenuicaule, Dicrocephala latifolia, Dioscorea bulbifera, 

Dryopteris sp., Eragrostis uniloides, Imperata cylindrical, Ipomeas p., Knoxia Corymbosa, 

Lyschimachia indica, Mazus sp., Mucuna macrocarpa, Ophiophogon intermedius, Paspalum 

conjugatum, Polystichium auriculatum, Pteracanthus divaricatus, Pteris sp., Rubus 

calycinus, Scleria levis, Scoparia dulcis, Strobilanthus divericatus, Trifolium ripens and 

Viola repens. 

In Salimbong Tea Estate 

Tree species 

A total of 50 species of trees were recorded in the Salimbong Tea Estate. Of these, 

Cryptomeria japonica showed the highest density with 1217 trees/ha followed by Alnus 

nepalensis (1150 trees/ha), Macaranga sp. (483 trees/ha), Machilus sp. (433 trees/ha), 

Glochidion acuminatum (417 individuals/ha), Acer oblong (367 trees/ha), Albizzia chinensis 

(367 trees/ha) and Albizzia lebbeck (333 trees/ha). On the contrary, the lowest density of only 

17 trees/ha was recorded for Acer campbelli, Aporosa dioica, Castonopsis tribuloides, 

Cedrela toona, Cherospondias axillaries, Eribortya dubia, Ficus leschemanltii and Rhus 

griffithii. 

The maximum tree occurrence was recorded for Cryptomeria japonica with frequency of 

43% followed by Alnus nepalensis (40%), Macaranga sp. (40%), Albizzia chinensis (30%), 

Machilus sp. (27%), Symingtonia populnea (27%) and Symplocos sp. (27%). Tree species 

Acer campbelli, Aporosa dioica, Castonopsis tribuloides, Cedreal toona, Cherospondias 

axillaries, Eribortya dubia, Ficus bengalensis, F. cunia, F. hirta, F. religiosa, Leucoseptum 

canum, Machiluis odoratissima, Maesa chesia, Pentapanax, leschemanltii, Phoebe 
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hainesiana, Quercas spicata, Rhus griffithii and semialata showed the least frequency of only 

3%. 

Shrub species 

A total of 29 species of shrubs were recorded in this Tea Estate. Of these, the highest 

occurrence of 53% was observed for Thysanolena maxima followed by Rubus moluccans 

(33%), Datura metal (13%), Desmodium sp. (13%), Gotemala (13%), Osbekia chinensis 

(13%) and Rubia manjit (13%). On the contrary, shrub species Costus speciosus, Crotolaria 

anagroides, Ficus clavata, Hedychium aurantiacum, Indigofera tyesmanii, Masea chesia, 

Musa paridisiaca, Parochetus sp., Sambucus Canadensis and Solanum sp. showed the least 

frequency (only 3%). 

Herb species 

A total of 76 species of herbs were recorded in this Tea Estate. Of these, Selaginella sp., 

shown the highest frequency with 73% occurrence followed by Polygonum runcianatum 

(50%), Drymaria cordata (50%), Polygonum chinesis (43%), Eupatorum adenophorum 

(43%), Centella asiatica (40%), Amaranthus aspera (37%) and Pilea scripta (37%). The 

least occurred species with only 3% frequency were Adiantum sp., Colocasia esculanta,  

Dactylocetenium aegyptium, Desmodium sp., Digitaria sanguanalis, Equisetum debil, 

Erigeron belliloides, Galiansoga parviflora, Lycopodium clavatum Lyndsaya sp., Microsorus 

sp., Mikina micrantha, Parochetus communis, Phyllanthus niruri, Sarcopyrimis nepalensis 

and Spagnum sp. 

In Rohini Tea Estate 

Tree species 

A total of 15 tree species were recorded from in the Rohini Tea Estate. Out of these, Melia 

azedarach showed the highest density with 725 trees/ha followed by Bombax cieba (200 

trees/ha), Albizzia chinensis (175trees/ha), Albizzia lebbeck (175 trees/ha), Schima wallichii 

(125 trees/ha) and Dalbergia sissoo (100 trees/ha). Tree species Alstonia scholaris, Annona 

squamosal, Cinnamomum cecidodaphnae, Duabanga sonneratioides, Garuga gamblei, 

Holarrhena antidysenterica and Litsea polyantha showed the lowest density with 25 trees/ha. 

The maximum occurrence was observed for tree species Bombax cieba and Scima wallichii 

with 25% frequency by Albizzia chinensis (20%), Albizzia lebbeck (20%) and Melia 

azedarach (20%). The least occurred tree species was Alstonia scholaris, Annona squamosal, 

Callicarpa sp., Cinnamomum cecidodaphnae, Duabanga sonneratioides, Garuga Gamblei, 

Holarrhena antidysenterica and Litsea polyantha, which showed 5% frequency each. 

Shrub species 

A total of four species of shrubs were recorded from the study area. Of these, 

Indigoferateysamanii with 20% occurrence showed the highest frequency. The shrub species 

that occurred least were Crotalaria anygroides, Lantana camara and Trumfetta sp. with 5% 

frequency each. 

Herb species 
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A total of 59 species of herbs were recorded from the study area. Of these, Borreria hispida 

showed the highest frequency of 80% followed by Drymaria cordata (70%), Ageratum 

conyzoides (65%), Peperomia pellucida (50%), Bidens pilosa (50%), Achyranthus aspera 

(45%), Oplisminus sp. (40%) and Mikenia micrantha (35%). 

The least occurred species of herbs that showed only 5% frequency were Anaphilis sp., 

Arundinella bengalensis, Crepis sp., Cynotis vaga, Cyprus sp., Dactylocetenum aegyptium, 

Eupatorium adenophorum, Eupatorium odoratum. Euphorbia, Galinsoga parviflora, Gua 

labara, Hydrocotyl himilaica, Ichnocarpus frutescence, Lineria sp., Lygodium flexosum, 

Paspalum scorbiculatum, Pindaloo sp., Plantago major, Sid asp., Solanum nigrum, 

Spercacoce ocymoides, Stellaria media, Taraxacum officinalis, and Vandellia scabra. 

In Avongroove Tea Estate 

Tree species 

A total of 34 species of trees were recorded in the Avongroove Tea Estate. Of these, Meila 

azedarach showed the maximum density of 1690 trees/ha followed by Schima wallichii (931 

trees/ha), Macaranga sp. (414 trees/ha), Eurya japonica (328 trees/ha), Betula sp. (190 

trees/ha), Machilus sp. (190 trees/ha) and Aglalia perviridis (138 trees/ha). The lowest 

density (with 17 trees/ha) was observed for Berchemia floribunda, Callicarpa sp., 

Castanopsis indica, Ficus hirta, Rhus semialata, Sapindus detergens, Saurauia nepaulensism, 

Symingtonia populnea and Trema oriantalis. 

Tree species Melia azedarach also showed the maximum frequency with 45% species Melia 

azedarach also showed the maximum frequency with 45% occurrence followed by 

Macaranga sp. (34%), Schima wallichii (24%), Albizzia chinensis (17%), Prunus cerasoides 

(14%) and Aglalia previrdis (14%). The minimum occurrence of 3% frequency was observed 

for Berchemia, floribunda, Callicarpa sp., Castanopsis indica, Castonopsis tribuloides, 

Cinnamomum obtisifolium, Ficus hirta, Litsea citrate, Rhus semialata, Sapindus detergens, 

Saurauia nepaulensis, Symingtonia populned and Trema oriantalis. 

Shrub species 

At total of 17 species of shrubs were recorded from the Avongroove Tea Estate. Shrub 

Priotropsis sp. showed the highest occurrence of 24% followed by Crotalaria sp. (21%), 

Artemisia indica (17%), Rubus moluccans (17%) and Thysanolena maxima (14%). The 

lowest occurrence was shown by Dichroa febrifuga, Musa sp., Osbeckia crinite, Rubia sp. 

and Sambucus sp., each with 3% frequency. 

Herb species 

At total of 56 species of herbs were recorded from this Tea Estate. Herb Ageratum conyzodies 

showed the highest occurrence with 69% frequency followed by Drymaria cordata (52%), 

Oxalis corniculata (48%), Borreria hispida (45%), Selaginella sp. (41%) and Oplisminus sp. 

(41%). Contrarily, herbs Adiantum sp., Commelina sp., Elatostemma sp., Impatiens sp., 

Lechanthus pedicularis, Lindebergia grandiflora, Onentha sp., Ophiopogon intermedius, 

Phyllanthus neuri, Pteris sp. and Siegesbekia orientalis showed the lowest occurrence with 

3% frequency. 
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In Ging Tea Garden 

Tree species 

A total of 38 species of trees were recorded from the Ging Tea Garden. Of these, Alnus 

nepalensis showed the maximum density of 1409 trees/ha followed by Albizzia chinensis 

(614 trees/ha). Schima wallichii (568 trees/ha), Mallotus philippinensisi (500 trees/ha), 

Macaranga sp. (386 trees/ha), Albizzia lebbeck (341 trees/ha), Machilus sp. (295 trees/ha) 

and Aglaia perviridis (250 trees/ha). The lowest density with 23 trees/ha was observed for 

Celtis tetranda, Chukrasia tabularis, Cinnamomum cecidodaphnae, Engelhardtia spicata, 

Evodia fraxinifolia, Holarrhena antidysentrica, Jambosa sp., Mallotus philippinensis, 

Melliosma simplicifolia, Nyssa javanica, Ostodes paniculata, Populus gambalei, Prunus 

cerasoides and Spondias axillaries. 

Among the tree species, Albizzia chinensis showed the maximum occurrence with 50% 

frequency followed by Alnus nepalensis (32%), Albizzia lebbek (27%), Macaranga sp. 

(27%), Schima wallichii (27%) and Melia azedarach (23%). The tree species that occurred 

least (with 5% frequency) were Aglaia perviridis, Bahaunia variegate, Celtis tetranda, 

Chukrasia tabularis, Cinnamomum cecidodaphnae, Duabanga sommeratioides, Engelhardita 

spicata, Erythrina arborescence, Evodia fraxinifolia, Holarrhena antidysentrica, Jambosa 

sp., Litsea citrate, Mallotus philippinensis, Melliosma simplicifolia, Nyssa javanica, Ostodes 

paniculata, Populus gambalei, Prunus cerasoides, Saurauria nepalensis and Spondias 

axillaries. 

Shrub species 

A total of 15 species of shrubs were recorded from this tea garden. Among these, shrub 

Gotemala sp. showed the highest occurrence (18%), followed closely by Thysanolens 

maxima, Rubus moluccans and Urnea lobata, all with 14% occurrence. Shrub speices Canna 

indica, Brassiopsis mitis, Pouzolzia zylencia, Polygonum molle, Dichora febrifuga, Manihot 

esculanta and Datura metal showed the lowest occurrence of 5%. 

Herb species 

A total of 56 species of herbs were recorded in this tea garden. Among them, Setaria plicata 

showed the highest occurrence with 59% frequency followed by Ageratum conyzodies (55%), 

Drymaria cordata, Hypoestis iriflora, Oxalis corniculata (all 50%), fern (45%) and Bidens 

pilosa (36%). Herb species Alocasia indica, Blumea sp., Citronella sp., Compositia sp., 

Elatostemma sp., Erigeron belliloides, Gynura sp., Lindenbergia grandiflora, Lygodium 

flexosum, Peperomia pellucida, Piper sp., Plantago major, Pouzolzia hirta, Pteris sop. And 

Smilex sp. showed the least (5%) frequency each. 

In Soureni Tea Estate 

Tree species 

A total of 35 tree species were recorded from the Soureni Tea Estate. Of these, Schima 

wallichii showed the maximum density of 839 trees/ha followed by Cryptomeria japonica 

with 589 trees/ha. Other important tree species present were Melia azedarach (429 trees/ha), 

Albizzia lebbek (179 trees/ha), Macaranga sp. (125 trees/ha) and Alnus nepalensis (107 
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trees/ha). Tree species Schima wallichii was observed with the highest frequency of 43% 

followed by Cryptomeria japonica (29%), Melia azedarach (21%) and Albizzia lebbek 

(17%). 

The lowest density and frequency among trees was observed for Alstonia scholaris, Betula 

cylindrostachys, Chukrasia tabularis, Dysoxylum sp., Emblica officinalis, Engelhardtia 

spicata, Erythrina arborescense, Saurauria napaulensis, Villebrunea integrifolia and 

Walsura tubulata with 18 trees/ha and 4% frequency, respectively. 

Shrub species 

A total of 25 species of shrubs were recorded in the Soureni Tea Estate. Among them, 

Thysanolena maxima and Urnea lobata both with 18% frequency showed the highest 

occurrence followed by Lantana camara, Maesa macrophylla and Pouzolzia sp. (11%). The 

least occurred shrubs with 4% frequency were Boehmeria sp., Callicarpa sp., Dichora 

febrifuga, Ficus hookeri, Hedychium sp., Indigofera tyesmanii, Leucoseptum canum, 

Osceckia crinata, Oxyspora paniculata, Pandanus nepalensis, Psidium guavagium and 

Vernonia sp. 

Herb species 

A total of 57 species of herbs were recorded from this Tea Estate. Among them, Ageratum 

conyzoides with 68% frequency showed the highest occurrence followed by Borreria hispida 

(61%), Oplisminus sp. (57%), Polygonum chinensis (57%), Bidens pilosa (57%), Drymaria 

cordata (54%) and Digiteria sp. (46%). The least occurred herbs (4% frequency) were 

Clematis buchananiana, Cynodon sp., Cynotis vaga, Dracocephalum latifolia, Fragria sp., 

Frimbristalis sp., Galinsoga parviflora, Lechanthus pedicularis, Lindsya sp., Lindenbergia 

indica, Oxalis latifolia, Phyllanthus niruri, Pogonatum, sp., Polypodium sp., Saxifraga 

sarementosa, Sida sp. and Stelleria media. 
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Natural Resource Management  

Some Aspects of Biodiversity in the Northeastern Himalayan Region and 

its Conservation. 

 The Northeastern Himalayan region has been identified as an area needing emergency 

conservation measures for preserving its biodiversity. About forty present of the biota here is 

endemic and the wide spectrum of flora bequeathed to the region by the pre-drift 

Gondwanaland makes it a storehouse of biodiversity. 

 This communication emphasizes the need for an eclectic approach for selecting 

proper conservation and development measures. The prescription includes programmes of 

community participation, application of the Arabari model, discontinuance of slash-and-burn 

style of cultivation (with alternative strategies), creation of core preserves built around 

endemic species, adoption of strip logging and other measures. Only a judicious mix of 

scientific research, capital investment and government support can solve the problems. The 

first step should be preparation of dependable inventories of identifiable and accessible 

species and then assessing their commercial values. This information, when combined with 

the relevant social and economic considerations, should heuristically indicate the design of 

actions most likely to succeed in salvaging and regenerating the ecosystems of the region. 

Geological and Climatic Background 

 An understanding of the origin of biodiversity of a region requires adequate 

knowledge of the geological (history, geomorphology), climatic and soil conditions. For the 

region under review, no worthwhile information on the soil conditions is available at least to 

the best of knowledge of this author. Geologically, this is an area bearing the impress of 

intense tectonism.  The whole of the Northeastern region is highly folded and faulted. In 

addition to the Main Boundary Thrust and Main Central Thrust of the Himalayas to the north 

of the Assam Valley, many thrusts and faults of considerable linear extent (e.g. Disang thrust, 

Naga thrust, Dauki fault, Tapu thrust and others) traverse this region. The major tectonism 

that shaped the area was the one that creat3ed the Himalayas when the Indian plate collided 

with the Asian plate. Almost 140 million years ago the peninsular part of India, sometimes 

broadly styled the Deccan plateau, broke away from the super continent Gondwanaland. 

 The past affiliation to Gondwanaland has significance regarding the biodiversity 

observed in the Northeastern Himalayan region. Some exotic plants owe their presence in this 

area to this association, they are signposts of past geological history. When two plates 

converge, as in the case of the Himalayas, the variety of flora and terrestrial fauna generally 

increases. This should and did result in the region acquiring flora of Indo Chinese affinities. 

 Some plant taxa that are indicative of the Gondwanaland connection are primitive 

angiosperm families like Magneliaceae, Digeneriaceae, Himantandraceae, Eupomatiaceae 

and Winteraceae. The specific genera are: Alnus, Aspidocarya, Batula, Decaisnea, Euptelea, 

Exbucklandia, Haematocarpus, Holboellia, Houttuynia, Magnolia, Mangelictia, Pyenarrhena 

and Tetracentron. The occurrence of the pitcher plant, Nepanthese khasiana, and endemic to 

Khasi Hills, deserves special mention. The genus Nepanthes has 67 species and one species 

each is found in Madagascar, Khasi Hills and Sri Lanka. The remaining 64 species are found 
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in Southeast Asia, Malaysia, Northern Queensland and New Caledonia. The Gondwanaland   

connection is clearly evident. 

 The climate of the North Himalayan region is quite distinct from that of the West 

Himalayas; the former is wet and the latter dry. This region has ample rains during the 

monsoon season, especially in the month of June. The Northeastern Himalayan region is one 

of the wettest known, the climate being a causative factor in biodiversity. The difference in 

the flora between the western and northeastern Himalayan region is manifested in the relative 

lack of conifers and abundance of Rhododendrons in the latter. A special feature of the flora 

of the northeastern Himalayan region is the presence of a large variety of bamboos (26 

species). The Eastern Himalayan Biomes consist of Alpine. Temperate and Sub-tropical 

zones, though in the Assam Hills a larger spread, e.g. Tropical Evergreen Forest, Topical 

Moist Deciduous Forest, Montane Temperate Forest and even Wetlands, is observed. 

The Extant Biodiversity 

 Much of the biodiversity in the Northeastern Himalayan region bears the stamp of 

survivors, hence the qualifier extant. Built-up zones, roads, mines, power plants etc. have 

taken away large chunks of forest land rich in biodiversity, as a consequence the diversity has 

been almost obliterated in these domains. Forest areas where biodiversity has been affected 

but not obliterated should be improved upon, it appears that this is one of the major targets of 

NBSAP (National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan). 

 A question, which is not so uncommonly asked, is:  why not leave it to nature to 

regenerate the loss in biodiversity? In other words, leave it to natural evolution to make up 

the loss of one or more species. The answer to this question lies in remembering the fact that 

give great extinction episodes are recorded in geological history, and it took 10-100 million 

years to recover. 

 Regarding the percentage of endemic species in the Northeastern Himalayan region, 

different estimates have been published. Wilson’s figure for the whole of sub-Himalayan 

forests is 39%, according to Khoshoo, it is 50%. The most interesting aspect of the flora of 

this region is the presence of a complex assembly of tropical species of the Southern region 

and temperate species of Northern lineage. It can hardly be overemphasized that this is a 

heritage that must be preserved, and the starting point should be building core preserves 

around the endemic species. 

 

Retention of the Biodiversity 

 That biodiversity has to be preserved and the ecosystem rejuvenated in the affected 

areas is beyond question. To achieve this we will have to take an eclectic approach and 

combine general methods. The different strategies can be covered under three broad 

groupings: Scientific, Social-Managerial and Ethical. The issues as well as the measures are 

interlinked. The discussion below largely follows the treatment of E.O. Wilson in The 

Diversity of Life. 

Social, ethical and managerial aspects 

 The main problem that is encountered here is destruction of forests connected with the 

livelihood of the people, mostly tribal, who inhabit them. In this region, slash-and-

burn(JHUM) cultivation is a major problem especially because the intervening periods 

between successive cultivation are increasingly getting shoter. 
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 The answer to such problems lies in participation of the people in a responsible way 

and in finding for them alternative means of income such as in extractive reserves mentioned 

earlier. We have to convince the forest people that they are part of the ecosystems and that 

retaining biodiversity is beneficial to them. This has been achieved in parts of the Amazon 

forests of Brazil where the latex rappers (seringueiros) have been granted 30-year leases of 

the extractive reserves with the stipulation that clear-cutting of the forests is prohibited. 

 Moves in these directions have also been witnessed in India. One good example is the 

Arabari Model of Joint Forest Management. In the Arabari Forest, West Bengal, 618 

families depended on 1271 hectares of forestland. Misuse in the past rendered the forest 

almost treeless and barren. In 1972 rejuvenation under the project started. Members from 

each family participated, replantation went apace, fuel, fodder and other forest products were 

systematically gathered and distributed with the sale proceeds share between the government 

and the people. This model was a success: it was awarded the Vrikshamitra price by the 

Government of India. 

 In general, social forestry has been pursued in our country from the late 1970’s by the 

forestry departments as well as by the NGOs. In many parts of India, community 

participation under these schemes sav3ed the forests and did away with the dependence of the 

local people on the government. The last decade has also been vigorous eco-development in 

sanctuaries. 

 We must remember that about 220 million people in India depend on forests for their 

livelihood and that most of them are poor, landless and tribal. So not only is their 

participation needed but also it should be ensured that justice is meted out to them. Many 

states do not give a fair share of the sale proceeds of many forest products (kendu leaves, 

bamboos, sal fruits et. to the forest conservation committees. This is unfair and must   be 

remedied. Evidently our forest policy and management have room for improvement, and 

legal rights should be granted to the forest people as in Brazil. 

 An implicit principle of human behavior is that the better the ecosystem is known the 

less likely that it will be destroyed. To quote the Senegalese environmentalist Baba Dioum, 

“In the end we will conserve only what we love, will love only what we understand and 

understand what we are taught.” We all have an important role here. We will have to teach 

the ethical aspects (respect for nature, trees, animals, etc) , the utilitarian aspects (carbon 

fixing, pollution, protection of soils etc) and demonstrate to the people living in forest areas 

that preservation of biodiversity and the health of the ecosystems are beneficial to them – 

they insure their livelihood and ecological balance. 

Unity and Diversity among the People of Northeastern India 

Northeast India comprising eight states, such as Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Assam, 

Meghalaya, Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura and Sikkim with a spread over about 26,2185sq.km 

on both sides of the river Brahmaputra, and with a population of 39035582 autochthones, has 

now become a geographical entity. Located between 21” N to 29” 30’N Latitude and 

89”45’E to 89”30’E longitude with an extensive international border measuring about one-

third of total international border of India, this region is bounded on the north by China and 

Bhutan, on the south and east by Mayanmar (Burma)  and west by Bangladesh. Northeast 

India is thus virtually surrounded on all sides by foreign countries and is linked with rest of 

the India mainland by a narrow corridor. Total area of North-east India being 5.85% of the 

total landmass of India provides shelter to 3.79% of the total Indian population. Sparsely 

populated states of North-east India are characterized by an average population density of 

148.0 per sq.km. compared to that of 312.42 per sq.km  of other Indian states. Not only that 
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low female birth which varies between 876 (Sikkim) and 978 (Manipur) compared to that of 

1000 male birth is also another characteristic feature of population of north-east India (Table-

1) 

Table-1: Northeast India: area and population 

Sl. 

no. 
State 

Total 

area in 

sq. km. 

Population 
A B C D 

Male Female Total 

1 
Arunacha

l Pradesh 
83,743 573,951 517,166 1,091117 

90

1 

0.1

1 
0.25 13 

2 Nagaland 16579 1041686 946950 1,988136 
90

9 

0.1

9 
0.50 120 

3 Assam 78438 
1378779

9 

1285060

8 
26638047 

93

2 

2.5

9 
2.39 340 

4 
Meghala

ya 
22429 1167840 1138229 2306069 

97

5 

0.2

2 
0.68 103 

5 Manipur 22327 1207338 1181296 2388634 
97

8 

0.2

3 
0.68 107 

6 Mizoram 21081 459783 431275 891508 
93

8 

0.0

9 
0.64 42 

7 Tripura 10492 1636138 1555030 3191168 
95

0 

0.3

1 
0.32 304 

8 Sikkim 7036 288217 252276 540493 
87

6 

0.0

5 
0.21 76 

Total 262185 
2016275

2 

1887283

0 
39035582 

93

6 

3.8

0 
5.85 148 

India 
328726

3 
- - 

102701574

7 
- - - 

312.4

2 

A – Sex Ratio F: 1000M B – Population % : All India 

C – Area : India D – Population Density per sq. km 

 Topographically, northeast India is a combination of ills and plains. Arunachal 

Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland are almost entirely hilly; while about 4/5 th 

Assam is plain; Manipur and Tripura have both plain areas and hilly tracts.  

 Almost all the stats of northeast India are inhabited by autochthonous peoples namely 

– Naga, Kuki, Miri, Mikir, Apatani, Abhor, Dapla, Mismi, Khasi, Garo, Mizo and other 

tribes. Most of them are divided into several sub-groups and are included ethnically, in 

general, in the Mongoloid groups of mankind. Thus the region is reportedly homeland of as 

many as 209 scheduled tribes and nearly half the number of communities so categorized in 

the whole of India. The tribal population comprises 63.66% of total population in Arunachal 

Pradesh, 94.75% in Manipur, 87.33% in Meghalaya, 33.14% in Mizoram, 30.95% in Tripura, 

84.70% in Nagaland and 12.82% in Assam (Table-2) 
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Table-2: Northeast Indian states: Major autochthonous groups and languages. 

State Autochthonous groups (tribal groups) Languages 

Arunachal 

Pradesh 

About 20 tribal groups which are divided into 

a number of sub-groups: Adi, Nishi, Apatani, 

Tagin, Mishmi, Khamti, Nocte, Wangehu, 

Tangsa, Singpo, Monpa, Sherdokopen and Aka 

Most of the groups speak 

their own languages 

Nagaland The population is mostly tribal: Many tribes 

and subtribes among Naga groups with their 

own language and cultural features: Angami, 

Zeilang, Rengma, Kuki, Sema, Ao, Lotha, 

Chang, Sangtam, Khenungan, Konyak. 

Most of their own language 

and practice jhum 

cultivation. 

Assam Population consists of both tribal and non-

tribals. Many of the tribes with Tibeto-

Burmese background and Ahom background 

are major component of Assamese population. 

Ahom family, Assamese, 

Bengali (for Barak-valley) 

Meghalaya Predominant population: Khasi, Jaintia and 

Garo 

Most of them have their 

own language. 

Manipur Major population: Kuki, Naga and Manipuri 

(Meithi). 

Tribal groups speak their 

own language and Meithis 

speak Manipuri 

Mizoram Mizo who are divided into number of sub-

groups: Lushai, Pawi, Paithe, Ralte, Pang, 

Hmar, Kuki, Mara and Lakher 

Mizo 

Tripura Population: tribal and non-tribal. Tribal Riang 

and Chakma. Non-tribal: Bengali 

Bengali, Kak-barak and 

Manipuri Chakmas speak 

their own language. 

Sikkim Major Tribal groups: Lapcha, Bhutia along 

with Nepalese 

Lepcha, Bhutia, Nepali, 

Limkbu. 

 Northeast India with its vast natural resources particularly minerals, water and forest 

with highest amount of rainfall (Mausinram of Meghalaya) compared to other parts of India 

presents a picture of wide variation in altitude coupled with abundance in rainfall shows a 

wide variation in the climatic conditions within the region: which in turn has endowed the 

region with bio-diversity as well as human diversity in physical and cultural aspects. 

Linguistically almost all of the autochthonous of northeast India belong to the family 

distinguished as Tibeto-Burman and to four of the nine Sinnetic families – Bodo-Naga, 

Kachin, Naga-Kachin, Gyarung-Mishir and Tibetan. 

 Physical variabilities among the people of northeast India have attracted attention of 

number of scholars since the beginning of the 20th century. A number of civilian officers and 

anthropologists like Wadell, Brown and Kemp, Hutton, Dixton and others collected 

anthropometric data to throw light on the racial histories of the north-east Indian population. 

In later years, Haddon, Buxton had been able to identify seven ethnic types that have entered 

India to provide the basic background of the people of northeast India. Haddon summing up 

all those evidences concluded that on the basis of anthropometric data, northeast Indian tribes 

were predominantly Mongoloid with several variant groups, viz. 

1. Predominantly dolichocephalic platyrrhine type – (Pre-Dravidian Australoid type) 

strong among the Khasi, Mikir, Kachari and Manipuri but weaker among the Naga 

who are closely related to Nasiot elements, (dolichocephalic mesorrhine). 



74 
 

2. Mesocephalic platyrrhine – predominant among the Khasi, found to be related to 

Mundari speakers of Chhotanagpur and also with tribes of south China and 

Kachin (Burma). 

3. Brachycephalic mesorrhine type – related to Pareoean groups, predominantly 

found among some tribes of Burma, Nepal border and Sikkim. 

 In recent year Das, Sengupta and Khongsdier discussed extensively physical 

background and ethnic types on the basis of many of the anthropometric and marker 

characteristics (Table -3) 

Table – 3: Anthropometric data from some of the northeastern tribes. 

Population Cephalic Index Nasal Index Stature 

Khamti 79.1 88.4 1,641 

Singpo 75.0 80.8 1.603 

Garo 76.0 95.1 1,588 

Khasi 78.6 86.3 1,569 

Kuki 76.0 58-91(variable)  

Angami Naga 78.6 82.2 1.639 

Ao-Naga 80.4 81.8 1.566 

Duffla 77.0 84.1 1.606 

Abor 77.0 81.6 1.579 

Lepcha 79.9 67.2 1.570 

 Utilizing the genetic marker characteristics like blood group, PTC, secretor status 

factors and others, modern geneticists tried to understand variabilities among northeast Indian 

population. In ABO blood group distribution, no uniform pattern has been found excepting 

the predominance of B blood group in most of the population. In Rh blood group either very 

low or total absence, of Rh(D) group could be seen among almost all of the groups. 

 Genetic distance between different populations of northeast India was tried to be 

understood using complex statistical methods, results of analysis yielded contradictory 

pictures. Consequently the interpretation of the phylogenetic affinities of the population of 

northeast India has become more complicated. 

High incidence of HbE gene which was seen to be varying between 1% (non- Mongoloid, 

Caucasoid) and 20% among the Mongoloid, population of northeast India attracted attention 

to build up a genetic relationship between the different populations in northeast India. High 

frequency of HbE among the Austro-Asiatic, Monkhmer speakers like Khasi was taken as 

evidence of spread of this trait from the Southeast Asia by the Austro-Asiatic speakers 

through the migration of those population during prehistoric times, probably during the 

neolothic period. Presence of high frequencies of HbE among the Ahom and Kachari groups 

however, provided a new idea about the origin of HbE among the tribes of northeast India 

(Table-4). 
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Table-4:  Distribution of haemoglobin types in the population of northeast India 

Population Obs. AA AE EE q 

INDO-EUROPEAN      

 Brahmin 

 Kalita 

 Kaibarta 

 Muslim 

 Mixed indid group 

 Ahom 

 Manipuri Brahmin 

111 

120 

101 

104 

324 

620 

108 

100 

93 

75 

84 

255 

264 

102 

11 

25 

25 

19 

58 

276 

6 

0 

2 

1 

1 

11 

80 

- 

0.0495 

0.1208 

0.1337 

0.1010 

0.1235 

0.3516 

0.0278 

TIBETO-BURMAN      

 Chutia 

 Rajbanshi 

 Kachari 

 Boro-kachari 

 Rabha 

 Garo 

 Lalung 

 Mishing 

 Mikir 

 Meiti 

72 

266 

1082 

241 

128 

135 

114 

25 

241 

307 

34 

134 

271 

46 

24 

43 

34 

6 

156 

261 

33 

102 

525 

104 

71 

50 

58 

8 

68 

42 

5 

30 

286 

91 

33 

42 

22 

11 

17 

4 

0.2986 

0.3045 

0.5609 

0.5934 

0.5352 

0.4963 

0.4474 

0.6000 

0.2116 

0.0814 

 

AUSTRO-ASIATIC      

 Khasi 140 83 51 6 0.2250 

 In consideration of all the facts mentioned above it could be summed up that in  all 

probabilities the Neolithic people who migrated from Southeast Asia to this  region were 

transient form of Australoid-Mongoloid admixture probably more or less like modern 

Kachin.  Slash and burn cultivation as well as wet cultivation were probably brought by these 

groups. Their descendants who stayed at low altitude, and in hot and humid climate retained 

most of the Australoid characteristics and those migrated upwards to high altitudes, adapted 

to that climate and gradually through micro-evolution, became mostly Mongoloid. Despite all 

the genetic fragmentation as seen by modern geneticists in terms of blood groups and other 

marker characteristics, anthropometric and morphological traits of all the groups show unity. 

Their distribution and racial characteristics showed close dependence on geographical, bio-

cultural set up of the population. In addition to that operation of the biological process of race 

formation in man should be taken into account to understand the unity and diversity among 

the autochthonous population of North-eastern India. 

Floristic Heritage of India with Special Reference to Northeast India 

 Like Indian population and its cultural heritage, Indian flora comprise of diverse 

elements, from European to Chines and Japanese, from Australian to North African elements. 

The composition and characteristics of Indian flora is presented in short. The origin of such 

diversity and some of the characteristics have been discussed. About one third of Indian wild 

plants are being used in daily life. An account of the importance of the plants in the day-to-

day life of the people of Northeast India as part of their cultural heritage has been presented. 

It is being pointed out how floristic heritage has molded our cultural heritage to high light the 

importance of the conservation of these plants for our future generation. 
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 India is one of the richest countries of the world in its floristic resources. The floristic 

heritage of India is as diverse as its cultural heritage. Due to its unique geographic location, 

being connected by land with European, African, Chinese and other Asiatic regions, it has got 

an assemblage of floristic composition of diverse nature. This may be compared to the 

composition of Indian population and the cultural heritage of our country. 

 India has got about 50,000 plant species, of which 17,000 are flowering plants. The 

main features of Indian flora are the abundance of monocotyledonous plants, which is found 

in the ratio of 1:7 with the dicotyledons, Orchidaceae with about 2,000 species is the largest 

family in the India flora. These are mainly concentrated in the Northeast regions. Surprisingly 

Asteraceae (compositae), which is the largest family in the world flora, has much lower 

position in the Indian flora. Of these about 38% of the toral dicots of India are widely 

distributed. Phytogeographic distribution shows that they have migrated  from neighbouring 

regions, namely Myanmar, Malaysia, Mediterranean regions, Europe, Africa, Australia, 

China, Japan and even from America. Many of the Himalayan plants represent European, 

Chinese, Siberian, Tibatan and Japanese elements. The Tibetan and Siberian plants occur in 

the alpine zones, whereas a number of Chinese and Japanese elements are found in the 

temperate regions of the Himalayas. The most prominent Chinese elements are 

Rhododendron and Primulas. As many as 570 European species form part of the Indian flora. 

About 10% flora of the Indian subcontinent consists of Mediterranean elements. They belong 

mostly to the plant families such as Cruciferae, Carparidaceae, Labiatae. But the Malayan 

elements are the most dominant in the floristic composition of India. This is influenced by 

two factors, due to rich floristic resources of Southeast Asian countries and broad land 

connection between these two regions. However, this was helped considerably by the floristic 

vacuum once caused in the Indian mainland due to retreat of polar caps at the end of the last 

ice age, Cinnamomum, Anthocephalus (kadamba) are well known Malayan elements in 

Indian vegetation, which have deeply intruded in our cultural life. Among Australian 

elements, several species of Acacia, Casuarina are well known. North African Typha and 

Nymphaea are well known semi-aquatic and aquatic plants. Adasonia, Bryophylum are other 

well known plants of African origin. Several East African plants and plants from Madagascar 

have influenced our cultural life very much. Of these Tamrind and Gulmohr need special 

mention. 

 The floristic composition shows a wide range of variation in different parts of India 

depending on the climatic condition and also the geography of the region. For example, in 

Eastern India 53% of plant species are Indo-Malayan, 23% pure Indian, 3% Himalayan and 

16% cosmopolitan, whereas in the western region Indo-Malayan elements comprise only 

25% of the total local population. Here the North African dry land plants dominate the 

floristic composition. 

 It is known that plants do not grow in isolation. Several plants species grow in distinct 

communities forming distinctive forests. In the Himalayan itself 20 forest types have been 

recognized. Some of them are presented in the Table-1. 

Table – I 

Some of the forest types found in the Himalayas 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

SUBTROPICAL SEMI-DESERT FOREST OF W.HIMALAYAS 

FOREST OF PINUS ROXBURGHI 

FOREST OF CEDRUS DEODARA 

MIXED DECIDUOUS FOREST OF ASSAM HIMALAYA 

TEMPERATRE MIXED FOREST 
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6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

TROPICAL DECIDUOUS FOREST 

EASTERN HIMALAYAN TEMPERATE CONIFEROUS FOREST 

SUB-ALPINE BETUL4-ABIES FOREST 

SUB-ALPINE RHODODENDRON FOREST 

MOIST ALPINE SCRUB AND MEADOW ETC 

Distinctive forests can also be seen in South India, which show many common 

vegetation elements. In the Indo-Gangetic plain, forests have been almost destroyed. Only 

some Sal (Shorea) forests is left in the Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh areas. Special mention 

should be made to the tropical rain forest of Silent Valley in Kerala and the Sundarbans in the 

Gangetic delta. 

There are some special features of the India flora. Some of these are : 1)a large 

number of species are endemic in nature, which are mainly found in the Himalayas and South 

Indian hills, 2)a number of European, Siberian, Japanese, Chinese and Tibetan species can be 

found in the Himalayas, 3)some of the Himalayan plants are also found in the hills of South 

India and 4) Indian tropical flora are dominated by Malayan and African elements. This type 

of distribution of vegetation can be explained by the Himalayan Glaciation Theory. During 

the last ice age which extended from 50000 to 10000 years back, the polar caps extended far 

beyond and India had much colder climate. The Himalayan glaciers extended even below 

2000 meters. Many European and Siberian plants marched southward steadily to avoid the 

cold wrath and reached the Himalayas. Similarly Chinese and Japanese plants moved even 

south of the Himalayas. In the Himalayas itself, the alpine and temperate flora descended 

along both northern and southern slopes. In the northern slopes, most retreating plants were 

caught by the southward approaching polar bitter cold and were lost forever. The more 

fortunate ones in the southern slopes found refuge in the low hills and even in the plains. 

About 10000 years back at the end of the ice age, the ice caps and the glaciers retreated with 

a significant change in the climatic condition. The displaced flora found it too hot for 

comfort, so they ascended the Himalayas and the south Indian hills once again in search of 

cold places. By this time many changes had taken place in the topography of the hills. 

Melting ice had formed swift rivers, which cut deep gorges, silted many lakes, formed 

valleys, U-valleys and hanging valleys. Hills became covered with perpetual cloud, fog and 

mist. So those migrating plants found a wide range of habitats. Some of these European 

plants got refuge in the temperate Himalayas, Siberian and Tibetan elements in the alpine 

range. Many Chinese and Japanese elements, which earlier had moved to Southeast Asia, 

moved back northward to westward and found new homes in the Himalayas. Many of them 

became isolated in hanging valleys, U-valleys and hill tops and later developed into endemic 

species. Meanwhile the sub-tropical and temperate regions were converted to tropical and 

sub-tropic regions resulting floristic vacuum in the Indian plain. These areas were 

subsequently invaded by Malayan and African and other tropical elements. 

Let us consider some examples of migrating plant species that eventually became 

endemic. A species of Chinese original Primula sheriffae is found in isolated patches of 

Bhutan Himalayas and Manipur hills. According to Kingdon-Ward, a British plant explorer, 

they are like brothers who have gone out into the world to seek their fortune and lost touch 

with one another. The species became endemic to those isolated places. Similar is the fate of 

another species P.filipes. Of interest these two species are no more found in China. Another 

interesting example is found in the genus Lilium, L. macklinae and L.davidii are found in 

Ukhrul of Eastern Manipur; L-wallichianum and L.nepalense in the upper Brahmaputra 

Valley about 300 km north of Manipur, L. wardi in Lohi valley 500 km west of Ukhrul: 

L.primuliamum and L.bakerianum are found east of Ukhrul in Myanmar. All of them have 
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evolved from a common ancestor, probably had its origin in Ukhrul inManipur. All of them 

have now become endemic. 

An overall survey of the use of wild plants in the subcontinent has revealed that 

nearly one third of higher plant species are being used by various sections of the people. The 

use of such a large number of wild plant species to meet diverse requirement is largely due to 

the prevalence of the diversity of vegetation in the sub-continent. The tribal people are more 

dependent on the plants than of the mainland counterpart. As a consequence an affectionate  

relationship between Nature and human beings has developed in tribal areas. Several forest 

are regarded sacred by the tribals in Western Ghats, Jharkhand and Northeastern states. Some 

of these are located in Mawphlong (Law Lyngdoh), Sorarim and Mawsmai (Law Kyntang). 

Many rare and endangered plants are conserved in these sacred groves. Some of these are 

Taxus baccata, Botrychium lanuginosum, Gnetum scandens, Anaetocchilus sikkimense, 

insectivorous pitcher plant Nepenthes khasiana rare orchids as Pleione praecox, lady’s 

slipper  Paphipedilum insigne etc Apart from them  many other species such as Bucklandia 

populanae, Corylopsis himalayana, Manglietia insignis, saprophyte Epipogeum roseum, 

parasite Balanophora dioica, Monotropa ep.,Mitrastemon sp, are prescribed in these groves 

(Table-2). These groves probably originated to furnish proper atmosphere for primitive cults 

and rites. It is also possible that they originated for protection of some rare plants, which were 

known to have some medicinal or other (such as hallucination) properties known only to the 

priest (Bonga) doctors of different tribes. 

Table -2 

Rare & endangered plants conserved the sacred groves of Meghalaya. 

Taxus baccata, Botrchium laluginosum, Gnetumscandens,Rauwolfia desiflora, Anechtochilus 

sikkimensis 

Rare orchids as – Pleione praecox, ladies slipper orchid – Paphiopedilum insigne etc. 

Other species as – Exbucklandia populanae, Corylopsis himalayana, Manglietia insignis 

Saprophytes – Epipogeum roseum etc. 

Parasites – Balanophora dioica, Monotropa sp., Mitrastemon sp. etc. 

Insectivorous – Nepenthes khasiana 

 In the North Eastern States of India various recorded use of plants have been noted by 

many scientists as shown in Table-3. 
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Table – 3 

Recorded use of wild plants in Northeast India 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

 

8 

 

9 

10 

11 

12 

FOOD AND EDIBLES 

VEGETABLE FAT & OIL 

CONDIMENTS & SPECIES 

DRINKS FOR RELEGIOUS RITUALS AND SOCIAL CERMONIES 

FIBRES FOR CLOTHING, BED, MATTRESS, BLANKET, NET ETC 

CONSTRUCTION OF DWELLING HUT & THATCHING 

MATERIALS FOR DAILY USE, BASKETS, WATER, CARRIER, CLOTH 

WASHING, TOOTH CLEANING, DRAINAGE IMPLEMENTS 

OTHER IMPLEMENTS. SUCH AS WHEEL, WHEEL SPOKES, AXLES, 

POLES, POST, MORTAR, AGRICULTURAL IMPLEMENTS 

BEAUTY AID PARFUMES, INCENSE, COMB 

ARROWS, BOW, BOW-STRING, FISH-TRAP 

MEDICINE FOR MEN & DOMESTICATED ANIMALS 

DYES, INSECTICIDES. POISONS FOR FISHING AND HUNTING ETC. 

 Various parts of a large number of wild plants are being used as food by different 

tribes of Northeastern states. More than 300 species of plants are being used for this purpose. 

Of them 30 species are being used for their tubers and rhizome (Table-4), 54 species for their 

green leaves and shoot (Table-5), 20 species for edible flower and buds (Table-6), 172 

species for fruits and 20 species for seeds (Table-7). These plants are mainly subtropical in 

distribution and grow between 500 to 1800 m. Some plants are also used for preparation of 

local drinks and also as condiments (Table-8). 

Table – 4 

Wild edible plants used in Northeast India 

TAROS AND YAMS (TAKEN BOILED COOKED) 

ALOCASIA MACRORRHIZA, COLOCASIA ESCULENTA, DIOSCOREA BULBIFERA, 

POLYGONUM BISTORT, HOUTTUYNIA CORDATAETC. 

TUBERS (EATEN RAW) 

VIGNA VEXILLATA, ERIOSEMA CHINENSE, ELEOCHARIS DULCIS. 

FLEMNGIA VESTITA (OFTEN DOMESTICATED IN KHASI AND JAINTIA HILLS 

SOPA LONG). 

TUBERS (AS VEGETABLE OR IN SOUP) 

POLYGOMUM MULTIFLORUM, TACCA PINNATIFOLIA, IPOMOEA BATATA 

etc 

MOST OF THESE PLANTS GROW ALONG THE BORDERS OF THE 

SUBTROPICAL EVERGREEN FORESTS SAL-MIXED VEGETATION ALONG 

FOREST OPENINGS. 

Table – 5 

Wild plants with edible leaves and shoots 

EATEN RAW-VACCINUM SERATUM, V.DOMIANUM. OXALIS ARITIMA ETC 

EATEN COOKED – ALOCASIA MACRORRHIZA, COLOCASIA ESCULENTA. 

ENHYDRA FLUCTUENS. HOUTTUYNIYA CORDATA, FERN FONDS 

(PTERIDUM) 

GROW IN WATER LOGGED AREAS AND DITCHES IN FOREST OPENINGS 

 LOCALUESE 
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MIZORAM – GREEN LEAFY TWIGS OF CLERODENDRON 

COLEBRROKIANUM (EATEN COOKED WITH RICE) 

GARO HILLS-CLERO DENDRON SERRATU 

KHASI & JAINTIA HILLS-MUSSAENDA FRONDOSA. CISSUS REPENS. 

SAMBUCUS JAVANICUS. POUZOLZIA VIMINEA 

MIKIR HILLS-GARCINIA LANCIFOLIA. ARDISIA SPP. (COOKED WITH RICE 

AND FISH) 

ARUNACHAL PRADESH-PHYTOLACCA, ACINO. RUMEXSP. 

MANIPUR-PERILLA OCYNOIDES 

MISHMI-MANY SPECIES OF PLYGONATUM 

 SPECIAL USE 

IN MIZORAM AND MANIPUR BAMBUSA TULDAAND CALAMUS ROTUNG – A 

DELICACY. 

Table – 6 

Wild plants with edible flowers and buds 

Flower buds of Bauhinia purpurea, B. variegate, Musa sp. Find way to tribal markets, along 

with flowery twigs of vaccinium serratum – eaten cooked 

 Local use: 
Ukhrul tribe in Manipur- Vaccinitum flowers to give sour taste to curries and soup 

Khasi tribes – Flower buds of Ardisia griffithii – cooked with rice. 

Manipur and Tripura – Flower and flowering stalk of Nelumbo. 

Table – 7 

Plants producing edible fruits and seeds 

Fruits of 170 sp are eaten by NorthEast Indian People. some fruits are used in dry form and 

as preserves, some in chutneys and jam-like preparations (mainly urban people) 

Fresh drink is prepared from: Garcinia, Citrus, Mangifera, Myrica etc 

Green pods used for cooking- Mukuna, Parkia, Vigna, Canavalia etc. Pukia is very popular 

with Manipur tribal, and is consciously domesticated. Three cultigens of Porkia roxburghia 

are known in Manipur and Mizoram. 

Seeds 

Unripe seeds, boiled in soup, with or without rice; - Bauhinia, vahlii, Entada phaseoloides, 

Mucuna prurite, Sterculia guttata, Hodgsonia heterclita, Canavalia spp. Mucuna sp. Parkia 

sp., Vigna umbellate (rice bean-a cultigen is a popular pulse of Northeast India) 

Seeds eaten raw-Eurayle ferox, Nelumbo mcifera, Nymphaea nouchaelii (Particularly in 

Manipur & Tripura), Hodgsonia macrocarpa (with very large oil and protein rich seeds 

eaten by tribals in Garo hills and in Mizoram) 

Table – 8 

Plants used for drinks and condiments 

Drinks 

Pinnang (Zea mays) - used by the Monpa tribes 

Kongpu (Eleusine coarcanai) Monpa tribes 
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Mochalu (Chenopodium album) Monpa tribes 

Rice wine (Rice, millets, Manihot esculenta) Khasi & Jaintia tribes 

Rice beer- Apong- A number of plants are mixed with rice Miris 

Rice beer with Martha (Croton jourfera) karbis 

Condiments 

Zingiber, Cinnamomum, Skimmia, Piper peepuloides, Alpinia etc. 

 Not only for food, people in these regions depend almost for everything for their daily 

life. People in general, particularly in villages, depend on plants for house construction, 

mainly on different species of bamboo and canes. But their uses depend on the availability of 

the species as shown in Table-9. 

Table – 9 

Plants used in house construction 

Mainly different species of bamboo and cane, but the species used is differently according to 

the availability 

ARUNACHAL PRADESH – Dendrocalanus, Phyllostachys. 

KARBIS- Bambusa tulda, B. pallida, B. nutans, and also wood from some local plants. For 

thatching-palm leaves, Livistona leaves etc. 

KHASI & JAINTIA HILLS- B. tulda, B. pallida, B. vulgaris. Dendrocalamns, 

Chimonobambusa khasiana etc. 

GARGO HILLS- Dendrocalanus, pseudostachyum, Gigantochlou, B. tuldo, B. vulgaris etc. 

MIRIS- Arundo donax, Bambusa tuldo, B. balcoa, Calamus sp 

 Many different plants are also being used by the tribals in Northeastern states for 

making utensils and other tools for daily use. Some of these are presented in Table-10. 

Table – 10 

Plants used in making utensils and other tools for daily use 

BASKETS AND DRAINAGE IMPLEMENTS- 

Melocanna arundinaraia callosa, Bambusa pallida, B. vulgaris, Cephalostachyum capitatum 

baccifera. Oxytenenthera macrostachya. 

BOWS- 

B. khasiana, Chimonobambusa khasiana 

ARROWS- 

B. pallida, Chimonobambusa khasiana 

FISHING RODS- 

B. pallida, Phyllostachys mannii 

WATER CONTAINER- 

Dendrocalamns, Arundinaria, Lagenaria siceraria (mainly used by the Karbis for storage of 

rice beer, to offer rice beer to God, in marriage and other ceremonies) 

 Apart from tehse uses, the people of Northeastern States are also using plants for 

various other purposes. Some of these are shown in Table-11. 
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Table – 11 

Plants used for various other purpose 

FISH POISON- 

Khasi & Jaintia Hills- Roots of Millettia pachyacarpa, Fruits of Zanthoxyhum 

acanthopodium, bark of Myrica esculenta. Schima wallichi etc. 

Garo Hills- 

Bark of Acacia pinnata. Engethardtia spicata, roots of Millettia pacycarpa 

FIBERS- 

Artcarpus chaplasa, Ficus rumphii, Pterygota alata, Sterculia villosa, Oreocnide frutescens 

(Blanket in Garo hills) 

DYES- 

Karbis- Aporosa dioica (black), Indigofera dosua (blue), Smilax ochreata (yellow), Turpinia 

nepalensis (black), Bischofia javanica (pink) 

Garos- Flemingia stricta (purple), Morinda angustifolia (yellow) 

 Plants used in medicine in these areas have not been included in this presentation, 

because the number of plants recorded is numerous, and many of the report are not well 

established, contradictory and ambiguous. Moreover, in these regions use of a plant as 

medicine is not of general nature, the same plant is being use by different tribes for different 

treatments or different plants are being used for the same ailment. This situation had arisen 

perhaps due to the fact that the use of the plants were kept strictly secret by the priests or the 

Bonga doctors among themselves or within their own tribes. 

 

 

Medicinal Plant Wealth of Northeastern India with Special Reference to 

Sikkim Himalayas 

 

 

 The Darjeeling hills (2417 sq. km) and the state of Sikkim (7096 sq. km) comprise an 

important part of the Eastern Himalayas, which is considered to be a mega biodiversity 

“Hotspot” of the globe. Although small in area with about 0.3% of the landmass of India, it 

harbors more than 1/3rd of the total flowering plants of India. Being stretched from just lower 

hills with subtropical vegetation to the snow clad mountains with alpine vegetation; it was a 

wide range floristic diversity. It is considered as a cornucopia of different ethnic communities 

and hence the local flora has wide range of ethno-botanical uses. The known medical plants, 

in practices are accounted to be more than 500 species of higher plants only. But due to the 

anthropogenic and unlimited harvesting pressure, there is a loss of natural habitat of 

medicinal plants and their population in wild is declining at an alarming rate. Therefore it is 

felt that some urgent steps are to be taken for in-situ and ex-situ conservation and cultivation 

at every level of stakeholders. There is also a prime need on documentation and evaluation of 

properties of less known medicinal plants and their ethno-medicinal uses and mass cultivation 

for commercialization will not only ensure conservation but also help in sustaining hill 

economy. The Eastern Himalayas and Northeast region occupy a little more than 9% of 

the total geographical area of India. But floristically, out of 8000 reported species of the 

flowering plants from the Himalaya, 5000 species are found in the Northeast regions. About 
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the richness of the flora of Northeast, it can be enumerated that Poaceae (439), Leguminoceae 

(362), Orchidacae (600) and Asteraceae (300) species have been reported in Eastern 

Himalayas. There are about 96 species of Rhodoendron, 18 species of Hedychium and 26 

species of Bamboos, 20 species of Gymnosperm in this region. Plant diversity in 

Northeastern India is tabulated in Table-1. 

 The Sikkim Himalaya with about 3% of the total  geographic area of India, 26% of 

total flowering plants of India grow here luxuriantly and therefore, the eastern Himalayas is 

consider3ed to be one of the 25 ‘Mega’ bio-diversity “Hotspot” of the globe. The Sikkim 

Himalaya is rich both in diversity and density of plant population along with large number of 

ethnic communities living here harmoniously with the nature, chief among are the Nepalese, 

Bhutias, Lepchas, Limboos who have been associated with this mountain eco-system from 

time immemorial and this association makes a strong bond between their culture and with 

plants-animals populations. There are several folklores that reflect this intimate association 

with nature and natural resources with their judicious utilization and conservation. The ethnic 

communities possess a rich culture of their own having a definite health care system. Being 

grown in the fresh natural ecosystem they have a very scanty record of complicated diseases 

but on the contrary even major injurious are cured using herbal medicine by the local 

herbalist. In this connection a line of Ashtanga Hridaya  (Sutra Ch-9, verse 10) could be well 

cited which quotes as “There is nothing in this universe, which is non-medicinal, which can 

not be made use of for many purpose and by many modes”. But according to World Bank 

definition of Medicinal Plants (1996) “Medicinal plants are those that are commonly used in 

treating and presenting specific ailments and diseases and that are generally considered to 

play a beneficial role in health care”. As the modern system of medicine is being introduced 

very recently, the time immorial relationship of the community with the nature has gathered a 

vast knowledge of traditional health care system among them. The plant diversity in the 

region has been to much associated with the day-to-day life of local people that they have 

significantly developed their own kind of tribal health care system. 

 The Indian medical heritage with a long history of its own flow in two streams, an old 

folk system  and codified classical system, the first one is transmitted via, ‘people to people’ 

and from ‘folk gurus’ to ‘Shisyas’ (students) which is called ‘Guru-Shisyas Parampara’. On 

the other hand, the codified system consists like Ayurvedas, Siddha, Unami and Tibetan in 

case of Indian scenario. It is estimated that more than six lakhs of licensed practitioners of 

this system are in vogue in India. In the hills, the old folk system still prevails at a large scale. 

The local herbalists Dhami, Jhankri, Bijuwa, Phedongma, etc. not only treat the people but 

they also perform the three principal cultural rites viz. birth, marriage and death.  

 The plants used by the ethnic community vary from lichen to flowering plants but till 

now there has been no scientific comprehensive studies to account the density and diversity 

of the medicinal plants in Northeastern regions in general as Sikkim Himalayas in particular 

and also their ethnic uses. There is no database on the present medicinal plants of Northeast 

states. The G.B.Plant Institute has studied about 40 medicinal plant of Sikkim with their 

ethnic uses, status and potential. Gurung in his book ‘Medicinal plants of the Sikkim 

Himalaya’ has given a brief account on distribution, plant habitant, flowering and fruiting 

season, parts use and medicinal use of 424 herbal species with English, Vernacular and Latin 

names. The books and documents on medicinal plants of Darjeeling hills and Sikkim are 

rather scanty. A list of available books and paper has been listed in the Table -2. A humble 

beginning in these regards has been made by State Council of Science and Technology for 

Sikkim which has prepared a database for 200 medicinal plant species(Table – 3) from 

Sikkim. Although we have a vast number of medicinal plants in this region but several of 

them are in fast decline due to the overexploitation of these resources on commercial basis. 
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The same can be cited with an example of quantity of four species of medicinal plants 

harvested in 1991 at different collected sites in Sikkim (Table-4). Therefore, to start with the 

conservation strategy, endangered, threatened and commercially harvested medicinal plants, a 

method adapted by the Foundation of Revitalization of Local Health Tradition (FRLHT). 

Bangalore in South Indian State could be of great help (SCSCS, 2001). Some of the 

interesting medicinal plants, which can be grown as cash crop in these areas, have been 

tabulated in Table-5 with their botanical name, vernacular name and uses. 

 There has been a recent involvement on medicinal plant conservation in Darjeeling – 

Sikkim both from Government and Non-Government sites (Table-6). Considering the 

importance of the medicinal plants both in terms of national economy and biological  wealth, 

the Government of India has constituted the national Medicinal Plant Board. Further the State 

Medicinal Plant Board in every state has also been constituted  to document, conserve and 

propagate the commercially important medicinal plant along with the studied and unstudied 

medicinal plants of the states and the country. At the beginning, the National Medicinal Plant 

Board has identified 31 medicinal plants (Table-7) priorities for their conservation due to 

tremendous uses of plants in the Western and Indian system of medicine. We have several 

less known medicinal plants which are yet to be clinically and pharmaceutically studied 

whereby drug development could not be possible but due to several constraints (e.g. time, 

money, man-power, technology, knowledge base etc), these resources could not be trapped to 

make it regular financial resource and add a boon to the modern health care system. The 

estimated cost for new drug development upto marketing takes about 10/12 years with a huge 

investment of 300 million US$. 

 The history of association of plants, animals and mankind is time immemorial. As it is 

said that the nature is the perfect healer there should be every possibility of remedy in nature 

against various kind of ailments and these valuable bio-resources are to be studied 

carefullywithout a further degradation in their natural habit and habitat. The human beings 

have a right for a judicious use of plant kingdom but not at the cost of the loss of species 

population. Therefore at this juncture of exhaustive harvest of medicinal plants of the region, 

there conservation, strategy should be stressed on: - 

 Through RET survey of medicinal plants of Darjeeling and Sikkim Himalaya. 

 Authentic documentation and evaluation on present status of medicinal plants. 

 Declaration of Medicinal Plant Conservation Area (for in-situ 

conservation).Medicinal Plant Development Area (for ex-situ 

conservation),Medicinal Plants-Non Timber Forest Products sustainable harvest 

zone. 

 Cultivation of medicinal plants-community participation. 

 Training to Forest Department staff, village community, NGOs workers on 

conservation and cultivation of medicinal plants. 

 Mass propagation and involvement of village community with bye-back polity 

Table – 1 

Plant diversity in Northeastern India 

States Endemic Plants Economic 

Important Species 

Selected Important 

Medicinal Plant 

Species 

Arunachal Pradesh 201 769 419 
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Assam 61 328 228 

Manipur 38 NA 86 

Meghalaya 45 152 74 

Mizoram 46 196 83 

Nagaland 35 NA 86 

Sikkim 36 NA 76 

Tripura 17 138 70 

Table – 2 

Books/ Documents on Medicinal Plants of Darjeeling and Sikkim 

1. Common Medicinal Plants of Darjeeling and Sikkim Himalaya – K. Biswas (1956). 

2. Proceeding of 5th I.S.H.S Symposium on Medicinal, Aromatic and Spice Plants 

(1985) D.C.O.M.P. West Bengal. 

3. Activities of the Directorate of Cinchona and Other Medicinal Plants, West Bengal 

(1990). 

4. Medicinal plants of the Sikkim Himalaya – Status, Uses and Potential (1994) Rai and 

Sharma, G.B.P.I.H.E.D. 

5. Medicinal Plants, Herbal Drugs and Rural Health (1996) Ed. Pakrashi, Mukherjee and 

Mukhopadhyay, M.M.B., Kolkata. 

6. Biodiversity Characterization at Landscape level in N.E. India using Satellite Remote 

Sensing and G.I.S. – 2002, I.I.R.S., Dept, of Space (Govt. of India), Dehradum. 

7. Medicinal Plants wealth of Sikkim (2002) – State Council of Science & Technology 

for Sikkim. 

8. Medicinal Plants of Sikkim Himalaya (2002) – B. Gurung. 
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Table – 3 

Lists of two hundred medicinal plant species whose database is available with State 

Council of Science and Technology for Sikkim 

1.  Abies spectabilis (D. Don) Spach 

2.  Abelmoschus manihot (L.) Medicus 

3.  Abroma augusta Linn 

4.  Abutilon indicum D. Don 

5.  Achyranthes aspera Linn. 

6.  Achyranthes bidentala Blume. 

7.  Aconitum biusma (Buch-Ham) Rapiacs. 

8.  Aconitum heterophyllum Wall. Ex Royle 

9.  Aconitum spicatum (Bruhl) Stapl. 

10. Acorus calamus Linn. 

11. Adhatoda vassica Nees 

12. Aegle marmelos (L.) Correa. 

13. Ageratum conyzodies Linn. 

14. Aggimonia eupatoria Linn. 

15. Alstonia schloraris (L.) R. Br. 

16. Amaranthus spinosus Linn. 

17. Amomum subulatum Roxb. 

18. Anemone obtusifolia (D. Don) 

19. Aphanamixis polystacha (Wall) parker. 

20. Arisaema speciosum (Wall) Mart. 

21. Artemesis indica Wild. 

22. Artemesia maritime Linn. 

23. Asparagus recemosus Wild. 

24. Astibe rivulasis Buch-Hom ex D. Don. 

25. Atropa belladonna Linn. 

26. Bauhinia Vahli Wight and Am. 

27. Bauhinia variegateLinn. 

28. Begonia picta Smith. 

29. Belamcanda chinensis DC. 

30. Berberis aristata Roxb. Ex. DC. 

31. Bergenia ciliate Stemb. 

32. Bergenia purpurascens Hook f. nd Thomson. 

33. Betula utilis D. Don. 

34. Bischofia favanica Blume. 

35. Bistoria amplexicaulis (D. Don) Greene. 

36. Calotropis procera (Alt.) R. Br. 

37. Callicarpa macrophylla Vahl. 

38. Canna edulis Ker-Gawl. 

39. Cassia javanica Linn. 

40. Cassia occidentalis Linn. 

41. Cassioppe fastigiata. 

42. Cedrela tonna Rottler and Willdenow. 

43. Celastrus paniculatus Willdenow. 

44. Centella asiatica Linn. 

45. Cephaelis ipeicacuanha (Brot.) A. Rich. 

46. Chenopodium ambrosoides Linn. 
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47. Cinchona officinale Linn. 

48. Cinnamomum tamala Nees and Eeberm. 

49. Cissampelos pareira Linn. 

50. Citrus medica Linn. 

51. Citrus reticulata Blanco. 

52. Clematis Montana Hamilt. Ex. DC. 

53. Clematis smilacifolia Wall. 

54. Clerodendrum viscosum Vent. 

55. Colebrookes oppositifolia Sm. 

56. Coptis teeta Wal. 

57. Costus speciousus (Koen) Sm. 

58. Crataeva nurvula Buch-Ham. 

59. Cumimum cynimum Linn. 

60. Curculigo orchioides Gaertn. 

61. Curcuma longa Roxb. 

62. Curcuma zeedoaria Rose. 

63. Cuscuta reflexa Roxb. 

64. Cynoglossum wallichi G. Don. 

65. Datura metel Linn. 

66. Datura stramonium Linn 

67. Desmodium riflorum (L.) DC. 

68. Dichroa febrifuga Lour. 

69. Digitalis purpurea Linn. 

70. Dioscorea deltoida Wall. 

71. Dioscorea bulbifera Linn. 

72. Drymeria cordata Blume. 

73. Elsholtzia blanda bentham. 

74. Embelia officinalis Gaertn. 

75. Embelia ribes Burman. 

76. Entada phasoloides Merrill. 

77. Ephreda gerardenia Royle. 

78. Eugina jambos Linn. 

79. Eupatorium cannabinum Linn. 

80. Euphorbia hirta Linn. 

81. Fagopyrum dibotrys (D. Don). 

82. Falgopyrum exculantum Moench. 

83. Frageria vesca Linn. 

84. Fraxinus floribunda Wall. 

85. Fritillaria cirrhosa D. Don. 

86. Gentian tubiflora (G. Don) Grisebach. 

87. Geranium nepalensis Sweet. 

88. Geandina diversifolia (Link Fries). 

89. Gynandropsis pentaphylla DC. 

90. Hedychium spicatum ham ex Smith. 

91. Hedyotis scandens Roxb. 

92. Heracleum wallichi DC. 

93. Hippohae rhamnoides Linn. 

94. Hippophue salicifolia D. Don. 

95. Hymenodictyon excelsum Wall. 

96. Hypericum chosianum D. Don. 
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97. Hypericum perforatum Linn. 

98. Ichnocarpus frustescens R.Br. 

99. Kaempferia sikkimensis (King & Baker). 

100. Kallanchoe integra (medical) Kuntz. 

101. Lantana camara Linn. 

102. Laportea terminalis Wight. 

103. Leea acquata Linn. 

104. Lycopodium clavatrum. 

105. Lillium giganteum Linn. 

106. Lyonia ovalifolia (Wall) Drude. 

107. Mesia chesia D. Don. 

108. Mahonia nepaulensis DC. 

109. Malva verticillala Linn. 

110. Malva sylvestris Linn. 

111. Meconopsis paniculata Prain. 

112. Melastoma mlabthricum Linn. 

113. Menthe arvensisi Linn. 

114. Mesua ferrea Linn. 

115. Micromlum pubescens Blume. 

116. Mimosa pudica Linn. 

117. Morina longifolia Wall. 

118. Mussaendra glabrata (Hook f.) Hutch, Ex. Gamble. 

119. Myricaria resea W.W.Sm. 

120. Nardostachys jatamansi DC. 

121. Nicandra physaloides (L.) Gaertn. 

122. Ocimim badilicum Linn. 

123. Orchis latifolia Linn. 

124. Osbeckia crinite Benth. 

125. Osberkia npalensis Hooker. 

126. Oxyria digyna (Linn.) Hill. 

127. Paederia scandens (Lour.) Merr. 

128. Paris podophylla Smith. 

129. Persicaria pubescens (Blume) Hara. 

130. Phlogacanthus thyrsiformis (Hardw.) 

131. Phyllanthus niruri Linn. 

132. Physalis divaricate D. Don. 

133. Phytolacca acinora Roxb. 

134. Picrorhiza kurooa Royles ex Benth. 

135. Piper longum Linn. 

136. Plantagomujor Linn. 

137. Plumbago zeylancia Linn. 

138. Podophyllum sikkimense Chatterjee & Mukherjee. 

139. Polygala arillata D. Don. 

140. Polygomum motle D. Don. 

141. Potentilla fulgens Wall. 

142. Potentilla fruticosa Linn. 

143. Pratia nummulariode (Lamk). 

144. Premmu herbacea Roxb. 

145. Rauwalfia serpentina (Linn.) Benth. 

146. Reinwardita indica Dum. 
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147. Rheum aconitum (Hook f. & Thomson). 

148. Rheum australe D. Don. 

149. Rheum nobil Hook &thoms. 

150. Rhododendron cinnabarium Hook f. 

151. Rhododendron barbatum Smith. 

152. Rhododendron anthopogon D. Don. 

153. Rhododendron lepidotum G. Don. 

154. Rhododendron setosum D. Don. 

155. Rhododendron companulatum D. Don. 

156. Rhododendron arboretum Smith. 

157. Rhus chinensis Miller. 

158. Rhus succedanea Linn. 

159. Ricinus communis Linn. 

160. Rubia cordifolia Roxb. Ex. Fleming. 

161. Rubus ellipticus Smith. 

162. Rumex acetosella Linn. 

163. Rumex nepalensis Sprengel. 

164. Sanchus arvensis Auct. Non. L. 

165. Saussurea ovallata. 

166. Saussurea gossypiphora D. Don. 

167. Schima wallichi (DC) Korth. 

168. Scindapsus officinalis Schott. 

169. Semecarpus anacardium Linn. 

170. Skimnia lureola (DC) Walper. 

171. Smithia sensitice Alt. 

172. Solanum anguivi Lam. 

173. Solanum myriacanthum Dunal. 

174. Solanum nigrum Linn. 

175. Solanum surattense Burm. F. 

176. Stephania glabra (Roxb.) Miers. 

177. Stephania japonica (Thumb.) Miers. 

178. Swertia chirata Buch-Ham. 

179. Symplocos racemosa Roxb. 

180. Taraxacum sikkimensis. 

181. Taxus baccata Linn. 

182. Terminalia bellerica (Gaertn.) Roxb. 

183. Terminalia chebula Retz. 

184. Tetradium fraxinifolium (Hook) Harely. 

185. Thalictrum foliosum DC. 

186. Thysanolaena maxima (Roxb.) 

187. Toddalia asiatica (L) Lam. 

188. Trichosanthes tricuspidata  Wight. 

189. Urtica parviflora Roxb. 

190. Verbascum Thapsus Linn. 

191. Vincetoxicum album (Mill) Aschers. 

192. Viola glaucescens Oudemans. 

193. Viscum nepalense Spreng. 

194. Vitex negunda Linn. 

195. Woodfordia fruticosa (Lythraceae). 

196. Wrightia arborea (Dennst.) Mabberley. 
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197. Zanthoxylum alatum Roxb. 

198. Aanthoxylum oxyphyllum Edgeworth. 

199. Zingiber officinale Rose. 

200. Zizyphus mauritiana Lemarck. 

Table – 4 

Quantity (Kg.) of Medicinal Herbs harvested (1990-91) at different collection sites in 

Sikkim 

Collection site Aconitum 

heterophyllum 

Nadostachis 

jatamansi 

Swertia 

chirayita 

Pierorhiza 

ckurooa 

Gangtok   720  

Gnathang  1400  520 

Gyalzing 1120  640  

Lachen 7880 26160 80 4840 

Lachung  200  800 

Parkha   320  

Ravangla   320  

Rongli   1360  

Thangu 1740 3240  40 

Table – 5 

Some interesting medicinal plants which can be grown as cash crop in Sikkim Himalaya 

Sl.

No. 

Name of the species 

with family 

Vernacular name Use 

1. Aconitum ferox 

(Ranunculaceae) 

Bikh, Bikima (Nep.) Roots used in rheumatism 

2. Acorus calamus 

(Araceae) 

Bhojo (Nep.) Fresh rhizome is applied on the 

forehead during fever, also used in 

skin disease. 

3. Artemisia nilagirica 

(Asteraceae) 

Titay patee (Nep.) Extract used on cuts and bruises to 

stop bleeding, mostly used in nose 

bleeding. 

4. Astibe rivularis 

(Saxifragaceae) 

Bodu Okhati (Nep.) Flowers are edible, roots are used to 

cure dysentery and diarrhea. 

5. Bergenia ciliate 

(Saxifragaceae) 

Pakhanbed (Nep.) Chewed during diarrhea and 

vomiting. 

6. Centella asiatica 

(Apiaceae) 

Golpatta, 

Ghoraatapray (Nep.) 

Decoction of aerial parts taken 

orally to cure blood pressure. 

7. Clematis buchanania 

(Ranunculaeeae) 

Pinasay Lahara 

(Nep.) 

Mashed roots are used to cure nasal 

congestion. 

8. Dichora febriguga 

(Hydrangeaaceae) 

Basak (Nep.) Decoction of leaves taken orally to 

cure fever. 

9. Drymaria diandra 

(CAryophyllaceae) 

Abijal (Nep.) Juice considered as laxative and 

antifebnrile. 

10. Eupatorium 

cannabium 

(Asteraceae) 

Banmara, Kalijhar 

(Nep.) 

Leaves extract used on cuts and 

bruises to stop bleeding and 

infection. 

11. Ficus semicordatas 

(Moraceae) 

Rai Khaniu, Khasray 

Khaniu (Nep.) 

Latex from bark is applied on boils. 
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12. Fraxinus floribunda 

(Loeaceae) 

Lnakoore (Nep.) Bark applied on gout after boiling. 

Book exudates used as laxative. 

13. Heracleum wallichii 

(Apiaceae) 

Chimping (Nep.) Fruits made into paste and used in 

cough. Root is said to be tonic. 

14. Litsaea cubeba 

(Lauraceae) 

Siltimmur, Timur 

(Nep.) 

Fruits used dried or fresh in stomach 

disorders. 

15. Nardostachys 

grandiflora 

(Valerianaceae) 

Jatamansi Underground portion is used to cure 

hair loss, epilepsy, and palpitation. 

16. Oroxylum indicum 

(Bignoniacae) 

Totola (Nep.) Seeds are considered pious and used 

in religious ceremonies by Bhutias. 

Dry seeds used in throat infections. 

17. Panax pseudo-

ginseng (Araliaceae) 

 Roots are considered aphrodisiac. 

18. Paederia foetida 

(Rubiaceae0 

Biri (Nep.) Extract of fruits is used during 

toothache. 

19. Phytolacca acinosa 

(Phytolaccaceae) 

Jaringo (Nep.) Fresh leaves used orally during body 

ache. 

20. Picrothiza 

scrophularilolia 

(Scrophulariaceae) 

Pennell Kutki (Nep.) Dried roots used to cure fever, also 

used as cathartic, purgative and 

dyspepsia. 

21. Podophyllum 

hexandrum 

(Podophyllaceae) 

Papri (Nep.) Roots decoction is used as purgative. 

22. Przewalskia 

tangutica 

(Solanaceae) 

 Dried roots use to cure swelling and 

spasms. 

23. Pteris biaurita 

(Pteridaceae) 

Thaday Unin (Nep.) Extract of stems applied on cuts and 

wounds to stop bleeding and 

infection. 

24. Rheum modi 

(Polygonaceae) 

Padamchal (Nep.) Roots are used as a purgative and 

astringent. 

25. Rhus semialata 

(Anacardiaceae) 

Bhankimlo (Nep.) Extract of dried fruits used in 

diarrhea and dysentery 

26. Rumex nepalensis 

(Polygonaceae) 

Halhaley (Nep.) Extract of roots used in liver 

complaints. Also used to cure loss of 

hair. 

27. Swertia chirayita 

(Gentianaceae) 

Karst, Chirowto 

(Nep.) 

Decoction of leaves and stems used 

orally in fever. 

28. Thysanolaena 

maxima (Poaceae) 

Amliso (Nep.) Root paste applied to check boils. 

29. Urtica dioica 

(Urticaceae) 

Sisnu (Nep.) Roots paste applied on minor bone 

fractures and dislocations. 

30. Viseum articulatum 

(Loranthaceae) 

 Paste of the entire plant is applied on 

minor bone fractures. 
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Table – 6 

Government department and non-governmental organization involved on medicinal plants 

conservation in Darjeeling – Sikkim 

 List of Non-governmental Organization: 

1. WWF – India, Darjeeling, West Bengal 

2. WWF – India, Sikkim. 

3. VHAS, Sikkim. 

4. Kalimpong. 

5. Tibetan Medicine and Astrological Institute, Darjeeling 

6. Panchvati Green Tech. laboratory, Darjeeling 

7. Vaidya Chewang pakhrin’s Chikitsalya, 

8. St. Alphoneses Social and Agriculture Centre (SASAC), 

Kurseong. 

Table 6 contd……. 

List of Government Departments / Organizations 

1. Dept. of Forest, Environment and Wild Life, Govt. of India. 

2. Dept. of Forest, Govt. of West Bengal. 

3. Dept. of Forest, Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council 

4. Dept. of Horticulture, Govt. of Sikkim. 

5. Citrus Dieback Research Station (DGHC), Kalimpong. 

6. G.B. Pant Institute of Himalayan Env. & Dev., Gangtok. 

7. Director o Cinchona and other Medicinal Plants, Govt. of West 

Bengal. 

8. State Medicinal Plants Board, Sikkim. 

9. North Bengal University, kalimpong College. 

10. State Council of Science and Technology for Sikkim, Govt. of 

Sikkim. 

Table – 7 : 31 Medicinal Plants selected on priorities for their conservation by 

National Medicinal Plant Board 

Amla Emblica officinalis Gaertn 

Ashok Saraca asoca (Roxb.) de. Wilde 

Ashwangandha Withania sominifera (Linn.) Dunal 

Atees Aconitum heterophyllum Wall 

Bael Aegle marmelos L. Corr. 
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Bhumi amlaki Phyllanthus amarus Schum and Thonn. (P. niruti Linn.) 

Brahmi Bacopa monnier (L) Pennell. 

Chandan Santalum album Linn 

Chirata Swertia chirata Buch-Ham 

Giloe Tinopora cordifolia Miers 

Gudmar Gymnema sylvertre R. Br. 

Guggal Commiphora wightii (Arn) Bhandari 

India Berberry Berberis aristata DC 

Isabgol Plantago ovate Forsk 

Jatamansi Nardostachys jatamansi DC 

Kalmegh Andrographis paniculata L 

Kalhari Gloriosa superba Linn 

Kokum Garcinia indica Linn 

Kuth Saussurea costus C.B. Clork (S. lappa) 

Kutki Picrorhiza kukrrou Autt. Non. Royle. 

Liquorice (Mulethi) Glycyrrhiza glabra Linn 

Long peppar (Pipali) Piper longum Linn 

Makoy Solamum nigrum Linn 

Musali Chlorophytum arundinaceum, Baker (C. borivillianum) 

Phasan Bheda 

(Coleus) 

Coleus barbatus Benth 

Sarpgandha Rauvolfia serpentina Benth, Exkurz 

Senna (Sanai) Cassia angustifolia Vahl. 

Shatavati Asparagus racemosus Wild 

Tulsi Ocimum sanctum Linn 

Vai Vidang Embelia ribes Burn.f. 

Vatsnabh Aconitum ferox Wall (A. Chasmanthum) 
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Biosphere Reserves of Northeast India 

North East India is considered as one of the 24 Biodiversity “Hot Spots” of the planet. More 

than 15% of the endemic plants of India are found within the North East. The area is also the 

abode of a number of endangered animals and plants. So far four Biosphere Reserves have 

been established in this region to represent the Bengalian Rain Forests, Burma Monsoon 

Forests and Himalayan Highlands. They are: 

Manas Biosphere Reserve, Assam 

Nokrek Biosphere Reserve, Meghalay 

Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere Reserve, Assam 

Dehang-Debang Biosphere Reserve, Arunachal Pradesh 

Conservation of Biological diversity together with the protection of “Life supporting” system 

is the major purpose for establishing Biosphere Reserves (BR). Biosphere Reserves also 

provide necessary parameters for comparing the man made eco-system with natural eco-

system. 

Initially the Realm/Biome/Biogeographical Province classification of M.R.D. Udvardy 

(1975) demarcated 12 major Indian Biogeographical Province (Ref. Annex – I) and there had 

to be at least 12 representative BRs. However, considering certain transitional zones so far 13 

numbers of Biosphere Reserves have been declared in India as below: 

Table – I: Biosphere Reserves of India 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area (km2) Date of 

Notification 

State 

1. Nilgiri 5520 01.08.1986 Tamil Nadu, Kerala, 

Karnatak 

2. Nandadevi 5860 18.01.1988 Uttaranchal 

3 Nokrek 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

4. Manas 2837 01.09.1988 Assam 

5. Sundarbans 9630 29.03.1989 West Bengal 

6. Gulf of Mamar 10500 18.02.1989 Tamil Nadu 

7. Great Nicobar 885 06.01.1989 Andaman & Nicobar 

Island 

8. Simlipal 4374 21.06.1994 Orissa 

9. Dibru-Saikhowa 765 28.07.1997 Assam 

10. Dehang-Debang 5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal Pradesh 

11. Panchmari 4926 03.03.1999 Madhya Pradesh 

12. Kuncheorjunga 2619 07.02.2000 Sikkim 

13. Agasthyemala 1701 21.11.2001 Kerala 

The highest bio-diversity of both at species as well as eco-levels are noticed in two distinct 

patches of India. 

a) the Western Ghats 
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b) the North East India 

 Both the zones are also effective from endemism point of view. 33% of country’s 

recorded flora are endemic and is found mostly in above two regions. 

 Indian area after completion of 70% survey of land for Bio-diversity yielded 46,000 

plants and 81000 animals (2300 vertebrates). In North East India alone there are 13500 

species of plant (out of which about 7000 are endemic) and 2185 members of vertebrates (out 

of which 528 are endemic) 

 Thus endemism % stands as below. 

Table – II: Percentage of Endemism 

Item No. in India No. of endemic one 

in North-East 

Endemism % 

Plant Species 46000 7000 15% 

Vertebrates 2300 528 23% 

 The high endemism % of vertebrates is notable in NE India. Many of the species of 

plant and animal in NE are globally threatened or endangered Mammals like Hoolock 

Gibbon, Golden Langur, Slow Loris, Malayan Sun Bear, Chinese Pangolin, Reptiles like 

Reticulated Python, Amphibians like Himalayan newt, Birds like White Winged Woodduck, 

Bengal Florican are some illustrative examples. NE has the mixture of Bengalian Rain 

Forest, Burma Monson Forests and Himalayan Highlands from large tract of Evergreen 

forests with species of Dipterocarpus, Mesua ferrea etc, the Savana Woodlands of Kaziranga 

are interesting variations. 

 Rainfall being high, soil being active habitat for 10 species of earthworms, the variety 

abounds. Mammals represent 40% of country’s endangered list. 76 species of fish and 110 

species of amphibians (out of 350 species of the sub-continent) have been recorded from NE 

India. 

 Occurrence of rare turtle Cyclemys mouhati and mammals like rare Small clawed otter 

(Aonyx cineria). Pigmy Hog (Sus salvinus), Hispid Hare (Capprolagus hispida), Golden 

Langur (Presbites geii), One Horned Asiatic Rhimo (Rhinoceros unicornis), Soft ground 

Barasinga (Cervus duvecelli duvecelli) are further examples of endangered species along with 

Tiger, Elephant and Gaur, Detailed list is enclosed in Annex – II. 

Discussions on Biosphere Reserves of NE India 

 So far four Biosphere Reserves have been declared and proposal for Namdhapa BR is 

complete. 

Table – III 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area 

(km2) 

Date of 

Declaration 

State 

1. Manas Biosphere Reserve 2837 14.03.1989 Assam 

2. Nokrek Biosphere Reserve 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

3. Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere Reserve 765 28.07.1997 Assam 

4. Dehang-Debang Biosphere Reserve 5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal Pradesh 

Manas BR: 

Manas BR is famed for its dynamic habitat of both mesophytes as well as grasslands 

forming exclusive habitat of Pigmy Hog in association with Wild Buffalo (Bos 

bubalis), One Horned Rhino, Hispid Hare. 
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Nokrek BR: 

Nokrek BR is again an area of varieties of Citrus and Bamboo species. The important 

wild Citrus species found here are: Citrus latips, C.macroptera, C.ichangensis, 

C.assamensis. 

Dibru-Saikhowa BR: 

Dibru-Saikhowa BR again represents an evergreen patch with Agar trees and 

Nutmegs (Knema). Dibru-Saikhowa National Park is a biosphere reserve located on 

the alluvial flood plains of Brahmaputra in Upper Assam abutting on Arunachal – the 

land of the rising sun in the Eastern Himalayas. It is at the junction of the revered 

Lohit and the great Brahmaputra originating from the sacred Manas-sarowar in 

Western Tibet in the shadow of Mount Kailash. Dibru-Saikhowa national Park is 

unique park fashioned by nature by earth quakes and ever changing water courses 

over time into numerous island pockets and water bodies providing a very unusual 

habitat for varied wildlife. Aqua-fauna and avifauna. The Park stretches over 350 

square km on the Southern bank of the Brahmaputra. Its Vegetation comprises of 

mainly semi-wet-evergreen forest, tropical moist deciduous forest, bamboo and came 

brakes. A great variety of orchids blossom in the park. The Parks is an ideal habitat 

for many animals and birds. It is home feral horses and the rare Ganges River Dolphin 

besides the Royal Bengal Tiger, Leopard, Leopard Cat, Clouded Leopard, Indian 

Elephant, Hoolock Gibbon, Asiatic Wild Buffalo and a variety of deer besides other 

wildlife. There are number of local and migratory birds in its numerous water bodies. 

This includes the White Winged Wood Duck, Bengal Florican, Great Indian Hornbill, 

Indian pied Hornbill, Spotted Billed Pelican, Greater Adjutant Stock, Lesser Adjutatn 

Stork, Pallas’s Fishing Eagle, Greater Spotted Eagle, Swamp Francolin and Blyth’s 

Kingfisher. 

Dehang-Debang: 

Dehang-Debang BR of Arunachal Pradesh is a home for 9 members of Cat family, 

Malayan Sun Bear, Hollock Gibbon and Slow Loris. It is also home of White-winged 

Wood duck. Habitat is the mixture of three Udverdy (1975) Biomes viz. Bengalian 

Rain Forests, Burma Monsoon Forest and Himalayan Highlands. The variation of the 

underlying lithology of the area is interesting. All the four tertiary groups of the NE is 

present in this single BR. They are as below: 

Series Age Rock types 

Dihing series Upper Miocene Soft sandstone and shale 

Tipam series Miocene Oil bearing sandstone interspersed with shale 

Girujan series Oligocene Coal bearing shale and sandstone 

Debang series Eocene Splintery shale and pebbly sandstone 

Owing to the presence of varieties of rock formations the Forest types are also 

veritable as below: 

1) Northern tropical Wet Evergreen Forests (IB /CI type of Champion and Seth’s 

Classification). The plants are Dipterocarpus spp. Shorea assamica, Mesua 

ferrae. 

2) Northern Tropical Moist Deciduous Forests. 

[1 S 2(b) – type of Champion and Seth]. The plants are Terminalia myriocarpa, 

Duabanga grandiflora. 
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3) A mixed forest type comprising of Dillenia indica, Bischofia javanica, Kydia 

calicyna, and grasses like Imperata arundinacea, Phragmites karka. 

 

 

Annex – II 

List of endangered animals and plants found in NE 

 Mammals 

01 Bharal 18 Golden Langur 

02 Binturang 19 Slow Loris 

03 Spotted Linsang 20 Red Panda 

04 Himalayan Thar 21 Malyan Sun Bear 

05 Takin 22 One Horned Rhino 

06 Clouded Leopard 23 Pigmy Hog 

07 Snow Leopard 24 Hispid hare 

08 Fishing Cat 25 Mouse deer 

09 Marbled Cat 26 Musk deer 

10 Golden Cat 27 Chinese Pangolin 

11 Tiger  28 Indian Pangolin 

12 Leopard Cat 29 serow 

13 Leopard 30 Sloth Bear 

14 Flying Squirrel 31 Himalayan Black Bear 

15 Hog badger 32 Indian elephant 

16 Hoolock Gibbon 33 Wild Buffalo 

17 Capped Langur 34 Indian Grey Wolf 

  35 Gangetic Dolphin 

36 Small  37 Binturong  

 Clawed 

otter 

38 Barasinga Deer (Soft 

Ground) 

Birds 

01 Assam Bamboo Patridge 10 Rufous Necked Hornbill 

02 Bazas 11 Tragopan Pheasant 

03 Brown Hornbill 12 White – Winged Wood 

Duck 

04 Grater Pied Hornbill 13 Wreth Billed Hornbill 

05 Hawks 14 Eastern Hobby 

06 Indian Pied Hornbill 15 Greater Adjutant Stork 

07 Large Falcons 16 Lesser Adjutant Stork 

08 Monal Pheasant 17 Bengal Florican 

09 Peacock Pheasant 18 Lesser Florican 

  19 Goliath Heron 

 Amphibians and Reptiles 

01 Himalayan newt 

02 Indian Rock Python 

03 Reticulated Python  

04 Water Monitor 

05 Bengal monitor 
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06 Gharial 

07 Cyclemys mouhati 

08 Kachuga tecta 

09 Kachuga kachuga 

  

Plants 

01 Blue Venda (Venda cerulean) 

02 Pitcher Plant (Nepanthes Khasiana) 

03 Ladies slipper orchids (Paphilopodium spp.) 

Annex – III 

Biosphere Reserves of North Eastern India 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area (km2) Date of 

declaration 

State 

1. Manas Biosphere Reserve 2837 14.03.1989 assam 

2. Nokrek Biosphere Reserve 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

3. Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere 

Reserve 

765 28.07.1997 Assam 

4. Dehang-Debang Biosphere 

Reserve 

5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal 

Pradesh 

Endangered Animal of Biosphere Reserves of NE India 

Animal Manas BR 

Total / 

Endangered 

Kaziranga 

BR Total / 

Endangered 

Nokrek BR Total / 

Endagered 

Dehang-Debang BR 

Total / Endangered 

Mammal 60 / 21 39 / 16 31 / 16 96 / 29 

Reptile 42 / 3 14 / 4 NA 41 / 2 

Amphibian 7 / 1 5 / 1 NA 72 / 7 

Bird 312 / 10 268 / 8 NA 233 / 13 

Fish 54 / 12 87 / 5 NA 76 / 12 

 

 

 

 

The Northeast region can be physiographically categorised into the Eastern Himalayas, 

Northeast Hills (Patkai-Naga Hills and Lushai Hills) and the Brahmaputra and the Barak 

Valley Plains. Northeast India (at the confluence of Indo-Malayan, Indo-Chinese, and Indian 

biogeographical realms) has a predominantly humid sub-tropical climate with hot, humid 

summers, severe monsoons and mild winters. Along with the west coast of India, this region 

has some of the Indian sub-continent's last remaining rain forests which supports diverse flora 

and fauna and several crop species. Similarly, reserves of petroleum and natural gas in the 

region constitute a fifth of India's total potential. The region is covered by the mighty 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physical_geography
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Himalayas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patkai
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lushai_Hills


99 
 

Brahmaputra-Barak river systems and their tributaries. Geographically, apart from the 

Brahmaputra, Barak and Imphal valleys and some flat lands in between the hills of 

Meghalaya and Tripura, the remaining two-thirds of the area is hilly terrain interspersed with 

valleys and plains; the altitude varies from almost sea-level to over 7,000 metres (23,000 ft) 

above MSL. The region's high rainfall averaging around 10,000 millimetres (390 in) and 

above creates problems of ecosystem, high seismic activity and floods. The states of 

Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim have a montane climate with cold, snowy winters and mild 

summers.A  priority Global 200 Ecoregion while Conservation International has upscaled the 

Eastern Himalaya Hotspot which initially covered the states of Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, 

Darjeeling Hills, Bhutan, and Southern China to the Indo Burma (Hotspot) which now 

includes all the eight states of North-East India, along with the neighbouring countries of 

Bhutan, southern China and Myanmar. The population and diversity of the region’s birds 

largely reflects the diversity of habitats associated with a wide altitudinal range. North East 

India supports some of the highest bird diversities in the orient with about 850 bird species. 

The Eastern Himalaya and the Assam plains have been identified as an Endemic Bird Area 

by the Royal Society for Protection of Birds, (ICBP 1992). The global distribution of 24 

restricted-range species is limited to the region. The region’s lowland and montane moist-to-

wet tropical evergreen forests are considered to be the northernmost limit of true tropical 

rainforests in the world. 

The region has been identified by the Indian Council of Agricultural Research as a Centre of 

Rice  Germplasm while the National Bureau of Plant Genetic Resources (NBPGR), India, has 

highlighted the region as being rich in wild relatives of crop plants. It is the centre of origin 

of citrus fruits. Two primitive variety of maize, Sikkim Primitive 1 and 2 have been reported 

from Sikkim (Dhawan, 1964). Although jhum cultivation, a traditional system of agriculture, 

is often cited as a reason for the loss of forest cover of the region, this primary agricultural 

economic activity practised by local tribes reflects the usage of 35 varieties of crops. The 

region is rich in medicinal plants and many other rare and endangered taxa. Its high 

endemism in both higher plants, vertebrates and avian diversity has qualified it to be a 

biodiversity ‘hotspot’ and this aspect has been elaborated in details in the subsequent 

sections. In 1995, International Union for Conservation of Nature identified Namdapha in 

Arunachal Pradesh as a centre of plant diversity. 

The following figures highlight the biodiversity significance of the region:  

 51 forest types are found in the region broadly classified into six major types — 

tropical moist deciduous forests, tropical semi evergreen forests, tropical wet 

evergreen forests, subtropical forests, temperate forests and alpine forests. 

 Out of the nine important vegetation types of India, six are found in the North Eastern 

region. 

 These forests harbour 8,000 out of 15,000 species of flowering plants. In floral 

species richness, the highest diversity is reported from the states of Arunachal Pradesh 

(5000 species) and Sikkim (4500 species) amongst the North Eastern States. 

 According to the Indian Red data book published by the Botanical Survey of India, 10 

percent of the flowering plants in the country are endangered. Of the 1500 endangered 

floral species, 800 are reported from North East India. 

 Most of the North Eastern states have more than 60% of their area under forest cover, 

a minimum suggested coverage for the hill states in the country. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brahmaputra_River
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barak_Valley
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imphal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meghalaya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tripura
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_level
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arunachal_Pradesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sikkim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montane_ecology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_200
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arunachal_Pradesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Darjeeling
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biodiversity_hotspot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birds
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemic_Bird_Area
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_Council_of_Agricultural_Research
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slash-and-burn
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Union_for_Conservation_of_Nature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arunachal_Pradesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sikkim
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 North East India is a part of Indo-Burma 'hotspot'. The hotspot is the world's second 

largest, next only to the Mediterranean basin with an area 2,206,000 square kilometres 

(852,000 sq mi) among the 25 identified. 

Fauna 

The International Council for Bird Preservation, UK identified the Assam plains and the 

Eastern Himalaya as an Endemic Bird Area (EBA). The EBA has an area of 220,000 km2 

following the Himalayan range in the countries of Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, Nepal, 

Myanmar and the Indian states of Sikkim, northern West Bengal, Arunachal Pradesh, 

southern Assam, Nagaland, Manipur, Meghalaya and Mizoram. Because of a southward 

occurrence of this mountain range in comparison to other Himalayan ranges, this region has a 

distinctly different climate with warmer mean temperatures and fewer days with frost and 

have much higher rainfall. This has resulted in the occurrence of a rich array of restricted 

range bird species. More than two critically endangered species, three endangered species and 

14 vulnerable species of birds are in this EBA. Stattersfield et al. (1998) identified 22 

restricted range species out of which 19 are confined to this region and the remaining three 

are present in other endemic and secondary areas. Eleven out of the 22 restricted range 

species found in this region are considered as threatened (Birdlife International 2001), a 

number greater than in any other EBA of India. 

 WWF has identified the following priority ecoregions in North-East India: 

Brahmaputra Valley Semi Evergreen Forests 

The Eastern Himalayan Broadleaved Forests 

The Eastern Himalayan Sub-alpine Coniferous Forests 

India–Myanmar Pine Forests 

 

Forest Reserves of North East India 

Biosphere Reserves of Northeast India 

North East India is considered as one of the 24 Biodiversity “Hot Spots” of the planet. More 

than 15% of the endemic plants of India are found within the North East. The area is also the 

abode of a number of endangered animals and plants. So far four Biosphere Reserves have 

been established in this region to represent the Bengalian Rain Forests, Burma Monsoon 

Forests and Himalayan Highlands. They are: 

Manas Biosphere Reserve, Assam 

Nokrek Biosphere Reserve, Meghalay 

Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere Reserve, Assam 

Dehang-Debang Biosphere Reserve, Arunachal Pradesh 

Conservation of Biological diversity together with the protection of “Life supporting” system 

is the major purpose for establishing Biosphere Reserves (BR). Biosphere Reserves also 

provide necessary parameters for comparing the man made eco-system with natural eco-

system. 

Initially the Realm/Biome/Biogeographical Province classification of M.R.D. Udvardy 

(1975) demarcated 12 major Indian Biogeographical Province (Ref. Annex – I) and there had 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Burma
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Council_for_Bird_Preservation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemic_Bird_Area
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Himalayas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sikkim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Bengal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nagaland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meghalaya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mizoram
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birdlife_International
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemic_Bird_Area
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Wide_Fund_for_Nature
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to be at least 12 representative BRs. However, considering certain transitional zones so far 13 

numbers of Biosphere Reserves have been declared in India as below: 

 The high endemism % of vertebrates is notable in NE India. Many of the species of 

plant and animal in NE are globally threatened or endangered Mammals like Hoolock 

Gibbon, Golden Langur, Slow Loris, Malayan Sun Bear, Chinese Pangolin, Reptiles like 

Reticulated Python, Amphibians like Himalayan newt, Birds like White Winged Woodduck, 

Bengal Florican are some illustrative examples. NE has the mixture of Bengalian Rain 

Forest, Burma Monson Forests and Himalayan Highlands from large tract of Evergreen 

forests with species of Dipterocarpus, Mesua ferrea etc, the Savana Woodlands of Kaziranga 

are interesting variations. 

 Rainfall being high, soil being active habitat for 10 species of earthworms, the variety 

abounds. Mammals represent 40% of country’s endangered list. 76 species of fish and 110 

species of amphibians (out of 350 species of the sub-continent) have been recorded from NE 

India. 

 Occurrence of rare turtle Cyclemys mouhati and mammals like rare Small clawed otter 

(Aonyx cineria). Pigmy Hog (Sus salvinus), Hispid Hare (Capprolagus hispida), Golden 

Langur (Presbites geii), One Horned Asiatic Rhimo (Rhinoceros unicornis), Soft ground 

Barasinga (Cervus duvecelli duvecelli) are further examples of endangered species along with 

Tiger, Elephant and Gaur, Detailed list is enclosed in Annex – II. 

Discussions on Biosphere Reserves of NE India 

 So far four Biosphere Reserves have been declared and proposal for Namdhapa BR is 

complete. 

Table – III 

Sl. 

No. 

Name Area 

(km2) 

Date of 

Declaration 

State 

1. Manas Biosphere Reserve 2837 14.03.1989 Assam 

2. Nokrek Biosphere Reserve 820 01.09.1988 Meghalaya 

3. Dibru-Saikhowa Biosphere Reserve 765 28.07.1997 Assam 

4. Dehang-Debang Biosphere Reserve 5112 02.09.1998 Arunachal Pradesh 

Manas BR: 

Manas BR is famed for its dynamic habitat of both mesophytes as well as grasslands 

forming exclusive habitat of Pigmy Hog in association with Wild Buffalo (Bos 

bubalis), One Horned Rhino, Hispid Hare. 

Nokrek BR: 

Nokrek BR is again an area of varieties of Citrus and Bamboo species. The important 

wild Citrus species found here are: Citrus latips, C.macroptera, C.ichangensis, 

C.assamensis. 

Dibru-Saikhowa BR: 

Dibru-Saikhowa BR again represents an evergreen patch with Agar trees and 

Nutmegs (Knema). Dibru-Saikhowa National Park is a biosphere reserve located on 

the alluvial flood plains of Brahmaputra in Upper Assam abutting on Arunachal – the 

land of the rising sun in the Eastern Himalayas. It is at the junction of the revered 

Lohit and the great Brahmaputra originating from the sacred Manas-sarowar in 

Western Tibet in the shadow of Mount Kailash. Dibru-Saikhowa national Park is 
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unique park fashioned by nature by earth quakes and ever changing water courses 

over time into numerous island pockets and water bodies providing a very unusual 

habitat for varied wildlife. Aqua-fauna and avifauna. The Park stretches over 350 

square km on the Southern bank of the Brahmaputra. Its Vegetation comprises of 

mainly semi-wet-evergreen forest, tropical moist deciduous forest, bamboo and came 

brakes. A great variety of orchids blossom in the park. The Parks is an ideal habitat 

for many animals and birds. It is home feral horses and the rare Ganges River Dolphin 

besides the Royal Bengal Tiger, Leopard, Leopard Cat, Clouded Leopard, Indian 

Elephant, Hoolock Gibbon, Asiatic Wild Buffalo and a variety of deer besides other 

wildlife. There are number of local and migratory birds in its numerous water bodies. 

This includes the White Winged Wood Duck, Bengal Florican, Great Indian Hornbill, 

Indian pied Hornbill, Spotted Billed Pelican, Greater Adjutant Stock, Lesser Adjutatn 

Stork, Pallas’s Fishing Eagle, Greater Spotted Eagle, Swamp Francolin and Blyth’s 

Kingfisher. 

Dehang-Debang: 

Dehang-Debang BR of Arunachal Pradesh is a home for 9 members of Cat family, 

Malayan Sun Bear, Hollock Gibbon and Slow Loris. It is also home of White-winged 

Wood duck. Habitat is the mixture of three Udverdy (1975) Biomes viz. Bengalian 

Rain Forests, Burma Monsoon Forest and Himalayan Highlands. The variation of the 

underlying lithology of the area is interesting. All the four tertiary groups of the NE is 

present in this single BR. They are as below: 

Series Age Rock types 

Dihing series Upper Miocene Soft sandstone and shale 

Tipam series Miocene Oil bearing sandstone interspersed with shale 

Girujan series Oligocene Coal bearing shale and sandstone 

Debang series Eocene Splintery shale and pebbly sandstone 

Owing to the presence of varieties of rock formations the Forest types are also 

veritable as below: 

4) Northern tropical Wet Evergreen Forests (IB /CI type of Champion and Seth’s 

Classification). The plants are Dipterocarpus spp. Shorea assamica, Mesua 

ferrae. 

5) Northern Tropical Moist Deciduous Forests. 

[1 S 2(b) – type of Champion and Seth]. The plants are Terminalia myriocarpa, 

Duabanga grandiflora. 

6) A mixed forest type comprising of Dillenia indica, Bischofia javanica, Kydia 

calicyna, and grasses like Imperata arundinacea, Phragmites karka. 

 

 

List of endangered animals and plants found in NE 

 Mammals 

01 Bharal 18 Golden Langur 

02 Binturang 19 Slow Loris 

03 Spotted Linsang 20 Red Panda 

04 Himalayan Thar 21 Malyan Sun Bear 

05 Takin 22 One Horned Rhino 
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06 Clouded Leopard 23 Pigmy Hog 

07 Snow Leopard 24 Hispid hare 

08 Fishing Cat 25 Mouse deer 

 

Namdapha National Park 

Spread over an area of 1,985 square kilometres (766 sq mi) in Arunachal Pradesh, Namdapha 

National Park is the largest national park of the northeast region. Situated 150 kilometres 

(93 mi) from Miao (district headquarters on the Indo-Burma border), Namdapha National 

Park is one of the largest wildlife protected areas in India. The altitude rises from 200 to 

4,500 metres (660 to 14,760 ft) in the snow-capped mountains. The ecosystem abounds in 

more than 150 species of timber. Important rare fauna species include Pinus merkusii, Abies 

delavayi, blue vanda and Mishimi teeta. The Namdapha tiger reserve in Changlang district of 

Arunachal Pradesh, in an area of 1,850 square kilometres (710 sq mi) rugged terrain, is home 

to feline species such as tiger, clouded leopard, snow leopard and lesser cats. Primates such 

as Assamese macaque, pig-tailed macaque, stump-tailed macaque, hoolock gibbon, besides 

other mammals (elephant, Asian black bear, Indian bison, deer), birds (white-winged wood 

duck, great Indian hornbill, jungle fowl, pheasant) and reptiles add to the rich fauna diversity. 

Manas National Park 

Wildlife sanctuary and a World Heritage Site (declared by UNESCO), in the Barpeta district 

of Assam and partly along Bhutan foothills, the Manas National Park is shelter to rare species 

of as many as 55 mammals, 50 reptiles, 380 birds and three amphibians. Besides tiger, 

elephant, rhinoceros and wild water buffalo, leopard, pigmy hog, red panda, swamp deer, 

capped langur, sambar, hispid hare, golden langur, fowl, bulbul, brahminy duck, Indian grey 

hornbill and roofed turtle are protected in the Manas National Park. It is also an elephant 

reserve and biosphere reserve. 

Kaziranga National Park 

Spread over an area of approximately 430 square kilometres (170 sq mi), 217 kilometres 

(135 mi) from Guwahati, with annual rainrfall of 2300 mm, Kaziranga National Park is on 

the bank of Brahmaputra river with its swamps and tall thickets of elephant-grass. It is home 

to the world's largest population of great Indian one-horned rhinoceros, largest of the three 

Asian rhinos.The grasslands of semi-evergreen forest are inhabited by leopard, elephant, 

barasingha or swamp deer, barking deer, wild boar, hog deer, bison, otter, hoolock gibbon, 

golden langur, wild water buffalo, capped langur, pygmy hog, bear, grey-headed fish eagle, 

Pallas's fish eagle, crested serpent eagle, swamp partridge, red jungle fowl, Bengal florican, 

whistling teal, pelican, red-breasted parakeet, black-necked stork, adjutant stork, open-bill 

stork, egret, heron, white-winged wood duck, rock python, monitor lizard, turtle and other 

commonly found species. 

Orang National Park 

Also known as 'Mini Kaziranga', the Orang National Park is on the northern bank of the river 

Brahmaputra, in the state of Assam, covering 78.81 square kilometres (30.43 sq mi).[31] 

Established as a sanctuary in 1985 and declared a national park in 1999, it is 32 kilometres 
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(20 mi) from Tezpur and 120 kilometres (75 mi) from Guwahati. The terrain slopes gently 

from north to south covered with natural forest vegetation like Bombax ceiba, Dalbergia 

sissoo, Sterculia villosa, Trewia nudiflora, Ziziphus jujuba, Litsaea polyantha and other non-

aquatic grassland species. One-horned rhinoceros, royal Bengal tiger, Asiatic elephant, hog 

deer, wild boar, civet, leopard, hare, porcupines and commonly found birds and reptiles in the 

region. Orang National Park is an important habitat of the Bengal florican. 

Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary 

Situated in the Morigaon district of Assam, about 50 kilometres (31 mi) from Guwahati, 

Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary covers 38.8 square kilometres (15.0 sq mi) and is famous for 

great Indian one-horned rhinoceros. The sanctuary also protects Asian buffalo, leopard, wild 

bear, civet, reptiles and some 2000 migratory birds. 

Sepahijola Wildlife Sanctuary(Clouded Leopard National Park sanctuary, Sepahijala) 

Sipahijola Wildlife Sanctuary is a wildlife sanctuary in Tripura, India. It covers an area of 

about 18.53 square kilometres (7.15 sq mi) and is located about 25 kilometres (16 mi) from 

the city centre.It is a woodland with an artificial lake and natural botanical and zoological 

gardens. The sanctuary boasts of abounding congregation of wildlife, especially birds and 

primates, the terrain is absolutely green throughout the year and so is the beautiful weather 

except for the two humid summer months of March and April. It gives shelter to about 150 

species of birds and the unique bespectacled monkey (Phayre's langur). 

Keibul Lamjao National Park 

Keibul Lamjao National Park is about 53 kilometres (33 mi) from Imphal in Manipur. 

Temperatures range from a maximum of 34.4 °C (93.9 °F) to a minimum of 1.7 °C (35.1 °F). 

Established as a wildlife sanctuary in 1966, it became a national park in 1977. The area of the 

park, about 40 square kilometres (15 sq mi), mostly comprises wetlands overgrown with 1.5 

metres (4 ft 11 in) deep floating vegetation called Phumdi. Loktak lake, the largest fresh 

water lake in India, falls primarily within the park. Brow-antlered deer (sangai in Meitei 

dialect) is particularly popular among the species of deer that abounds here. Extremely rare 

lesser cats like the marbled cat and Temminck's golden cat, Himalayan black bear, Malayan 

bear, black eagle, shaheen falcon, great white pelican, bamboo-partridge and green peafowl, 

hooded crane, brown hornbill, wreathed hornbill, great pied hornbill (great Indian hornbill) 

constitute the diverse fauna in the park. 

Communities 

Northeast India has over 220 ethnic groups and equal number of dialects. The hills states in 

the region like Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland are predominantly 

inhabited by tribal people with a degree of diversity even within the tribal groups. Besides the 

indigenous inhabitants people from Tibet, Burma, Thailand, West Bengal and Bangladesh 

have migrated into the region at various periods of history.Adivasi, Assamese, Bhutia, 

Bishnupriya Manipuri, Biate, Bodo , Chakma, Chhetri, Dimasa, Garo, Gurung, Hajong, 

Hmar, Hrankhwl, Jamatia , Karbi, Khasi, Khampti, Koch, Kom, Kuki, [[Zomi people| Paite, 

Vaiphei, Zou, Teddim, Simte, Gangte] Lepcha, Lushai, Meitei, Mishing, Mizo, Naga, Nepali, 

Noatia , Paite, Pnar, Purvottar maithili, Rabha, Reang, Singpho, Sylheti, various 
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Tibetantribes, Tamang, Tiwa, Tripuri, Zeme Naga, Chorei and Limbu are different ethnic 

groups inhabitating the region. 

 

Economy 

The economy is agrarian. Little land is available for settled agriculture. Along with settled 

agriculture, jhum (slash-and-burn) cultivation is still practised by a few indigenous groups of 

people. The inaccessible terrain and internal disturbances has made rapid industrialisation 

difficult in the region.In the 21st century, there has been recognition among policy makers 

and economists of the region that the main stumbling block for economic development of the 

Northeastern region is the disadvantageous geographical location.[40] It was argued that 

globalisation propagates deterritorialisation and a borderless world which is often associated 

with economic integration. With 98 percent of its borders with China, Myanmar, Bhutan, 

Bangladesh and Nepal, Northeast India appears to have a better scope for development in the 

era of globalisation.[41] As a result, a new policy developed among intellectuals and 

politicians that one direction the Northeastern region must be looking to as a new way of 

development lies with political integration with the rest of India and economic integration 

with the rest of Asia, with East and Southeast Asia in particular, as the policy of economic 

integration with the rest of India did not yield much dividends. With the development of this 

new policy the Government of India directed its Look East policy towards developing the 

Northeastern region. This policy is reflected in the Year End Review 2004 of the Ministry of 

External Affairs, which stated that: “India’s Look East Policy has now been given a new 

dimension by the UPA Government. India is now looking towards a partnership with the 

ASEAN countries, both within BIMSTEC and the India-ASEAN Summit dialogue as 

integrally linked to economic and security interests, particularly for India’s East and North 

East region. 

Community-based natural resource management in northeast India has a long history. 

Indigenous knowledge and adaptation is the core of such management with improvement 

from generation to generation. The expectation is that under community control, local 

expertise on biodiversity will play a significant role in natural resource management through 

traditional practices. This proposed project aims to study the characteristics and application 

of the traditional ecological knowledge of aboriginal peoples in northeast India and its role 

in natural resource management. Traditional ecological knowledge systems and institutions 

could serve as entry points into the sustainable utilization and management of natural 

resources. This could be achieved through the exploration of the cultural practices of the 

local people and integrating useful aspects into the modern natural resource management 

expertise. Wider application of TEK-derived information remains elusive. In part, this is due 

to continued inertia in favor of established scientific practices and the need to describe TEK 

in Western scientific terms. In part, it is also due to the difficulty of accessing TEK, which is 

rarely written down and must in most cases be documented as a project on its own prior to 
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its incorporation into another scientific undertaking. This formidable practical obstacle is 

exacerbated by the need to use social science methods to gather biological data, so that TEK 

research and application becomes a multidisciplinary undertaking.  

Tribal farmers’ cropping systems are based on rich indigenous ecological knowledge gained 

over the generations. The field preparation, choosing of crop varieties and season of sowing, 

intercultural operations, organic soil nutrient management, soil and water conservation 

techniques, ecological pest and diseases control measures, harvest and storage methods 

showcase their rich traditional knowledge on sustainable agriculture and natural resources 

management techniques. This is evident particularly in the very popular method of jhum 

cultivation among the hill tribes, where cultivation on a number of slopes optimizes the use of 

water resources and land utilization, slash and  burning methods   after harvesting allows the 

regeneration of soil after a fallow period without the use of chemical fertilisers. These 

agricultural practices are evident, for example, among the people of the Adi tribe, a tribal 

community of Siang valley in Eastern Himalayas of North-East India.  Adi tribe’s traditional 

ecological cultivation and management techniques can be seen in  all major cultivated crops 

such as rice and maize, citrus group of fruits, pine apple, etc. Crucial decision on farming, 

water management and fallow period are regulated by strong democratic system called 

“Kebang”, Adi tribe’s traditional village council. The Adi tribes mixed crop orchards and 

traditional homestead agro-forestry demonstrates well developed indigenous systems and 

emphasizes productivity and sustainability. Further, it demonstrates optimum utilization of 

available land and other natural resources. A multitude of crops presenting a multi-tier 

canopy configuration makes balanced utilization of environmental resources. Apart from 

traditional ecological knowledge and local democratic institutions, people’s belief, taboos and 

customs facilitate the sustainable farming and protect the environment. Further, continuing 

traditional food habits of Adi tribe necessitie conservation of large number of wild vegetables. 

The tribal communities of Meghalaya nurture forests in the vicinity of their habitations, near 

water sources, on steep slopes and other ecologically sensitive lands. Their forest 

conservation practices can be seen in sacred groves, village restricted forests, village supply 

forests, clan forests and other traditionally managed forests, which comprise about 90% of 

Meghalaya’s total forest area. These forests are protected and managed by the tribal people 

through institutional arrangements developed to benefit the community as a whole. The 

classification, protection, regeneration and extraction procedures practised for management 

of these forests are among the best examples of traditional ecological knowledge. Often 
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including a variety of water bodies, these forests are very rich in aquatic as well as terrestrial 

biodiversity, including innumerable species of medicinal plants, wild foods and other 

economically important plants and animals. 

Interestingly, similar practices can be seen in many provinces of the South-western parts of 

China, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand. The proposed project aims to study the influences of 

traditional environmental practices of these neighbouring countries on the TEK of NE India. 

Biodiversity in medicinal plants 

A survey for medicinal plants in different tea gardens indicated the presence of a number of 

medicinal plants, which are used routinely by local population for different ailments. Ten 

important ones are listed with their local common names and their uses in Table 3. 

Table. Some important medicinal plants found in tea gardens of the Darjeeling area. 

Species name Local 

used 

Parts Uses 

Artemisia vulgaris Titay pati Leaves & young 

shoot 

Heat aches, skin disease, stomach 

ache, asthma 

Datura metel Dhatura Fruits Hydrophobia, insanity, convulsion 

Drymaria cordata Abijalo Whole plant Sinusitis, fever, throat pain 

Gerardiana diversifolia Bhangre 

sishnu 

Inflorescence & 

root 

Blood pressure, fever 

Hydrocotyle himalaica Golpatta Leafy shoot Throat infection, stomach 

disorder, pneumonia 

Rubia manjith Majito Shoot, root, fruit Skin disease, boils and chest 

troubles, jaundice 

Rubus ellipticus Ainselu Root Fever 

Schima wallichii Chilauney Bark Intestinal worms 

Stephania japonica Tamarkay Leaf Stomach disorder, septic wounds, 

boils, urinary diseases 

Eupatorium Kalo 

banmara 

Leaves & shoots Antiseptic, stops bleeding, 

diuretic, antidote, purgative 

Achyranthes aspera  Young shoots, 

roots 

Piles, boils, measles, leucoderma, 

abortion 

Alstonia scholaris Chatiwan Bark, milky latex Malaria, diarrhoea, dysentery, 

ulcer, cardiac trouble, asthma, 

beriberi, dropsy, tumor, 

rheumatism 

Bauhinia varigata Koiralo Seeds, flower 

and bark 

Dysentery, constipation, 

weakness, intestinal worms, skin 

diseases, ulcer, leprosy. 

Betula alnoides Saur Bark Hysteria, antiseptic, snake bite 

Callicarpa arborea Gueynlo Stem bark and 

leaf 

Skin diseases, colic pain and 

fevers. 

Clematis buchananiana Pinasay Root Sinusitis 
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lahara 

Costus specious Betlouri Rhizome Urimary infection, birth control, 

anthelmintic 

Oroxylum indicum Totola Bark for 

diabetes; flower 

for throat 

infection; roots 

for abortion 

Diabetes, throat, and tongue 

infection, abortion 

Pondanus nepalensis Tarika Young leaf from 

the upper part of 

stem 

Snake bite 

Prunus cerasoides Paiyun Bark and stem Bone fracture, toothache 

Centella asiatica  Leaves Stomach trouble, indigestion, loss 

of memory, anaemia, dysentery, 

jaundice, fever, ulcer, leprosy, 

constipation, irregular 

menstruation, cold and cough 

Euphorbia hirta  Whole plant, 

latex 

Warts, gonorrhea, cough and cold, 

eye trouble, fungal skin diseases, 

bronchial asthma, dysentery, 

diarrhoea, ringworms 

Ficus cunia Khasray 

Khanium 

Latex, roots Leprosy, liver complaints  

litsea citrate Siltimmu Fruits Carminative, headache, dizziness, 

hysteria, paralysis, loss of 

memory 

Thysanolaena maxima Amliso Root Mouth wash, boils 

 

Biodiversity in birds and fauna 

For the study of diversity in birds and fauna direct and indirect evidences were collected. 

Though direct sightings were rare, a questionnaire survey and group discussions helped us to 

document the following species which occurred in the tea gardens of Darjeeling area. 

Important bird species observed 

The survey of the study area indicated the presence of the following bird species: 

Great tit (a small bird); Himalayan flame backed woodpecker; grey tree pie; Oriental turtle 

dove; black headed oriole; red vented bulbul; jungle myna; chestnut crowned laughing thrush  

(a song bird); Shikra; Jungle crow; hair crested drongo; red jungle fowl. 

Important mammals observed 

The following mammals were observed in the study area: 

Himalayan palm civet (a type of cat); elephant; barking deer; common leopard; wild boar; 

monkey; jackal,; snakes; pythons. 
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The following figures highlight the biodivrsity significance of the region: 

 51 forest types are found in the region broadly classified into six major types — tropical 

moist deciduous forests, tropical semi evergreen forests, tropical wet evergreen forests, 

subtropical forests, temperate forests and alpine forests. 

 Out of the nine important vegetation types of India, six are found in the North Eastern 

region. 

 These forests harbour 80,000 out of 15,000 species of flowering plants. In floral 

species richness, the highest diversity is reported from the states of Arunachal Pradesh 

(5000 species) and Sikkim (4500 species) amongst the North Eastern States. 

 According to the Indian Red data book published by the Botanical Survey of India, 10 

percent of the flowering plants in the country are endangered. Of the 1500 endangered 

floral species, 800 are reported from North East India. 

 Most of the North Eastern states have more than 60% of their area under forest cover, 

a minimum suggested coverage for the hill states in the country. 

 North East India is a part of Indo-Burma 'hotspot'. The hotspot is the world's second 

largest. 

 Namdapha National Park 

 Spread over an area of 1,985 square kilometres (766 sq mi) in Arunachal Pradesh, 

Namdapha National Park is the largest national park of the northeast region. Situated 

150 kilometres (93 mi) from Miao (district headquarter on the Indo-Burma border), 

Namdapha National Park is one of the largest wildlife protected areas in India.  

  

 Manas National Park 

 Wildlife sanctuary and a World Heritage Site (declared by UNESCO), in the Barpeta 

district of Assam and partly along Bhutan foothills, the Mana 

 s National Park is shelter to rare species 

 Kaziranga National Park 

 Spread over an area of approximately 430 square kilometres (170 sq mi), 217 

kilometres (135 mi) from Guwahati. 

 Orang National ParkAlso known as 'Mini Kaziranga', the Orang National Park is on 

the northern bank of the river Brahmaputra, in the state of Assam. Orang National 

Park is an important habitat of the Bengal florican. 

  

  Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary 
 Situated in the Morigaon district of Assam, about 50 kilometres (31 mi) from 

Guwahati, Pobitora - is famous for Great Indian one-horned rhinoceros.  

 Sipahijola Wildlife Sanctuary 
 Sipahijola Wildlife Sanctuary is a Wildlife Sanctuary in Tripura, India 

 Keibul Lamjoa National Park 

 Keibul Lamjao National Park is about 53 kilometres (33 mi) from Imphal in Manipur.  

The following figures highlight the biodiversity significance of the region: 

 51 forest types are found in the region broadly classified into six major types — tropical 

moist deciduous forests, tropical semi evergreen forests, tropical wet evergreen forests, 

subtropical forests, temperate forests and alpine forests. 
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 Out of the nine important vegetation types of India, six are found in the North Eastern 

region. 

 These forests harbour 80,000 out of 15,000 species of flowering plants. In floral 

species richness, the highest diversity is reported from the states of Arunachal Pradesh 

(5000 species) and Sikkim (4500 species) amongst the North Eastern States. 

 According to the Indian Red data book published by the Botanical Survey of India, 10 

percent of the flowering plants in the country are endangered. Of the 1500 endangered 

floral species, 800 are reported from North East India. 

 Most of the North Eastern states have more than 60% of their area under forest cover, 

a minimum suggested coverage for the hill states in the country. 

 North East India is a part of Indo-Burma 'hotspot'. The hotspot is the world's second 

largest.  
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Renewable energy and Biodiversity in North 

Eastern Region of India 
 Burning of wood stock had been the major energy source prior to the discovery of 

fossil fuels. It is still the major energy source among the rural communities in the developing 

world. However, grid quality power can be generated by environmental friendly treatment of 

fuel-wood in biomass gasifiers. In this paper the principle of operation of biomass generation 

leading to thermal, mechanical and electrical power generations will be presented. Next, the 

present status of biomass use with particular reference to the eastern and northeastern status 

will be shown. This is a multidisciplinary subject and there are many directions in the 

research and development in this field. Present R & D activities relating to biomass resource 

assessment, energy plantain and in the area of bio-diesel will be mentioned. It will be pointed 
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out that such activities are distributed over different agro-climatic zones, including the 

northeast region of the country. 

 Burning of Woodstock had been the major energy source for thousands of years prior 

to the discovery of the fossil fuels such as coal and petroleum. It is still the major energy 

source among the rural communities of developing world. However, in view of the 

detrimental impact on environment World Energy Council, in its report in 1994 has omitted 

traditional biomass from the list of renewable energy sources. Under the name new renewable 

sources, biomass energy sources are advocated instead of wood burning. 

 Biomass gasification is basically conversion of solid wood, wood waste, agricultural 

residue etc. into a combustible gas mixture normally called producer gas. The major 

component of producer gas is Co, H2 and CH4. Percentage of CO2 is small and theoretically 

producer gas can be CO2 neutral in terms of emission. 

 The producer gas could either be burnt directly or may be used with diesel to drive 

dual fuel engines. Apart from mechanical power, the diesel set can drive alternator to produce 

electricity. Dual-fuel operation can save upto 80% of the diesel. Single biomass gasifier unit 

with power ranging from 3KW to 500KW capacity are available commercially. These are 

developed indigenously and being manufactured in the country. 

 Cost of electricity from biomass gasifier is comparable to the thermal electricity. 

Advantage is the decentralized generation and distributed power system available with this 

technology. Raw material for gasifier is locally available woody substance and has to be 

harvested in the region. Thus the first step is to survey and evaluation of selected species of 

shrub or trees etc. of the locality. Emphasis is on optimization of harvesting of biomass 

species to be used as raw material in gasifier. 

 In the next section principle of working of a typical industrial biomass gasifier will be 

presented. This will be followed by a section on present status of biomass generation in India. 

Possibilities in eastern and northeastern regions of India will be discussed. In the fourth 

section a brief report on Survey and harvesting of biomass species in India, will be presented. 

One of the future developments is in the direction of 100% biomass operation of the engine. 

Biodiesel will be briefly mentioned in this connection. 

 

 

Principle of Working of Biomass Gasifier 

 Gasifier is a closed space where woody substance is fed from top. The raw material 

undergoes some process steps as it falls from top. The resultant producer gas and ash are 

output from the base. 

 First, the material is to be sized as per capacity of gasifier. Following process steps 

converts woody substance to producer gas 

a) Drying of the fuel, 

b) Pyrolysis of the dried fuel 
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c) Oxidation of pyrolytic hydrocarbons. 

d) Reduction process makes oxidation partial and a gas mixture of CO, H2, CH4 with 

N2 results. 

 In a biomass gasifier these four stages of operations take place in four zone of the 

gasifier. Fig. 1 shows a schematic diagram of gasifier with four zones. The zones are as 

follows. 

a) Drying Zone 

Before gasification process moisture range of fuel wood should be 10 to 15%. So, 

excess moisture content is reduced in drying zone. 

b) Pyrolysis Zone 

Thermal decomposition of biomass fuel occurs at temperature more than 150C. The 

fuel occurs at temperature more than 150C. The fuel decomposes to solid, liquid and gases 

status. The ratio of these products depends on chemical composition of fuel and operating 

condition of gasifier. 

c) Oxidation Zone 

Oxidation of pyrolytic hydrocarbons takes place at temperature higher than 700C. 

All this temperature hydrocarbon and oxygen in air produces CO2 and H2O. 

d) Reduction Zone 

The reactants are then reduced by presumably following four types of reactions. 

i) CO2 + C = 2CO   iii) C+ H2O = CO+H2 

ii) CO2 + H2 = CO + H2O  iv) C+ 2H2 = CH4 

Some of above reactions are exothermic and others are endothermic. There is a net tendency 

to decrease temperature to an extent. 

 Fig. 1 shows air-draught where down draught is provided. Tars in Pyrolysis Zone are 

drawn through oxidation zone in down draught system. Tar is broken down or burned and 

output is relatively tar free. 

 Although there is considerable overlap, yet the process zones may be considered as 

separate and is shown in the figure accordingly. The fuel falls through all the zones so that it 

is ultimately converted into producer gas and ash, which comes out from the base of gasifier. 

Conversion efficiency depends on biomass and typically is 70-75% of solid to gas. CO  

20%, H2 18%, CH4 3%, CO2 10%, N2 50% 

Basic Application Mode 

 In the field of application both generation of electric power and cogeneration of heat 

are considered together. So, the application areas are (i) Direct thermal (ii) Mechanical and 

(iii) Electrical Power Generation. 

i) Direct Thermal: Figure shows hot gases upto 900C flame temperature is available. 

This is used in boilers, ovens, driers etc. After first cleaning the scrubbed gas at lower 
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controllable temperature are used for drying tea, coconuts etc. Total thermal output varies 

with capacity of biomass gasifier units. Each kg of biomass produce 2.5 to 3 cubic meter of 

gas having calorific value around 1000 Kilocalories per cubic meter. 

ii) Mechanical Mode:Dual-fuel engine may be used for this purpose. Typically 5hp and 

diesel engines are use and 70 to 80% of diesel replacement is possible for this engines. 

iii) Electrical Power Generation: Diesel engines are used to drive alternator. From 3kW 

to 500kW single units are available. Typically 100cc diesel oil and 1 kg biomass per hour 

produce one unit of electricity. Cost of installation per kW is Rs. 11,000/- plus other costs 

like land etc. 

National Programme adopted by MNES 

 Mentioned programme on biomass power/cogeneration are directed in the following 

major areas. 

i) Incentive and awareness for biomass based power. 

ii) Biomass/biogass based cogeneration 

iii) Research and development on gasifier and related units 

iv) Resource assessment and energy plantation of biomass species distributed over 

different agro-climate zones of the country. 

Objective is to achieve distributed industrial power generation at different localities. 

Implementation is expected by installing large numbers of minimum 1 MW of biomass 

power generators in decentralized mode. 

To achieve above objective, emphasis is on R and D activities on, 

a) Energy plantations for power generation 

b) Further development of conversion technology 

 

Since lower cut-off is 4MW number of small states, particularly in north-eastern and eastern 

region have not figured in Table-II. 

  

 Biomass power is an emerging area in northeast region. For example in Mizoram two 

100kW units of biomass power are being installed by Renewable Energy Development 

Agency of the State. Possibilities of using feedstock like shoebabul etc. are being considered. 

In Cachar paper Mills, Panchgram, Silchar daily agro residue of bamboo dust is around 

14000 kg. Proposal to set a biogas unit is actively considered and pursued. Further plywood, 

sawdust etc are good raw material for biogas generation and some proposals for installation 

of biogas power are being examined. 

 Ministry of Non-conventional Energy Sources (MNES) functions through state Nodal 

Agencies. Moreover, it has regional Technical backup Units (TBU) in the concerned area of 

activities. In last year MNES has established a TBU on biomass gasifier for eastern and 
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north-eastern states. At present, it is located at School of Energy Studies, Jadavpur 

University, Kolkata. Prof. B. Ghosh is Co-ordinator of this TBU. 

Research and Development Programme 

 Since biomass energy is a multidisciplinary subject, direction of R and D is manifold. 

Only following few related areas are mentioned 

i) Biomass Resource Assessment 

ii) Energy Plantation 

iii) R & D and 100% diesel replacement 

i) Biomass Resource Assesment Progamme 

Objective of this programme is to prepare a biomass atlas for India. This is Taluka 

level filed study on biomass resource assessment. These are implemented by state nodal 

agencies. Table-III shows the number of such studies awarded to north-eastern states. 

Table-III: List of Taluka level biomass resource assessment studies for north-eastern 

region of the country 

Sl. No. State Nodal Agency No. of Studies 

1. Arunachal Pradesh APEDA 16 

2. Assam ASTEC 13 

3. Meghalaya MREDA 10 

4. Tripura TREDA 03 

5. Sikkim SREDA 03 

 

ii) Energy Plantation for Biomass Production 

Almost all types of fuel wood or fine wood, branches and twigs, weeds like lantana 

camara, wood waste, briquettes of agricultural residues etc. are acceptable feed stock. 

Feeding rate is one kg per hour per kW capacity of gasifier. So, 1MW units need feeding 

1000 kg/hour. Regular supply of feedstock needs plantation of energy species. So research 

and development is required (i) to screen and select high-yielding, short rotation fuel-wood 

free species and (ii) to develop and promote suitable packages of practice for better survival 

and improved productivity of the species. 

Further, it should be observed that the species are distributed over different agro-

climate zones of the country. 

Several projects are taken up under MNES funding to achieve the stated objectives. A 

brief summary of the projects is shown in Table-IV. 

iii) R and D on 100% Diesel Replacement 

Five Gasifier Action Research Project (GARP) are located at institutions like IIT 

Delhi, Bombay, IISc. Bangalore etc. GARP at IIT Bombay is developing a Spark Ignition 

100% Producer Gas Engine (SIPGE). This will remove the need to provide diesel in presently 

used dual fuel engine. 
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Another way to eliminate the use of diesel is to use suitable nonedible vegetable oils 

or biodiesel instead of diesel in producer gas dual-fuel engine. In this ways Total Biomass 

Operation (TBO) of engine is possible. 

Table-IV: Projects on Evaluation and Production of Biomass Species 

Sl. No. Title of Project Brief Summery 

1. Studies on Selection. Adaptability 

and Biomass Production of Shrub 

species suitable for sodic soil sites.  

Major emphasis is on optimizing biomass 

harvest of species suitable for power 

generation. Seven species like Acacia 

farnesiana, Acacia catechu, etc. were 

monitored under field trials, namely, 

species selection and high density 

harvesting trials. 

2. Survey and Evaluation of selected 

species for energy plantation in 

Northeast region of India. 

Survey on demand and supply of fuel wood 

of the Jorhat district of Assam was carried 

out. Studies on energy production from 

selected tree species and estimation of 

calorific values of each species was 

performed. 

3. Clonal propagation, seed technology 

and Bio-productivity Improvement in 

Selected Fuel wood Tree and Shrub 

Speices. 

The studies were focused on Murraya 

Koenigii and Rhamnus Purpureus. Root 

formations under different condtions are 

reported. 

4. Identification of Marker of Selection 

of Fast-growing Fuel Wood Species 

in Relation to Improved Biomass 

Protection 

Improvement in biomass production in a 

few selected species is reported. The result 

of tissue culture and selection of markers 

on the basis of morphological, anatomical, 

physiological, biochemical and 

polymolgical trails showed that they have 

successfully propagated the selected species 

clonally. 

5. In vivo and in vitro studies on 

Drought water logging and salinity 

stress tolerance in selected Fuel-wood 

tree species and clonal propagation of 

tolerant lines. 

The media and culture conditions were 

standardized for species like variants of 

Terminalia arjuna, Syzigium cuminii etc. 

Drought and salinity stress studies were 

performed on variants of Terminalia catapa, 

etc. Induction of callus and high frequency 

regeneration rate of 50-60 plants/culture 

tubes was reported for some species. Some 

species were transferred in the filed.  

 

 This research has produced a new class of engines operating on bio-oil cum producer 

gas. At present prototypes are being tested. However, commercial success depends on 

lowering of cost of bio-oil. 

 Presently karanji seeds, Sal seeds, Soyabean oil, Palm oil etc. are processed to make 

biodiesel. Processing is needed to improve viscosity, volatility, low cetane number and 

chemical structure so that it may replace diesel. Table-V gives a comparison. This particular 

work is sponsored by AICTE, Govt. of India. 
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Table-V: Comparison of Karanji Vegetable oil and Diesel 

Fuel Viscosity at 

30C 

(centistokes) 

Density 

(gm/cc) 

Calorific 

value 

(keal/kg) 

Flash point 

C 

Cetane No. 

Diesel 3.93 0.844 10430 70 46.96 

Karanji Oil 49.67 0.926 8814 215 31.817 

Processed 

Karanji Oil 
6.43 0.892 8785 174 ~45 

 

Further, cost of Karanji oil or similar oils are prohibitively high for making TBO 

commercially viable. Probably identification of proper seeds, plantation etc. may be of vital 

importance for development of commercial TBO through this root. 

 Direct burning of fuel-wood is providing energy since inception of civilization. 

However, not only thermal but also mechanical and electrical energies are also possible from 

gasification of fuel-wood in biomass gasifier. Moreover, this mode of energy conversion 

gives relatively clean and safe energy. Large-scale industrial use needs huge quantity of 

biomass fuel. Thus the possibility of deforestation is there. So, environmental friendly use of 

biomass energy needs quick and efficient recovery of forest cover. So, identification of 

species and energy plantation is very much a subject area of biomass energy. Future 

application depends on likely use of total biomass operation of engine. One of the ways to 

achieve this is to develop bio-diesel. Again, suitable oil seeds of inedible vegetable oil have 

to be identified. Proper packages for growth and high-density plantation of such plants are to 

be developed. So these are some of the problems to be solved before any large-scale use of 

biomass energy becomes a successful option for alternative energy source. 
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Traditional ecological practices for  

environmental conservation among tribes of 

North East India & How the local 

environmental knowledge develops: cases 

from north East India 

 

Traditional Knowledge in the Context of Conservation Agriculture in Eastern Himalaya 

Range 

Since ancient time, though marginal farmers of Eastern Himalayas have developed multitude 

of indigenous on-farm techniques methods by which inputs are applied and technologies (the 

application of Knowledge to the production system) for optimal production. Such practices 

have evolved through generations by trial. A wide range of traditional knowledge exists 

among the local and indigenous peoples and this knowledge is under threat of disappearance. 

Traditional farming systems are the reservoirs of a huge variety of crops, many of which are 

still un-documented. The indigenous practices are interlinked with animal-forest-farm 

resources. This traditional at knowledge is used in weather forecast, for good seed 

germination, soil fertility management, soil and water management, and management of 

insect pest and disease. Sustainable land use planning is one of the most important aspects in 

hill agriculture. Agro-forestry is one of the favored land management systems of conservation 

agriculture in the mountains. Most of Himalayan range soil erosion and land degradation is a 

big problem. To overcome this, people follow few indigenous practices including age old 

agro-forestry practices. This paper is an attempt to document some of the indigenous farming 

practices followed by traditional farmers and the management of pests and disease of crops 

grown in traditional farms in general and Northeast India in particular. 

Agriculture has been the mainstay of human civilization since ancient times. Indigenous 

knowledge systems relation to various agriculture practices in Eastern Himalaya are seen 

today as crucial in all discussions on sustainable socioeconomic development and poverty 

alleviation in developing countries. The focus on indigenous knowledge symbolizes a shift 

away from centralized and technically oriented solutions that failed to improve the prospects 

of the world’s peasants and small farmers. It has been demonstrated that the exclusion of such 

knowledge from development activities has had disastrous consequences in every region of 

the world where outsider knowledge has been imposed without regard to traditional 

knowledge (Cashman, 1989). It was not until the mid-1980s, after recognizing the 
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shortcomings of Farming Systems Research and Development, it was argued that researchers 

should concentrate more on complementing their technical innovations with the local 

knowledge of farmers, in a participatory research and development process (GIAHS, 2007). 

This idea was supported by international research institute, which already had a number of 

innovations that only needed minor adaptations by local farmers. The role of conservation 

agriculture in improving efficiency, equity and environment is well recognized and concerns 

have been raised at the global level to conserve natural resource for a better quality of life 

(Mukherjee, 2010). This can be efficiently practice by use of local indigenous and traditional 

knowledge along with conservation practices. Conservation agriculture is not “business as 

usual”, based on maximizing yields while exploiting the soil and agro-ecosystem resources. 

The idea behind conservation agriculture is the integration of ecological management with 

modern, scientific agriculture practice along with indigenous traditional knowledge (ITKs) 

practices. 

In high altitude of Darjeeling –Sikkim Himalaya, traditional are very much effective to 

procure our land and natural ecosystem. This traditional knowledge used in weather forecast, 

for good seed germination, soil fertility management, soil and water management, 

management of insect pest and disease of plant and animals, and post harvest management. 

ITK is an accumulated intimate knowledge of farmer’s environment comprising land, water, 

trees, plants, animal etc. and they have found solution to manage the problems by taking 

series of decision and implementing them by allocating resources in efficient manner. 

Sustainable land use planning is one of the most important aspects in hill agriculture. 

Traditional farming system is an ecologically based age-old farming system developed by 

ancient farmers through generations of their interaction with nature and natural resources for 

food, fodder and fiber. Our observation has been depicted under following heads: 

1.  Rice-based farming system: This kind of farming system is predominant boon of 

Himalayan region and sustains quite long time from time immemorial. The rice-based 

farming system consists of wet rice terrace cultivation integrated with fish culture, finger 

millets and conservation of forest areas around them (Mukherjee, 2009). The farmers rely on 

biodegradable waste and inputs. So without the aid of modern farm inputs such as chemical 

fertilizers and plants protection chemicals the farmers have been able to produce food crops 

on a sustained basis year after year keeping the ecological around them intact. They not only 

have food sufficiency but also are able to sell their surpluses to neighboring communities. 

The air quality around them is not polluted due to burning of dried vegetation that has been 

cut down for jhuming as is practiced in their neighborhood. Land quality is maintained very 

well through environmentally sound and sustainable farm practices such as bio-waste 

recycling. The forest areas around them and biodiversity are conserved well as these have 

been linked to the sustainability of their indigenous agriculture. 

2. Land use and management: Most of the Himalayan range soil erosion and land 

degradation is big problem. To overcome this people practice few indigenous practices. 

Before restoration of degraded lands, the stabilization of landscape against erosion or slope 

failure is essential. It can be done through the grading of slopes before surface treatment and 

revegetation or cut-off-ditches with a variety of terraces. With an effective vegetation cover, 
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the establishment of plants may control gradients without supplemental mechanical measures 

in protecting the landscape against water erosion. Catastrophic events (such as landslides) 

cannot be prevented altogether, but management action can be implemented to reduce the 

frequency of events by preventing human occupation, economic development therein and 

planting of deep-rooted trees and/or shrubs on steep slopes. The economy base of the 

Himalaya comprises of the sustainable integration of land, water and farming systems. The 

farmers grow wet rice on terraces, integrated with fish culture in the terraces and finger 

millets on the risers/ terrace bunds. Early maturing paddy varieties are sown farther away 

from the village where disturbances by animals and poorer irrigation facilities could be major 

constraints. Lower nutrient status on plots farther away from the village is another 

consideration. Since kitchen waste, ashes, pig and poultry droppings from the village are 

emptied in the nearby terraces, the plots closer to the village are relatively nutrient and humus 

rich. 

3. Agroforestry: Traditional agroforestry systems in the Eastern Himalaya show the way to 

reconciling short-term food and livelihood needs with long term environmental conservation 

and enhancement. Agroforestry is one of the favored land management systems in the 

mountains. The role of traditional large cardamom (Amomum subulatum) agroforestry system 

on enhancing the ecosystem services in the Eastern Himalayas in quite sometimes 

(Mukherjee, 2008). The large cardamom based agroforestry system is observed to accelerate 

the nutrient cycling, increase the soil fertility and productivity, reduces soil erosion, 

conserves biodiversity, conserves, water and soil, serves as carbon sink, improves the living 

standards of the communities by increasing the farm incomes and also provides aesthetic 

values for the mountain societies. The cardamom agroforestry stored 3.5 times more carbon 

than the rainfed agriculture showing potential mitigation possibilities of the agroforestry by 

sequestration of the atmospheric carbon. The agroforestry is an efficient management system 

where ratio of output to input is more than 13 compared to rainfed agriculture. This 

agroforestry system is a unique example of the ecological sustenance and economic viability 

for the mountain peoples while providing goods and services to the downstream users. In the 

large scale land use change role of the cardamom agroforestry seems quite promising for 

ecological and economic sustainability. The bhutia and lepcha have a natural inclination 

towards plantation and ecological conservation. Restrictions and imposition of severe 

punishments and hefty fines to defaulters also deter them from destroying the forests. The 

traditional knowledge and skill related to the management of natural resources by the hill 

people is immense. Farmers have taken up plantation of Terminalis myrinalia, Ailanthes 

excels, Michelia sp., pines (Pinus sp.), and bamboos (Bambusa sp.). 

4. Nutrient management: Chemical fertilizers are not being used in the terrace fields by 

local communities. Recycling of agricultural wastes is the process of nutrient management of 

the terraces. The tall and traditional paddy varieties have high grain to straw yield ratio (1:2 

to 1:3) and yield about 4-5 tons per ha. Paddy straw is kept in the field to be decomposed and 

finally incorporated in the soil during land preparation. Burning of undecomposed straw 

during January-February is also practiced especially on dry terraces. Pig and poultry dropping 

(average 1.2 pigs and 9 poultry birds per household), rice husks, kitchen waste, ash 

(approximately 4 truckloads of wood is used for kitchen purposes per family per year), weeds 



120 
 

removed during weeding, leaves collected from adjoining forests are recycled in the fields 

every year in order to replenish humans and nutrient in the soil. After the harvest of paddy 

crop, cattle are let loose in the fields for free grazing and the cow dung is also recycled. Since 

the entire rainwater from the surrounding hills is tapped for irrigation, the nutrient from dung 

and forest humus is utilized through irrigation water. The villages are normally located at a 

higher elevation and the wastewater from the kitchens is directed to the fields. This adds 

organic matter to the soil in the terrace. 

5. Harvesting and management of water: Every stream arising from the surrounding hills is 

tapped, channelized at the rim of the valley and diverted to the terrace fields by a network of 

primary, secondary and tertiary channels. Bamboo and wood log pipes (huburs) of various 

sizes are made and used as prefabricated water management structures. Pegs of different sizes 

are used as energy dissipaters in earthen channels or at the outlets. The feeder channel 

branches off at angles, leading water through the series of terraces, so that by blocking or 

reopening the connecting ducts any field can be flooded or drained as required. For fish 

culture, a vertical pit is dug in the middle of the plot, so that the water remains in these pits 

even when it drains away from the surrounding fields. This system of tapping natural streams, 

making water courses, application and harvesting of water behind the bunds on wet terraces, 

and safe disposal is a good example of the indigenous understanding of natural resource 

conservation and management. 

6. Alder-based jhum system: In some pockets, the farmers use Alnus nepalensis, a 

leguminous tree for agriculture. In this system, the Alder seedlings are planted on the sloppy 

land intended for cultivation and the alder grows fast till it attain 8 to 10 year old. The ability 

of the alder trees to develop and retain fertility of the soil has been fully utilized by farmers in 

Lava (Kalimpong Block II) with altitude range from 1600 m a s 1. This integrate with crop 

production + goat rearing + poultry farming (Mukherjee, 2010 a). Further alder-based jhum 

system, a unique and highly productive form of jhuming (shifting cultivation or slash and 

burn agriculture) has been developed in Khonoma village located about 30 km west of 

Kohima, the capital town of Nagaland State. Normally a jhum farmer cultivates the jhum 

fields for two years within a nine-year cycle (1:4 ratio of cropping to fallow). But the alder 

system allows two harvests in two out of every four to five years (1:1) ratio of cropping to 

fallow). The farmers are able to improve the already declining jhuming system through the 

incorporation of a component, alder tree which is native and indigenous to the community. 

This intervention results in minimized soil erosion, availability of more productive land, 

increased soil fertility and sustainable food production. All these lead to the growth of 

sustainable communities with sustainable development as the target towards which the 

community has to move. 

Indigenous agricultural practices of tribal communities 

The traditional tribal communities in Northeast India organize nutrient-use efficient crop 

species on the top of the slope and less efficient species along the bottom to much with soil 

fertility gradient on a steep slope. With shortening of jhum cycle the farmer tends to emphasis 

more on tuber and vegetable crops, as compared to their emphasis on cereals under longer 

cycles. Under a mixed cropping system, the farmer harvests crops sequentially as and when 
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the crop matures over period of a few months; after harvesting the economically useful 

component, he recycles the biomass into his agricultural plot, which decomposes rapidly. 

Weed biomass pulled out of his plots is put back into the system for similar reasons; about 

20% biomass of weeds, which he leaves in situ without being pulled out serves as important 

nutrient conservation role on the hill slope, which otherwise could be lost through 

erosive/leaching process. Socially selected and/or valued species of indigenous agricultural 

systems and those from natural systems often have ecologically significant keystone value; 

these keystone species often play a key role in nutrient enrichment of the soil; such species 

helps in redeveloped land use systems with community participation. The whole foundation 

for this incremental build up is the rich base of indigenous ecological knowledge and 

practices of the hill community. Few specific indigenous practices like: 

 Radish seeds are soaked overnight in butter milk before sowing. 

 Cucurbit seeds kept embedded in fresh cow dung ball which are then buried deep in 

soil for better germination. 

 For improvement of soil fertility FYM, wood ash, animal urine, nitrogen fixing 

leguminous crops intermixed / intercropped with cereals. 

 For increasing fertility alder (Alnus nepalensis) based planning systems apply. Alder 

is non leguminous nitrogen fixer play important role in nutrient cycling on farm land. 

The practice of using alder trees for raising crop like maize and millets is common. 

The alder agriculture field is generally located in the altitude between 1300 to 2200 m 

a s l. 

 In Darjeeling hill rotten forest litter or organic matter rich top soil is used to put into 

grooves or rock over potato seed or farmers use forest litter as bedding material for 

compost production. 

 Efficient use of water farmers using locally available materials mainly stones, wood, 

bamboo, soil etc. 

 In the hill, natural perennial streams are the main source for domestic and irrigation 

uses. The drip irrigation using bamboo is practiced by the farmers to irrigate areca 

nut, ginger and betel vine grown on steep slope with boulder soil. 

 In Sikkim, rice and maize cultivation on terrace are practiced since long time. This 

method controls surface run off and prevents rill formation and control the 

advancement of already existing gullies. 

 The indigenous tribes i.e. Lepcha, Bhutia and Tibetan used to collect large cardamom 

from natural forest and domesticate under shade trees like alder. Farmers have 

evolved a tree cutting schedule to get continuous supply of forest wood and fodder 

without affecting the shade requirement s of large cardamom plants. This tree 

management system is also helpful in preventing of large cardamom clumps due to 

thick subsurface spreading roots of old trees. Otherwise, lifting of clumps results into 

low productivity of large cardamom. 
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Pests and disease controlling measures through indigenous technology 

1. Control of termites: 

 Pour sugar and flour around old trees trunk to attract common ant. The practice 

helps to maintain required population build up of ants in the area which feed on 

termites. 

  Application of a paste on the main trunk of fruit trees with a mixture of 

mustard oil (1 liter) + turmeric powder (200 g) attract ants which feed on termites. 

  Use of kerosene is also common practice against control of termites in the 

field. 

  Mixture of 10 kg of ash with 1 kg of sugar is effective to control termites. 

2. Control of aphids, thrips, white flies and other pests 

 Application of wood or cow dung ash on foliage of vegetables, e.g. chilli, onion 

and cucurbits to prevent insects such as thrips and aphids is a common practice 

  Maize seeds are soaked in cow urine for 10-12 hr before sowing for resistance 

against insect pests. 

  Rice seedlings raised from seed treated with extract of neem kernel are 

resistant to leaf hopper. 

  In Arunachal Pradesh, farmers believe that the use of cow dung slurry can 

protect crops from aphid attack and act as repellent to cutting and biting insects 

and animals. Cattle urine has successfully used against thrips, mites, aphids and 

caterpillars. Application of extracts prepared from the parts of sisnu (Uritca diola) 

and fruits of timbur (Zanthoxylum allatum) plants are used to control many kinds 

of chewing, biting and cutting insects. 

  Adi tribes of Basar (Arunachal Pradesh) use five wooden/bamboo sticks 

randomly in the rice field during flowering stage and place dead frog/dry salted 

fish/ crabs on the stick to attack adult Gandhi bugs. 

  Chilli and garlic extract: Three kg of green chilli are made into a paste and 

soaked in ten liters of water overnight. Grind 500 g of peeled garlic and soaked in 

250 ml of kerosene and kept overnight. Next day these two extracts are filtered 

separately. Eighty g of detergent less soap is diluted in one liter of water and the 

three solutions are mixed and left for four hours. Then dilute the extract adding 70 

liters of water and spray can be made when the climate is cool. 

  Trap crops underline the need for mixed-cropping in the fields. Ladies finger 

attract a large number of pests. Likewise chrysanthemum, maize, red gram, 

mustard and cowpea are grown in farmers fields to protect their main crop. This is 

one of the easiest methods of controlling the pests. 
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3. Control of stored grain pests: 

 Green gram can be kept free from any pest infestation by treating with 1% neem 

leaf powder. 

  There is a common practice of storing food grains in wheat or barley straw to 

prevent storage pest damage. 

  A layer of sand (5-7 cm) is effective to protect pulses from beetle attack. 

  Pulses mixed with little cow dung powder in earthen pots can be stored for 

long time. 

  Millet, chickpea, green gram and other pulses can be stored well after 

thoroughly treated with mustard oil. 

4. Plant disease control 

 In rice, spray with a solution of cow dung prepared by mixing 3 kg cow dung in 3 

liters of water is found to be effective against the control of rice blast and bacterial 

blight. 

  In case of bunchy top disease in chilies, dusting of ash, spray of sour butter 

milk, spray of liquid waste of tanned leather and spray of cow/goat urine has been 

recorded in the tribals areas. 

  Some farmers used to apply fresh cow dung near the collar region of chili 

plant to control fungal diseases, viz. damping off and dieback. 

  In case of soil-borne diseases, root rot, collar rot, the castor cake, karanj cake 

or neem cake were used as control measures. 

  The milk solution (1 litre milk in 9 litres of water) is effective to control 

powdery mildew and viral diseases. 

  20 kg of Casuarina equisetifolia leaves are boiled in water for 20 min. After 

cooling, the solution is filtered. Then the extract is diluted with water and can be 

given to control some bacterial and fungal diseases. 

Traditional farming is being replaced by modern intensive farming systems. This represents 

the loss of farming systems that are stable, sustainable and from which many valuable lessons 

can be learned. Traditional farming is also an important reserve and source of biodiversity. It 

is still perhaps the only sustainable system on marginal land. The challenge for the future is 

how to increase yields in traditional systems while retaining a certain measure of their 

integrity, in other words, to finds methods of sustainable intensification. An integration of 

farming systems, combining the productivity of modern systems and the sustainability of 

traditional systems, could help to preserve biological diversity and feed a growing population 

without excessive damage to the environment. 
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Traditional Bamboo Craft of Tripura and its Conservation 

Bamboo handicrafts of Tripura are considered to be among the best in India for exquisite 

designs, wide range of products and artistic appeal.  Traditional method of utilization of 

bamboo is the livelihood of the tribal and other socially and economically backward classes. 

The present study deals with the traditional knowledge of bamboo utilization and their 

conservation. The study is based on literature survey and personal interview method at 

random with traditional bamboo artisans of Belonia subdivision and Agartala. Findings of the 

study reveal that in Tripura the skill of working with bamboo is extremely widespread. 

Almost all artisans although excellent, belong to below poverty line. The pricing policy 

adopted does not encourage the cultivation of bamboo and making handicrafts. The craft 

sector is not the only user of bamboo; a major part is consumed by the pulp and paper 

industry. As a result, the natural vegetation of bamboo is under the threat of depletion. The 

ethnic people are also not accustomed to the large scale plantation of bamboos as they are 

mainly ‘jhum’ cultivators. There is a lack of precise data on the structural and mechanical 

properties of various bamboo species. There is also a lack of systematic botanical information 

on the growth and propagation of species suitable for handicraft. 

Some suggestive measures are forwarded to adopt policy measures for the conservation of 

bamboo vegetation and ecofriendly bamboo craft. The costing conflict between competing 

sectors in the use of bamboo such as paper production, craft production and rural 

consumption needs to be resolved with the policy maker to ensure the availability of bamboo 

as a renewable resource. Scientific management of the clump through selectively felling of 

mature culms each year is desirable for higher productivity of bamboo. Research and 

development is needed for product line, quality control and preservation. 

Traditional Practices Adopted by the Small Growers of Assam for Tea Pest 

Management 

Use of traditional agricultural practices for management of pests in agricultural crops 

is an age-old tradition. The small tea growers of Assam who have recently started tea 

cultivation are seen to adopt some traditional practices in management of some major tea 

pests. A survey was conducted during 2001 to 2005 in three districts of Assam where tea is 

being cultivated in small scale. Altogether 300 tea growers were interviewed for collection 

information on the use of traditional pest management practices. It was reported that two 

major tea pests viz. red spider mite (Oligonychus coffeae) can be controlled and tea mosquito 

bug (Helopeltis theivora) by adopting some traditional practices. The ingredients used in 

these practices were basically of plant or animal origin. Tea being a commodity of 

international trade, standardization of these practices and need for investigation on the effects 

of tea quality is discussed.  
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Methods of Cultivation, old and Newshifting cultivation 

 

We come across the method of shifting cultivation or slash and burn cultivation in 

various parts of India. In Assam, this method is in practice among the hill tribes. The method 

as practised in the Garo Hills is very simple. A plot, covered with jungle is cleared in the dry 

months. Just before the monsoon starts. It is allowed to dry for a month or two. Just before 

the time when the rains are expected, the plot is fired, and on the ash-covered burnt soil seeds 

of various cereals and plants are shown, dibbled or planted. After this the plants are 

constantly kept free from unwanted weeds. Crops become ready for harvest one after another. 

Occasionally such a plot is utilized for a variety of crops for a second year, but after the 

second year the plot has to be abandoned for a certain number of years, until it grows 

sufficient vegetation to be cut down and burnt. In Assam this method is commonly known as 

jhumming. In the Garo Hills, shifting plots are commonly known as a’ba, and the method, 

when specifically mentioned is known as a ‘rongga gamani’ (literally, hill-cultivation). 

 There is no historical evidence about the origin of this method of cultivation among 

the Garo. It can, however, be presumed that Garos are practising this method of cultivation 

since these hills were inhabited by them. In Garo folklore it is mentioned that in the olden 

days, human beings cleared shifting plots, but did not produce cereals. They used to plant 

yams and other such roots. The god of wind, in collaboration with the god of hail and storm 

shook off the grains from the celestial tree. The seeds of different grains are then picked up 

and sown by the ancestress of the bird known as do’amik. From her the supreme god of the 

celestial region obtained the seeds of rice and planted those in in his own fields. Taking pity 

on the human beings, who in those days were living on grainless  diet, he gave man the seeds 

with the instruction that before every harvest a portion of the first fruits are to be kept aside 

for him. In another folk-tale it is stated that the first name to carry on shifting cultivation in 

the Garo Hills was named Bone-Nirepa-Jane-Nitepa. Nature was so bountiful to him that he 

harvested six big baskets of paddy and six similar baskets of millet from around a rock named 

Misi-Kokdok. He was the man\ to name different months of the year, each of which is 

associated with a stage of shifting cultivation. He named the months as follows: 

1. Galmakja:  The month of burning of shifting plots. 

2. Mebakja: The months of planting paddy seeds in a plot used for the second year 

(a’breng).. 

3. Jagro: The long month: because in this month they are to work hard throughout 

the day, keeping the plot free of weeds. 

4. Sogalja: The month of burning incense in celebration of the harvest.  

5. Jagapja: The month of fullness, indicating the time after harvest, when the 

granaries are full. 

6. Jamegap: The month of paddy harvest (in a second year’s plot). 
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7. Mejapang: The month of paddy stalks: i.e. when paddy stalks are left in a plot 

cultivated for th second year.. 

8. A’anija: The month of selecting new plots. 

9. Berokja: The month for preparing a plot for second year’s cultivation. 

10. Kilokja: The month of picking cotton. 

11. Awaitja: The month of burning the debries in a plot prepared for second year’s 

cultivation. 

12. Wachengja: The month of drying of jungles in a freshly cleared plot. 

In another folk-tale different crops are assigned to be cultivated by different sub-tribes 

of the Garo. It relates that according to the decree of King Abong Noga, who was a very 

powerful king holding control over all the sub-tribes, Chisaks were to grow millet, Ambengs 

were to grow and pick cotton. Matchis were to grow maize and Job’s tears. However, at the 

present time we do not find such crops confined to particular areas only. It is risky to make a 

generalization basing on these folk-tales,: but all these very clearly point out that shifting 

cultivation is very closely associated with the life of the Garo since very early times and in 

early days it was the only method of raising crops known to them. 

The method of shifting cultivation and the crops grown varies widely in different 

areas of the district. Each Garo village has an area within which that particular village 

confines its shifting cultivation. This area earmarked particularly for a village is known as the 

a’dok of that particular village. An a’dok may be a part of an a’king or it may be 

conterminous with the a’king itself. Usually, when from the original village of the a’king 

several new villages spring up, for each new village a particular area is allocated – and as 

soon as a particular village has an area demarcated as it’sa’dok, it attains the status of a 

village par excellence. The villagers confine their cultivation within the a’dok, and taking a 

plot in the a’dok of another village is considered to be an act of encroachment. 

In the Ambeng area all the villagers clear plots in a block. They have a series of areas 

within the a’dok, and each area is taken up for cultivation in a cyclic order. Thus they know 

which area will be taken up in which year and which area was cultivated before how many 

years, and when  it will be cultivated again.. Within the area assigned for a particular year, 

plots are allocated to individual households by the nokma in consultation with village elders. 

New households are accommodated in two ways (1) by making the plots smaller and (2) by 

taking a few plots in an area adjacent to the area assigned for that particular year. Thus plots 

becomes smaller and smaller and the shifting cycle becomes shorter and shorter as 

households multiply in the village. Among the eastern sub-tribes, however, allocation of plots 

is not so systematic. Each household individually selects a plot within the a’dok, and thus 

plots in a particular year are not necessarily adjacent to one another. The system of allocation 

of plots in the Ambeng area has two advantages: first, it becomes convenient to ward off wild 

animals by the combined effort of the villagers and second, the benefit of the fertility gained 

during the fallow period is evenly distributed. When plots occupy a contiguous stretch, each 

individual plot is marked off by some natural boundaries, such as a streamlet, a contour of the 
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hill, a big tree, and so on. But after burning, each plot is demarcated by placing bamboo poles 

all around. 

The selection of plots is made sometime in the last part of December. On the day of 

selection and allocation of plots each head of the household clears a token patch. This is 

known as opata. However, actual clearing may be postponed for some time. Usually clearing 

of a plot is entirely a male’s job. The scrubby growth is cut down, but big trees are not felled. 

Branches of these are lopped off, so that the whole plot becomes sunny. A plot, after clearing 

is known as wacheng. The plots are fired on a day fixed by the common consent of all the 

villagers. Common consent for firing the plots is required for two reasons: first, it is the duty 

of the villagers to see that the fire does not get out of control and  spread to the plots of other 

neighbouring villages, because firing is done during the months in which the atmosphere 

becomes very dry and strong winds blow and thus, the danger of fire spreading to adjacent 

areas always remains; second, villagers are to get themselves ready for the galmak festival 

(which is held immediately after firing the plots), by preparing rice beer and procuring other 

sundries for the ceremony. 

The plot, after being burnt is known as a’dal (literally, ‘a new plot’). Seeds and plants 

are planted in different ways for different crops and methods vary in different areas. The 

main methods are stated below: 

1. Ge’a: A hole is dug with the hoe (gitchi) and the root or head of the plant is 

planted in the hole and afterwards covered up with soil. 

2. Sika: The dibble (matta) is thrust into the ground to make a hole where two or 

three seeds are put and covered up with soil. 

3. Baka: Seeds are first broadcast and then the soil is lightly hoed, so that the seeds 

become embedded in soil. 

4. Sata: This is the method of simple broadcasting. All seeds to be sown broadcast 

are first mixed. 

The first weeding is done just after the seeds sprout up. This is known as ajakra 

danga or ajakra gama, danga and gama being the general terms for ‘cultivation’. For 

weeding, the soil is slightly loosened with the hoe, taking care not to damage the growing 

plants and after this unwanted weeds are pulled out with hand. Plants are constantly kept free 

of weeds. But the second major weeding has to be done when the plants become firmly 

rooted. After ajakra danga upto the time of rice harvest two such weeding’s are done. These 

are known as bamil rika and diri rika respectively. After rice harvest long weeds are uprooted 

by pulling with hand: this operation is known as sampang gala (literally, ‘to throw away the 

weeds’). This takes place in the month of October when the rainy season comes to an end. 

After this, the rice stalks and other unwanted plants are cut with a sickle, so that cotton plants 

can grow freely. This operation is known as murad rata (literally, ‘cutting of stalks’). 

Planting and sowing of seeds is mainly a feminine job. Just after burning the fields, 

males get themselves busy in constructing a field-house, which is called a’ba nok or jamadal. 

A jamadal is made of the same specifications as those of a dwelling house: but it is much 

smaller in size. Nonetheless, the whole family can manage to live in that house for a few 
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months. During the first weeding and subsequent weedings, the family is to work constantly 

to keep under control the fast growing weeds. It is now wasteful of time to go back and forth 

from the village. So, at the time of second weeding the household shifts to the jamadal with 

all their belongings. At this time the village looks deserted and the a’dal resounds with 

activity. In fasct, it is transformed into an improvised village – with scenes of familiar day to 

day activities, such as husking paddy with the mortar and pestle, groups of girls going to 

fetch water from a nearby stream, elderly people gossiping at night over a pitcherful of rice-

beer. During the weeding season people are to work very hard from dawn till dusk. 

Table 1 : Time schedule for harvesting crops from shifting plots 

Crops Month 

Millet (early varieties)  

Paddy (early varieties) August 

Millet (late variety  

Melons/gourds/other vegetables September 

Brinjal/chilli October 

Paddy  

Manioc/yams  

Deccan hemp November 

Ginger/arum  

Beans  

Sesame and similar seeds  

Cotton December 

Lac January 

Paddy (late variety, chaging)  

Harvest starts with the ripening of early varieties of millet in the last part of August.  

In Table I, the time schedule of harvesting different crops is shown. 

Methods of harvesting millet, cotton and sesame and other allied crops are uniform all 

over the district. Millet and cotton are plucked by hand. Sesame and such other seeds are 

allowed to fall in a big basket after bending and jerking the plant over it. But the method of 

harvesting paddy is not uniform all over the district. The eastern sub-tribes milk the ears with 

hand but the Ambeng nowadays use a sickle to reap the ear. All the principal crops, after 

harvesting, are transferred to the granary in the village, in large baskets called tora. The 

diameter at the top of a tora is 3′ to 4′ and the height from 3′ to 4′. The lower half of such a 

basket is much smaller than the upper half, which gives it an appearance of a funnel. The size 

of the basket varies from household to household. The villagers do not weigh the crops after 

harvest. They assess the crops by the number of baskets. Some minor crops, such as 

vegetables, are taken directly from the fields to be sold at the market. They do not keep any 

account of the vegetables sold in this way. However, when vegetables are grown in a plot 

exclusively owned by a bachelor or a spinster, the owner can tell exactly how much he or she 

obtained by selling the produce, because usually they keep the sale proceeds from week to 

week for some major purchase. 
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Before and during the harvest villagers have a busy time scaring away wild animals 

which come in herds. Small birds which cause damage to crops in daytime only are scared 

away by children. For warding off animals such as pigs and deer, various means are adopted. 

The most common method is to plant a whole bamboo (of which the upper portion is split 

into two halves) near the edge of the clearing. A rope is tied to one half of it and making it 

strike against the other a rattling sound is produced. Those who possess guns keep watch with 

their guns in houses constructed on the branches of tall trees. These tree-houses are known as 

boring and serve as watch towers, Elephant herds cause a lot of damage to crops in some 

areas. Unfortunately, Garos have no effective way to keep away elephants. Some try to divert 

wild elephants by burning huge fires with logs all along the edges of the area. Despite this 

very often elephants cause serious damage to crops and a villager’s toil of the whole year is 

reduced to naught within a night. 

In some areas the a’dal plots are used for a second year. After harvesting all the crops 

in an a’dal plot, the dried up plants are cleared and the debris are made into small heaps all 

over the plot. This operation is known as a’wita or a’ba kila. These small heaps are burnt and 

after this the plot is known as a’breng (a second year’s plot). Chilli and brinjal plants, 

however, are allowed to stand in the a’breng and these bear fruits for the a’breng period also. 

In most of the areas a’breng is used exclusively for paddy cultivation, while the a’dal is used 

for millet and other crops. The Megam, on the other hand, allow all the plants to stand even 

after abandoning an a’dal field, and utilize the fruits for a second year in succession, without 

performing the special operation for preparing a’breng plots, as described above. Cultivation 

of a’breng was a universal practice all over the Garo Hills, but most of the sub-tribes are 

abandoning this practice gradually due to the impoverishment of soil. 

The crops of the a’ba are stored in the granary without separating the grains from the 

ears. Millet and paddy are stored separately, but usually different varieties of each are mixed, 

except some varieties exclusively used for the preparation of beer. Grains to be used as seeds 

in the next season are, however, trampled and grains separated from the ears. Such grains 

meant to be used as seeds are stored in bamboo tubes or gourd pots on the bamboo platform 

over the hearth (which is known as onggal). 

Each a’ba plot belongs to some household. But bachelors and spinsters may clear 

their own plots, which are known as a’tot. A bachelor or a spinster works in the a’tot by 

finding out some spare time after working in his or her parents’ or guardian’s a’ba The owner 

of the a’tot usually sells his or her produce and appropriate the proceeds for his or her 

personal expenditure. Besides this, all bachelors may clear a plot jointly, the produce of 

which they use for feasts. In Christian villages  all members of Church jointly clear a plot, 

which is known as jinmani a’ba. The produce from a jinmani a’ba is used generally at the 

time of the Christmas and the New Year’s feast. Occasionally, a household may open up two 

a’dal plots, one for major crops and the other for vegetables or for some minor crops for 

which the second plot is preferred for certain grounds, for example, the second plot may be 

preferred for Deccan hemp because of nearness to water source, which can be conveniently 

used for retting, Such a minor plot is known as jamang. 
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 For shifting cultivation only a few very simple implements are used. These are 

described below: 

1. Atte : This is the versatile bush-knife of the Garo used for various purposes, - 

from making fine bamboo strips for basket making, to chopping firewood. There are different 

varieties of bush-knife for different purposes, and sizes and shapes vary greatly from area to 

area. In shifting cultivation it is used for clearing the bush, felling small trees and for lopping 

off branches of big trees. 

2. Rau : It is the common axe (made of iron) fitted with a wooden haft. It is used 

very scarcely, because most of the work of clearing jungles can be performed with the atte. 

Trees big enough to be managed with an atte are felled with the rua. 

3. Gitchi: This is the Garo implement for shifting cultivation par excellence, 

though it is not manufactured by Garos themselves. It is made of iron. It is of about 6” in 

length, with a tapering end, the other end being the broadened cutting-edge. It is about 3” 

wide in the broadest part, just above the cutting edge. The tapered end is inserted into a 

bamboo haft (with the cutting-edge) at right angles to the haft at an angle of about 45”. It is 

used to loosen the soil around the plants, to dig small holes and for the baka operation. 

4. Matta: It is a simple dibble made of wood about 5’ in length. It is pointe4d at 

one end where occasionally an iron point is fixed, otherwise the point is hardened in fire. It is 

used to dig holes to plant seeds. 

5. Katchi: It is a dented sickle with a short wooden haft of about 4” in length. It 

is used by the western sub-tribes only. They reap the ears of paddy with it. This implement 

has only recently been adopted by the people. 

 The general agricultural calendar of the Garo who practise shifting cultivation as their 

main occupation has already been described in Chapter II. This will show that their 

agricultural activities keep them busy almost throughout the year. They name seasons by the 

stages of shifting cultivation. Thus they recollect events by timing them with the shifting 

cycle. If somebody asks when a man died, they will promptly reply that the man died during 

cultivation of a certain plot, at the time of harvesting of early millet, or at the time of first 

weeding – as the case may be. In conformity with this, their festivals are also timed with 

every stages of shifting cultivation. 

 Though in details ceremonies vary from one subtribe to another, still celebration of 

each stage of shifting cultivation is universal among the Garo in general. The cycle begins 

with the ceremony at the time of burning the plots. This ceremony, known as agalmaka, 

comprises of the worship of the spirit of the a’ba by each household individually in the newly 

burnt plot by sacrificing a fowl. This ceremony is accompanied by dancing, feasting and 

drinking, the latter three being the common elements of all Garo festivals. In some areas the 

second ceremony is held at the time of planting of paddy. This ceremony is known as michil 

tata. The spirit in whose honour this ceremony is performed is Rokime, the spirit of the rice 

plant and general prosperity. This ceremony is held jointly by the entire village. Just before 

the harvest of major crops, another ceremony is held jointly by the villagers to cast off certain 

taboos on certain foods which are not eaten before this ceremony. This ceremony is known as 
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rongchugala. Just at the end of the harvest another ceremony is performed to cast off the 

taboo on certain other food and to cast off the taboo on dancing. This ceremony is known as 

ahaia or jamegapa. The final ceremony connected with shifting cultivation,  known as 

wangala takes place immediately after the ahaia ceremony (with a short gap, so that villagers 

get time to prepare beer for the celebrations). Wangala marks the end of the year for a 

shifting cultivatior. This ceremony indicates the end of all taboos until the next agalmaka 

ceremony. Wangala is held in honour of Saljong, the spirit presiding over the crops of the 

shifting plots. 

 Nature is not always kind and bountiful to the Garo. Famines are gradually becoming 

more and more frequent. In a bad year they have to fall back upon wild tubers, roots and 

vegetables. Quite often, due to depredations of wild elephants the entire year’s toil reduced to 

nothing. They have no remedy for these misfortunes. However, on two occasions they 

attempted to shape the events through magico-religious rites. Whenever there is a long 

draught they perform the wachikrita rites. The central theme of the rites is a sacrifice in a 

particular spot to the spirit of the rains. Similarly, when there is continuous rain causing 

damage to the crops, they perform the salaktata rite. In this ceremony, in some areas a dog is 

considered to be the appropriate sacrificial animal. 

The following table gives details about all the crops grown by the Matchakolgiri 

people in the recent years. 

Table 1.Crops grown at Matchakolgiri 

Local 

Name 

English  

Name 

Botanical 

 Name 

Varieties Remarks 

Mi Paddy Oryza Sativa Mima Mikotchu This variety is 

meant for a’breng 

only 

   Malbok 

Padrap 

Mikidip 

Misokmil 

Mirimit 

Misarang 

  ( E ) 

Midokru 

Mimagisim 

Mimitim 

Gitchak 

Used for preparation 

of beer only. 
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Mi Paddy Orzya Sativa Mimitim 

Doka 

Mimitm 

 Dokang 

Mimikdelong 

Aginchi (E) 

Chambak 

Mijenggin 

Sankira 

Used for preparation 

of beer only. 

” 

Misi Finger 

Milet 

Eleusin 

Corakana 

Sarang (E) 

Ribok (E) 

Ato (E) 

Used for brewing 

only 

   Redimgisim 

Jongsu 

Binni 

 

Mekop Maize Zero Mays Aknte (E) 

Bolma 

Babret 

Aria 

Bador 

Used for pocorn 

Kosta  

 (Goru) 

Deccan 

Hemp 

Hibiscus 

Cannabinunus 

Gitchak Grown as a cash 

crop 

   Gipbok ” 

Tabolchu Manice Manikot 

Utilisimma 

Kanem Belat Recently introduced 

Te’e Meion Curcumis 

Melo 

Te’raja 

Te’sosra 

Te’walsri 

Te’gisim 

 

Akaru White Benincasa   

Korbok Gourd Cerifera   

Gominda Red 

Gourd 

Cucurbita 

Maxima 

  

Jallik Chilli Capsicum 

Annum 

  

Baring Brinjal Solanam Sp.    

Ranu Gourd Lugenaria 

vulgaris 

Chringa  

Dokra 

Used for making 

receptacles 

   Bek 

Pong 

„ 

„ 

Ta’a Arum Colocasia 

antiguroum 

Ta’ma 

Ta’ring 

Ringdubi- 

 Sarang (E) 

Ta’ampok 
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Ta’kiltom 

Ta’mangsang 

   Mania Recently introduced; 

only stalks are eaten 

Ta’matchi 

Ta’jong 

Yam Deoscorea 

Sp. 

  

Narikep 

Karek 

Nakap 

Bean Phoselus 

Sp. 

  

E’ching Ginger Zingiber 

offcinale 

  

Sosra Sponge 

Gourd 

Luffa 

Cylindrica 

Roem 

  

Alakongsi Snake 

Gourd 

Trichosanthes 

Anguina 

  

Dorai Okra Hibiscus 

Esculentus 

 Grown for selling 

only 

Galawareng Bitter 

Gourd 

Momordica 

Charantia 

  

Kill Cotton Gossypium 

Arborium 

 Used to be grown as 

a cash crop 
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The North Eastern Regional Tribes 

The North-Eastern region is the homeland of a large number of tribal groups, having 

different languages, dialects and customs. About one third of the total number of listed tribes 

of India are found in this region (Kar, R.K. 1994:3). The hilly region is entirely populated by 

the Mongoloid groups, while in the plains, the people of Caucasoid origin and Mongolian 

lived side by side. It is considered that the tribal groups entered in this region at different 

intervals of time by various routes. 

Most of the tribes of this region traditionally follow shifting cultivation. The shifting 

cultivation popularly known as Jhum is the most primitive type of agriculture and 

characterized by several stages – rotation of field, slash and burn of the vegetation, sowing 

and weeding etc. They cultivate a number of crops in a plot for 1 to 3 years and leave it for 

regeneration and then shifted to another plot. The shifting cultivation has established as a way 

of life, which influence the social and cultural system to a great extent. The local 

geographical and environmental features such as heavy monsoon, moderate temperature, 

gentle slopes etc. are the main factors responsible for the development of this type of land use 

system. Population density also plays an important role in this context. In this region shifting 

cultivation is generally practised up to the altitudes of 1000 m, but in some cases it is carried 

up to the 3000 m above the sea level (Bose, S. et al. 1982:217). Since, the entire region do 

not exhibit the homogenous features, so there may be a little variation in this pattern at 

regional level. 

As was discussed earlier in Chapter I, the tribal data of the North-Eastern region also 

had to be scrutinized and a logical selection of tribes for detailed study was imperative. Seven 

tribes from four different geographical regions were found suitable for the present study. 

These are the Nishis and the Lepcha tribes of Sikkim-Arunachal Pradesh: the Nagas and the 

Mizos tribes from Naga-Mizo hills: the Garos and the Khasis from Meghalaya Plateau; and 

the Semsas from Brahmputra Valley. 

THE NISHIS 

 The Nishis or Dafla tribe is mainly concentrated in the hilly area of Subansiri division 

of Arunachal Pradesh, which is located at altitude of about 1500 m from sea level and the 

area falls under the heavy rainfall zone (Shukla, B.K. 1965:1). According to their traditions 

they have migrated from some places of far Eastern Himalayas, from where animals like 

mithun (Bos Frontalis) and pigs were brought by these groups. 

Subsistence and Economy  

 The subsistence of the Nishis is based on Jhum cultivation, which is supplemented  by 

hunting and fishing (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 36-42). The agricultural fields are  situated at about 

one mile from settlement. Apart from these lands, the plots adjacent to the settlements are 

also used as kitchen garden. The holding period of land is 2 to 3 years. Paddy, millet, maize 

and vegetables are grown in shifting cultivation. 

 The agricultural activities start in the month of December with forest cutting. Burning 

is done after one or two months. Normally wind days are selected for burning to avoid the 
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second burning. The process of sowing starts in the month of February in nearer fields and 

continues up to April, in distant fields. In the nearer fields, only early variety of crops is 

sown. Sowing is done by women with the help of digging stick. They dig holes about a feet 

apart in succession and drop 2 to 3 seeds of maize and 4 to 5 seeds of paddy in each hole 

separately. Millets (Eleusine coracana) are simply broadcasted all over the fields. Each field 

weeded twice before the crops ripe. Weeding is done by men and women with a strip of hard 

bamboo, which is about one and half feet long, bent like a loop with two ends for holding.  In 

most of the distant fields, small huts are constructed for the guarding of the crops. Both men 

and women stay there during the reaping season. To protect the crops they use several 

devices. A common is the use of scarecrows. 

 Harvesting is generally done by hand but sometimes sickles are also used. The 

harvested crops are collected in conical basket and temporarily stored in the hut. Because the 

paddy-ears are removed with stalks, for threshing the stalks are struck hard against a wooden 

piece. If second threshing is necessary, it is done by spreading the paddy on a mat and then 

rubbing with the feet. Light millets are also threshed in this manner. Maize grains are 

removed by hand. After threshing, the grains are preserved in large bamboo baskets or 

heaped on mats within the granary. 

 For preserving sweet potatoes, a sizable pit is dug on the slopes and dry straw of 

millet and paddy is put inside. The roots/potatoes which are dried of their skin moisture are 

then heaped up and covered with a thick layer of straw and dry leaves, on which large stones 

are placed and the pit is then covered with stones and tree trunk. These storage-pits are dug 

on the slopes to avoid the water seepage during the rainy season (Shukla, B.K. 1965:42). 

 Although, various phases of agricultural activities are determined by the weather and 

seasons, they also got the help with the appearance of particular types of birds and insects. 

With the coming of the Yaya insects they observe it is main time to burn the Jhum land. 

When the Pako bird sings, they sow maize. The chanting of Chepe and Pipe are taken to be 

an indication that paddy should be sown, for which distant fields are used (Shukla, B.K. 

1965:37). 

Hunting: The Nishis practice both individual and community hunting. Individual 

hunting is generally practiced for small game and birds, while community hunting is 

organized for big animals and may be practiced once or twice in a month. Their important 

hunting implements are bow-arrow, traps, spear etc. (Shukla, B.K. 1965:30). 

The bow is made of bamboo and is about 5 feet long. It is fitted with durable creeper 

string. During the shooting to protect the rebounding string after the release of arrow, a piece 

of cane around the fingers of the right hand and a hair rope round the left wrist are tied. 

Several types of  traps are used in which the important ones are Kuma and Noose-and-

spring (Shukla, B.K. :31). Kuma is a device in which a poisonous bamboo spear is fitted and 

it is connected by a lever with a cane string. When an animal passes through it dislodge the 

lever and then poisonous spear is released and the animal is killed. In noose-and spring trap, a 

sapling is bent down with an attached noose, which is held insecurely by a holder. When the 

animal caught in the snare, in its attempt to free itself from the holder, thus causing the 
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sapling to spring back with its body or neck tightly noosed. Bird hunting is done by using a 

type of gum. The branches of trees where the birds frequent the gum is smeared here and 

there. When birds come their legs and feathers get stuck to it and they are unable to fly. After 

the community hunting the game is equally divided among the hunters. The head and skin of 

the animal are given to the successful hunter who has shot it or has attacked the animal first. 

Fishing:The important methods of fishing are dam-construction, poisoning the water 

and nets and baskets (Shukla, B.K. 1965:33-34).In the shallow rivers or streams, which have 

man boulders, a dam is constructed with wood and bamboo across the riverbed, and finally 

tied with cane. The gaps are closed by leaves. Therefore, the flow of the river is directed 

through a long cage of bamboo on one side of the dam. The fish when swim in such a region 

are checked by the dam and automatically are to follow into the current passing through the 

cage. Once they enter the cage they are pushed forward by the flow of water and are caught. 

Fishing by constructing a dam is a community affair and usually results in a heavy catch as it 

continues for 3  to 4 days. The daily catch is equally divided and is smoked to be preserved 

for months. Big fishes, however, are struck hard with a stick and stunned and then picked up 

in their unconscious state. The poisoning method is generally used in shallow streams. For 

this the barricading of the required area is done in such a way that the flow of the water is 

directed to one side. After this juice of the bark of tam or mup plant is mixed into the pool of 

water. When fishes enter the pool, they are stupefied by the poison. Different types of nets 

are also used which are made of fibre strings. Stones are used as net sinker. 

Domestication of Animals: The important animals which are domesticated by the 

Nishis are mithuns, pigs, cows, goats and dogs. These animals are not used in agricultural 

activities but are mainly used as object of sacrifice to the God. Mithuns, are also used for the 

bride-price and form the standard of value for exchange of precious items. There is a 

distinguish mark on the ears of mithuns. Pigs are also used as mithuns but its importance is 

considered after mithuns. Cows and goats are available in smaller number and they are reared 

only for meat and are not very important for religious purposes. Fowling is also practiced for 

ritual use and exchange of goods. 

Food Habit: The usual or staple food of the Nishis are rice, meat, vegetables and 

beer. Rice is cooked in earthen pots and then excess liquid is collected in bamboo mugs for 

drinking. Fresh meat is roasted, while smoked meat is boiled in water. Occasionally maize is 

prepared for consumption in various ways like bread, popcorn. Light millets are also used as 

bread. A number of wild leafy vegetables and roots are also collected. Roots are roasted in 

ashes and coal, while vegetables are always boiled and mixed with rice. Beer has a social and 

ceremonial significance and essential part of daily diet. It is made with millet, rice or maize. 

Making and use of fire: For making the fire Nishis use following indigenous 

methods (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 21): 

(A) By sawing a dry cane in between the two fork of a dry stick pitched in the 

ground. In this method at least three persons are involved – two persons for 

sawing and third for receiving on a type of wool (yangma). The sparks in such 

way are produced by friction, which lit fire. 
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(B) A stick of talum bamboo is held in the left hand and a stone with yangma wool in 

the right. The stone is struck against the bamoo to produce the spark. In two or 

three attempts the wool catches fire. 

(C) This method is commonly practiced by the use of flint and steel. This is very 

much similar to the second method, in place of bamboo a steel piece is worn 

around three fingers. 

There is a native device for the lighting in which a pine stick is burnt. Being resinous, 

it keeps on burning with a bright flame. Where pine sticks are not available the people make 

torches of thin bamboo sticks. 

Weaving: Weaving includes making of blankets, skirts, loincloths, waist-hands etc. 

and is exclusively done by women (Shukla, B.K. 1965:25). Two types of raw material – 

cotton and indigenous fibre are used. The later is coarser like gunny bags. Yarn is prepared 

by spindle (made of bamboo with a round earthen piece at one end and notch at the other) 

which is rotated over a piece of earthen pot. For making of indigenous fibre bark of the Pudu 

plant is used. Its outer skin is removed, then fibres are dipped in water and hammered with a 

wooden stick on a stone or wooden log. When it completely dries up bees-wax is rubbed all 

over it to make the material strong and flexible. Then the fibres are taken out one by one and 

twisted with fingers to form one single thread. The cloths are weaved on the simple loom, 

which is portable and used in and outside the house. Its one end is fastened to a post and the 

other to the waist of the weaver. 

Basketry: Different types of vessels such as water jugs, mugs, spoon, plates, tongs 

are made of bamboo. Poisonous bamboo is used for making traps for large animals (Shukla, 

B.K. 1965:22). Cane is mainly used for making strings and ropes, mats, baskets etc. It is also 

used for tying. Both are also used for ceremonial purposes like sacrificial structures. A 

special species of bamboo (tajirr) are used by priest in rituals and in curing of sickness. 

Hides and Skins: The skin of mithun, cow and deer are very durable and are used 

mainly for sitting and sleeping purposes. The mithun’s hide is used to cover the chest while 

red monkey’s skin is used for making the hunting bag (Shukla, B.K. 1965:23). The skin is 

carefully removed from the body of the animal with the help of knife. Its inner side is 

scrapped and several holes are made on the edges. After this cane strings are passed through 

and tied, then it is stretched and kept in the shade for drying. After 6 to 8 days it is taken out 

and the inner side is again scrapped and then it is ready for use. 

Craftsmenship: In Nishis society craftsmen do not form any distinct class. Persons 

prepare daily utility items individually. However iron and silver work are practiced by 

specialists (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 29). These professions are only adopted as secondary means 

of livelihood, as their primary job remains cultivation. 

Settlement Pattern 

 The villages of Nishis are located on such mountain top, below which there are rivers and 

streams. Their settlements are widely dispersed, and do not follow a definite plan. The size of 

settlements varies from region to region. Some villages like Joram, Talo are constituted by 
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about 30 houses but on the other hand there are very small villages like Layang have only 2 

to 3 houses (Shukla, B.K. 1965:9). 

The Nishis houses are invariably long, some times about 50 yards in length and usually 

surrounded by granaries and pigsty. The houses can be broadly divided into three parts – the 

porch (batung); the Centre portion (nyodang) and the rear portion (tumko) (Shukla, B.K. 

1965:10). The main entrance of the house is through porch, which almost at the ground level. 

From porch, a door reaches to the central part of the shelter. The porch is generally used for 

pounding the grains, as one or two sets of mortars and pestles are always kept there. The 

pigsty is often situated near or beneath the porch and reached by two logs, which is connected 

with the porch. This middle portion is a large rectangular hall having several compartments,  

which are used for different purposes. Within the house the hearth / fire-place is situated in 

centre. Hearths are square in shape and traditionally consists of three stones to support the 

cooking pots. Over fire-places are placed wooden racks with two or three trays, in which fire 

wood, grains and meat are kept for drying purposes. Rear portion is a specious platform of 

wooden beam, half portion of which is usually split bamboo. This part is used for worship of 

god of chase (Yobu Wiyu) and is represented by one or two sharpening stones. A notched 

ladder placed slantingly connects it with ground (Shukla, B.K. 1965:10). For the protection of 

granaries, these are constructed away from dwellings. 

 The construction of the houses is done by the locally available resources (Shukla, 

B.M.1965:12-14). Walls are made of twilled mat while the floor is of flattened bamboos. The 

roofs are thatched and made by dried plantain or cane leaves and millet or paddy straw or the 

thatching grasses. The foundation is laid by wooden piles and for this work holes are dug in 

two rows by daos and then post is erected. Each post is further strengthened by two slanted 

supports. After this the horizontal wooden beams are tied to support the floor. During the 

construction of floor a space of about two square feet are left without the bamboo covering 

for the hearths. Later on these are properly fitted by wooden tray like object, which is filled 

by earth to make fireproof. 

Social Structure 

 The Nishis society is divided in several exogamous phratries, which comprise a 

number of patrilineal clans. The clans are not totemistic, but is named after an ancestor who 

is considered to be a historical figured (Shukla, B.K. 1995:48). All the clan members regard 

themselves as brothers. Neither a clan does function as a close social unit nor its all members 

occupy a common territory. Both nuclear and extended types of families are in vogue, which 

are based on patrilineal system (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 510). 

 The Nishis are polygamous community. The number of hearths signifies the number 

of wives a man has. There may be several reasons for this type of marriage, the commonest is 

the assistance or a help of women for agriculture. Social status is also responsible to a great 

extent. Cross cousin marriage (with the daughter of mother’s brother) is considered to be the 

ideal type of marriage (Dutta, P. et al. 1995:277). Marriage by service is also in vogue. Bride-

price consists of mithuns, cloths, beads, dao and usually is paid in installments. Once a part 

or full amount has been paid the marriage date can be fixed. Marriage rituals are performed at 

the bride’s residence. 
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The position of women in the religious sphere is not equal. They do not take part in 

religious ceremonies except in the preparation of beer for ceremonial use. Although, they 

have more privilege and freedom in the household activities. They also own certain amount 

of property. Each wife has a plot of her own which she cultivates. (Shukla, B.K. 1965:52). 

 Dress and Ornaments: The lower garments include a coarse loincloth, and the upper 

part is covered by a blanket, woven from the fibre of a wild plant. In addition to this, 

occasionally, a man may wear a piece of mithun hide to cover the chest(Shukla, B.K. 

1965:16). The dress of women consists of a skirt, which is woven by fibre. As upper garment 

they use the same type of blanket as men do. It is tie3d at the waist with the ribbon. During 

the sowing and weeding activities women often wear skirts made of millet straw(Shukla, 

B.K. 1965:40). 

 Both men and women use different types of ornaments, which adore various parts of 

the body(Shukla, B.K. 1965:17-19). Necklaces are generally made of beads of white, red, 

blue, green and grey colour; few are also made of metal bells. Ear ornaments; include lead 

rings of large size with or without bamboo plugs and bamboo plugs for decorating ear lobes. 

Besides, women use different types of bangles while the left wrist of men has a coil of hair 

strings. Waist ornaments, of this tribe are compared of number of cane rings woven with 

tame fibre; belt of cane decorated with a disc shaped is worn by women. Leg ornaments are 

also made of cane. Below the knees a pair of garters of woven cane is worn. Women also 

wear the tight fitting cane garter on the ankles. 

 Few people especially old men and women decorate themselves by tattooing marks. 

The belief behind the tattooing in this tribe is that it can conveniently be sold in Neli, the next 

world after death (Shukla, B.K. 1965:20). The design consists of circular line in the middle of 

the chin crossed by two horizontal lines and one line on each cheek connecting the corners of 

the lip to the ear. 

Religious Practices 

 The Nishis believe in spirit worship. Wiyus, the spirits are pleased by a large number 

of rituals and sacrifices with complicated techniques for their propitiation. Nishi’s pantheon 

of Wiyus is very expanded and most of them are malevolent (Shukla, B.K. 1965: 83-85). For 

examples, Wiyu or god of agriculture, is worshipped for good crops and is represented by 

small bamboo hung in the granaries. When god of hunting is represented by a small structure, 

decorated with Kra leaves. This structure is placed in the front balcony or the entrance of the 

house. In another instance, when Wiyu is worshiped for welfare of the family, and is 

represented by woven split bamboo and is hung from the roof inside the house. 

 Apart from these, there are several spirits, which are believed to be located in forests, 

deep valleys, high hills, bank of the rivers etc. All Wiyus love blood, so different animals 

such as mithun, pig, cow, goat and dog are offered to propitiate them. Cows are offered only 

where they are available especially in the village lying near the plains. Goats and fowls are 

the commonest objects for sacrifice. Dogs are sacrificed to avert the witchcraft. 

 Sacrificing is normally done near the houses. A sacrificial structure / shrine is 

constructed to represent the spirit. This structure is constructed by bamboos and profusely 
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decorated with bamboo savings and bamboos having engraved linear designs. Occasionally, a 

crude representation of a hornbill, carved out of a branch is also attached to the structure. All 

objects of sacrifice are tied to this shrine and the shavings are smeared with the blood of 

sacrificed animals. When the process is finished the strictures/shrines are neglected. The 

sacrificial structure is constructed under the supervision of the priest and the priest alone 

determines which form of the Wiyus is to be represented in the shrine. The priest does not kill 

the sacrificial animal himself. His duty is to sing songs and make incantations. For becoming 

a priest there is a belief among Nishis that it is a Wiyu who, while the baby lies in the 

mother’s womb, tells him that he is to become a priest. In early childhood, the boy feels the 

inspiration and picks up sacrificial songs and incantations 

Disposal of the Deed :The Nishis burytheir dead near the house, generally adjacent to the 

rear end. At the burial place a small tower or enclosure is erected which is profusely 

decorated with leaves and, bamboo shaving and the horn of sacrificed animals (Shukla, B.K. 

1965: 98-101). The corpse is buried the next day. After some rituals the earring, necklace and 

ankle garters are removed and beads strung in thread were put in ear and around the neck. 

The body is lifted in sitting position by four women and a male member and is taken out of 

the house. A mat is spread in the grave and then the body is placed. After this the grave is 

covered with a wooden slab. A mat is spread and nailed to the wooden ends and then covered 

with earth. A stone menhir is erected and a bamboo pole with a miniature conical basket at 

the top if fixed near it. After this, bamboo structure is erected. Two pots containing rice and 

beer are put near the deceased inside the grave. Before burying the corpse, mithun or pig or 

goats are sacrificed. 

 When an infant dies within a fortnight of birth, the body is placed in a hollow log 

piece and another similar piece is placed over it and then tied with cane. The joint of the 

pieces is sealed with clay paste. The longer un-hollow end is inserted in the earth with the 

baby reposing head up in the hollowed part above the surface. In some villages the coffin 

may be tied to the house or placed on two forked post. 

 The incipient farmers of Arunachal Pradesh, the Nishi tribe, follow traditional slash 

and burn method of cultivation, which is supported by breeding of animals like mithun, cow, 

sheep, goat and pig. Cultivation of paddy practiced by this group is of very rudimentary type. 

Start from sowing of seeds to reaping and threshing involves very limited tools and storage 

articles. Bamboo and baskets in various forms are used for most of their day to day activities, 

be it cropping of paddy, hunting or ornamentation or other ritual items Storage of edible roots 

and sweet potatoes are made in the form of holes which is noteworthy practice, could have 

been practiced, in Prehistoric times. 

THE LEPCHAS 

 The Lepchas are confined to the Northern Sikkim and Darjeeling-Kurseong-

Kalimpong region of West Bengal. Their main concentration is found in the Dzongu are of 

Magan district of North Sikkim. The Lepchas prefer to call themselves Rongkup or Rong and 

the name Lepcha is regarded as a derogatory Nepali term. They belong to Mongoloid race. 

By tradition, they do not migrate and the original home is Mayal, which is situated in the 

Kanchenjunga Valley (Gorer, G. 1987:35). The region in which  the Lepchas reside, is severe 
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cold and falls under the high rainfall zone. Their habitation and agricultural fields are usually 

located between 3500 to 7500 feet from mean sea level (Gorer,G. 1987:51). Sometimes, the 

fields are made at even higher altitudes. 

Subsistence and Economy 

 The subsistence and economy of the Lepchas are based on land and forest. According 

to the traditions, they are said to be in the transitional stage between food gathering and 

cultivation. Basically they practice shifting cultivation but now a days most of them are also 

practising terrace cultivation, which was introduced in the middle of the nineteenth century in 

North-Eastern India. Although, shifting cultivation has almost disappeared from the Dzongu, 

traces of it can still be observed in some higher altitude villages. Hunting and gathering, 

made of subsistence also continue. 

 The Agricultural lands may be broadly divided in three categories (Gorer,G. 

1987:75): 

The land situated near the house – Such a patch of land is fenced by bamboos and is 

used as kitchen garden. It receives more manure than the others. Barley, spring wheat, maize, 

vegetables and edible roots are grown in this type of field. Some fruit trees like orange, 

apples, plums, pears are also planted near the houses. Some of the available plants (various 

lavatera, arums, and alliums) however are wild plants found locally, which are also 

artificially grown. 

Terrace cultivation land – These are scattered in the shape of strips surrounding the 

village and are situated on lower slopes of the valley, where the climate is suitable for 

cropping paddy, cardamom and some earliest varieties of millets. The fields are ploughed 

with a rough single pointed wooden plough drawn by oxen (Gorer,G. 1987.91). 

Large Fields – These are used for shifting cultivation, and situated mostly three to 

four miles away above the houses. Since, these are located at long distances, the cultivators 

make temporary houses near the fields. The main crops raised are paddy, buck-wheat and 

millet. 

The cultivated paddy shows several varieties of dry rice which differ in size and 

colour. These biological variations are due to difference in altitudinal location of fields, 

colour of seeds and duration of ripening (earlier or late). It is  noteworthy that wild variety of 

paddy is found in the neighbourhood and most of their varieties which are cultivated by the 

Lepchas, come from seed selected from these wild plants. One of their most esteemed types 

is black rice, which has been domesticated from a small amount of seed collected from the 

jungle. Its cultivation for some years in isolation produces sufficient quantities to be owned 

by all the villagers (Gorer,G. 1987:93). Earlier ripening varieties of millet are sown in 

terraced field and the main crops of comparatively later variety are sown in shifting 

cultivation. The lands are cultivated for 2 years and then left fallow for 5 to 6 years for 

regeneration.(Datta, A.1991: 102). 

The agricultural activities for shifting cultivation start in the winter months of 

December and January with cutting the vegetation. The dried twigs and leaves are set on fire 

just before the rainy season and the fields are immediately sown to avoid growth of weeds. 
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Harvesting is done in the month of December. Sowing is done in the simplest manner – holes 

are made in the ground by digging stick and the seeds dropped into the hole. 

Every year two plots are prepared simultaneously – one for rice and another for 

millet. In autumn after the harvesting of paddy and millet, buck-wheat is sown which ripens 

in about five months. The agricultural work in the fields (sowing, weeding, harvesting) are 

done in large groups. These working groups constitute partly of blood relations and partly by 

friends. 

The important agricultural implements are small hoes, curved sickles and knife 

(Bhasin, V.1989:139). Hoes are used for making terraces. The iron knife is multipurpose tool 

and is used for clearing the land for cultivation and cutting meat or wood for domestic 

purposes. Knife, an essential too is obtained from Tibetans by exchange of grains. 

Food Gathering: Gathering is an important aspect of the Lepchas subsistence. The 

naturally grown food form major part of the daily diet. Particularly, from June to August, 

when food supply is insufficient, collected jungle product supplement the cultivated cereals. 

The main edibles are bamboo-shoots, mushrooms, tuber, wild fruits, honey etc. (Bhasin, 

V.1989:98-99). Various edible plants are collected and steamed. There are different varieties 

of mushroom, which grow at different times. Some edible tubers are eaten only in winters 

because it is believed that in summer this variety became poisonous. The seeds of bamboo 

clump are collected and eaten as grain. 

Hunting: Now a days they do not practice hunting as a regular activity, but in past it 

was an important part of their subsistence. Different types of deer, wild pig, bear, are hunted. 

Different organs of these animals for medicinal purposes are also used (Gorer, G, 1987:85). 

The important hunting implements are bow and arrow, catapult and traps. Hunting is usually 

done in groups. If a new member joins the hunting party, he never eat the meat of first 

hundred animals, he kills. He can give the share to his family. 

Fishing: Net and traps, made of bamboo and fibre of trees are usually used for 

fishing. A hook made of bamboo is also used for catching fish (Bhasin, V 1989:224). It is 

also done by diverting water streams and clearing the dried up water channels. Fishing rod 

and line are occasionally used. 

Domestication of Animals: The important domesticated manimals are ox, cow, pig, 

goat and dog. The cattles are humpless and have small horn. The animals are domesticated 

mainly for socio-religious celebrations. They are never herded, and wander all over the 

common land around the village and every evening they return by themselves to their 

owner’s house where they are given a feed of salt and powered grain (Gorer, G. 1987: 102). 

Pigs are kept in large number and their meat is more popular. This is the only animal, which 

are usually killed for domestic eating. Dogs are domesticated mainly for hunting purpose. 

Fowls are kept for meat and eggs. It is a taboo for women to kill animals. 

Food Habit: The most favourite food items of Lepchas are meat, rice and beer. They 

eat almost all kind of meat in which pork is the favourite most (Gorer,G 1987:96). Buck-

wheat is grounded and mixed with water and baked on cooking stone. Millet is mostly used 

for fermenting chi or beer. In the absence of millet other grains are fermented. If there is no 
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grain bootleg liquor is made out of the pith of different tree-ferns. Though, fish is available 

throughout the year it is not a major part of diet. It is often offered to goods and spirits. Meat 

of goats, fowls, wild birds are eaten fresh. Sometimes roasted birds are preserved for 6 to 7 

months by drying or smoking on hearths (Bhasin, V. 1989:224). The Lepchas take usually 

two meals in a day – one at the morning before going to work and second is evening after 

returning. 

Settlement Pattern 

Most of the villages are scattered widely on the slopes of the hills by the side of rivers 

and streams. The houses are generally isolated but sometimes are found in small groups of 

three and four and constitute one hamlet (Gorer, G. 1987:54). There are few big villages 

which contain about 50 to 60 houses. 

A typical Lepcha house has a rectangular ground plan, with a circular or rectangular 

roof. The main entrance is generally towards the hill while the windows open out to the slope 

(Chattopadhyay, T. 1990:42). Usually the houses consist of at least two moderate rooms and 

an attic or verandah. First room is used for kitchen and sleeping. Near the dividing wall 

hearths which are square in shape and made of pounded earth and clay are placed for 

cooking. Four upright stones are inserted close to hearths, which support the cooking pots. 

The rooms are separated by wooden partition with a door or at least doorframe. The second 

room is more or less a ceremonial room in which numerous ceremonies are performed. 

The houses are constructed by bamboos, wooden planks, thatching grass, straw etc. 

The floor of the house is usually constructed with woven bamboo and occasionally by planks. 

The space beneath the ground is utilized to keep the domestic animals like pigs and chicken 

(Bhasin, V.1989:140). The walls are also made of bamboo and covered with a thin layer of 

clay. The most interesting feature of the construction is the absence of nails and screws to 

hold together wooden planks or timbers. The entire structure is built on raised platform 

(about two meters high) which is reached by ladder, made of roughly notched bamboo 

(Bhasin, V.1989:136).  Due to heavy rains, a wide overhanging thatched roof is constructed 

which often projects about 4 m beyond the walls. In such a manner walls are protected from 

the rain water. On the roof a number of bamboo drains are used to carry off the rainy water. 

The field houses are built near the shifting cultivation fields. It is made of bamboo 

matting in some cases these field houses are permanently inhabited. Sometimes, these field 

houses may develop into another village (Basti) and in fact this is a way in which new Basties 

are often formed (Bhasin, V.1989.141). 

Household Objects: Most of the traditional household objects are made of bamboos 

(Gorer,G. 1987:67). 

Drinking vessels – These types of vessels are usually made of bamboo by cutting just 

below the natural joint of a bamboo in such a way that the natural joint rests at the bottom to 

hold liquid. 

Water carrier – These are made of long and thick bamboo nodes. Plates – Different 

types of leaves are used as plates. Rudely carved wooden plates are also used. In recent years, 
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however metal and china clay dishes, which are obtained by trading from Tibet are also in 

use. 

Copper and Brass vessels – The category of vessels are use for cooking (Bhasin, V. 

1989:139). They do not know the art of pottery making. 

Apart from these utensils they also possess following implements: 

(A) Bows and arrows, quiver and scabbards which are made of different types of 

bamboos. 

(B) Circular grinding stone, mortar and pestle. These are the only stone implements. 

Social Structure 

 The Lepcha society is divided into a number of exogamous and patrilineal cleans 

(Pusto) and it is believed that they have originated from some supernatural or legendary 

ancestors. Upto the recent past clan was a land holding group and most of the village were 

usually uni-clan (Gorer, G. 1987:148). Now a days, the chief function of the clan is to 

regulated the marriage. Now, there is no any clan stratification (Bhasin, V. 1989:240). The 

clan is internally divided into families. 

 In the past joint family system was much acceptable but now a days both nuclear and 

joint family types are found, and trend is more towards nuclear family. The Lepchas 

generally follow the patrilocal system but few matriarchal families are also found (Thakur, 

R.N. 1988:71). As a rule Lepcha marriage is exogamous in nature and arranged by the 

parents. They usually practice monogamous marriage. Following types of marriage are more 

prevalent – arranged marriage, marriage by sororate and levirate and marriage by service 

(Thakur, R.N. 1988:76-77). The arranged marriage is the oldest, commonest and most 

elaborate form of marriage involving great expenses. It is always arranged by uncles never by 

parents. The marriage procedure starts with the payment of bride-price, which generally has 

to pay in cash and kind (one milch cow, a bull, one pig, vessels, new dress for bride, rice for 

the feast etc.). But now a days it consists only symbolic items – bull’s head, one hindleg, 

money equivalent to cloths ( Thakur, R.N. 1988:80). 

The property is inherited by sons. The moveable property is equally divided among all 

sons, while the house is given to eldest son (Bhasin, V. 1989:246). Although women have 

equal status with men but they have no right of inheritance. 

Dress and Ornaments: The traditional dress of men consists of along, beautiful 

striped cloth loosely worn down to the knee leaving one or both arms free. As lower garment 

they use loose trousers. Women wear a full length robe held at the shoulders by a pair of 

brooches and fastened at the waist. Over this a loose coat is worn. The cloths are woven by 

themselves from the fibre of Sisnoo tree (Gorer, G. 1987:68). 

The Lepcha men use ear-rings, rings and amulet. Ear-rings and rings are generally 

made of Turquoise. The most important ornaments of women are the necklaces of various 

shapes and design. The heavy and elaborate necklaces are made of big and usually unworked 

semi-precious stones. These are usually decorated with a charm box of fretted gold or silver 

inlaid with turquoise and coral, suspended from them. Occasionally, glass beads are also 
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used. Apart from this, women wear ear-rings, bracelets, brooch and rings. All jewels are 

obtained readymade. Pins and brooches are sometimes made of bamboo. 

Religious Practices 

The traditional Lepcha religion is called the Mun religion which is based on animism 

(Thakur, R.N. 1988:910). Apart from a number of benevolent and malevolent spirits they 

believe in the existence of one supreme god and several gods and goddesses. The dwelling of 

evil spirits are considered in rock, grove, mountains, trees, rivers and enimity, disease, illness, 

failure of crops and other hazards. They are propitiated, only at the time of problems. in 

recent years Lepchas have also taken to Buddhism and Christianity. 

For the Mun religion priesthood plays great role and actually the term Mun is broadly 

applied for priesthood. The Mun priesthood is known for the possession of manifestation of a 

supernatural spirit (Gorer, G. 1987:215). The Mun spirit is considered female spirit but both 

men and women can acquire Mun priesthood. Munship is hereditary but does not appear in 

every generation (Bhasin, V., 1989:310). 

The other types of priesthood are the Padem, the Yaba and the Pau. The supernatural 

spirits of these three are male and only male can be a Padem. These spirits are considered 

deities. The main function of the Mun and other priesthood are to ward off the misfortunes 

and illness, through animal sacrifies. 

The Mun priests have no social organisation (Bhasin, V. 1989:311). They reside in 

family lines and are simply individuals, who through their possession of spirits have certain 

gifts and duties. The people of Mayel exclusively worship the crops of dry rice, millet and 

maize at the completion of sowing and harvesting (Gorer, G. 1987:238). But no important 

ceremonies are connected with barley, wheat, buck-wheat and wet rice because it is 

considered that these came from different supernaturals. 

Stones have considerable significance in Lepcha beliefs (Chattopadhyay, T. 1990:26). 

The most important are black granite like stones, which they call thunder stones or gifts from 

the thunder god. These stones are polished and of different shapes and sizes (sharp and 

elongated and splitting type). During the marriage ceremony the brides are presented one or 

more such stones by their parents to carry as good omen. Such stones are also placed on the 

navel of women to ease her labour pain. These are also rubbed on another stone, to prepare a 

paste, which is used, for curing the disease of both human and animals. Another sacred stone 

is vertical in shape and used in traditional burial ground. Such stone demarcates a particular 

grave and also serve as sacred symbols – replica of Kanchenjunga, which is considered a 

prominent god. 

The Lepchas perform several family and social ceremonies on different occasions. 

Among them the Cherim ceremony is most important which is performed twice a year in 

honour of the mountain God of Kanchenjunga, as well as for appeasing evil spirits, to protest 

the crops from hail and men from disease (Bhasin, V. 1989:315, 327). It is held at the 

beginning of rainy season and winter season. Each village has its own Cherim place. The 

male member of each house attends the ceremony with the contribution of grains. They offer 

vim (piece of wood0 wrapped in banana leaf to the identified Cherim place. Up to the recent 
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past, instead of vim human bones were offered (Bhasin, V. 1989:326). The offerings to Gods 

or devils consisting of a large basket filled with earth into which are inserted a number of 

varied articles – devil’s walking-sticks (consisting of decorated bamboos), containers of 

various sort of food (water, milk, rice beer etc.), stems of worm-wood decorated with threads, 

heap of grains etc. there also are offered two long sticks to which are attached wrapped in 

leaves samples of every sort of food and drink (Gorer, G. 1987:228). 

During some ceremonies the image of devil or god / goddess are constructed and then 

worshipped (Gorer, G. 1987:22). One female devil MamooMoong is made out of the powder 

of buck-wheat and established in a temporarily erected altar. After this a series of rituals are 

performed and offerings are offered. 

Disposal of the Dead: Three alternative methods for the disposal of dead body-burial, 

cremation and throwing into the rivers are prevalent among the Lepchas (Gorer, G. 

1987:346). The method adopted depends on the condition of the deceased. Each clan has its 

own burial or cremation ground, which is situated away from habitation area at a 

considerable height and may be in any direction. The traditional method of disposal is 

burying the dead body. 

The dead body is kept in the house for a long, period from one to forty nine days 

according to the decision of priest. The rituals are performed by Lamas and Muns either 

simultaneously or one after the other. 

The corpse is never removed through the door. It may be through either the walls or 

the floor. A hole is made especially for this purpose which is filled immediately after the 

body is taken away. The corpse is generally carried in the basket in sitting posture to burial / 

cremation place by a near relative. The corpse of Lama is tied to a pole along the back with 

bending knee, the head is propped up with a stick and the hands are joined with the palms 

together as in prayer. The corpse of laymen is also doubled up in the same way but the hands 

are crossed on the breast and the head is allowed to flop. 

The grave is circular in shape with depth of about five feet (Gorer, G. 1987:349). All 

sides are lined with stone slabs and a big stone is put at the bottom. The corpse is placed into 

the grave still sitting in the basket oriented to face Kanchenjunga. Then covered by a flat 

stone, which rest on side stones. On the surface level a little white stone is placed which 

indicates the grave. 

For the cremation the pyre consists of a square pile about 7 feet high with 8 layers of 

wood for men and 9 layers for women. The body is placed in sitting position facing to west. 

All the male relatives set fire simultaneously. The ashes of the dead body are often buried in a 

memorial tomb. 

If the Lamas and the Muns are died in wet season the body is thrown into the river, 

otherwise they are cremated. If children die, either they are left in a cave or thrown in river. 

The Lapcha subsistence is very significant for Neolithic complex. As it mirrors a 

society in transition from hunting-gathering food collecting strategies to incipient farming. 

Also cultivation of paddy from local wild varieties is significant. In such an effort the process 

of cropping of a cereal from wild to cultivated variety in view to the gradual increase of 
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quantum is also very important. Use of kitchen garden for vegetables, roots and millets and 

large fields for staple grains also influence the habitational format of all the Lepchas. The 

general food consumed requires minimum pots and pans. Except for such grains like rice, 

millet and leaf, which are used after boiling. The flour of grains like maize is prepared and 

baked primarily by the use of stone. 

Contrary to the comparatively archaic subsistence, the social format of the Lepcha is 

of mixed type. For example more than one type of marriage is performed. But dress and 

ornaments reflect affluence. Use of indigenous and imported semiprecious stones also 

valuable metals like silver and gold is another noteworthy feature. These items are obtained 

through barter system from northern foreign lands. 

THE NAGAS 

The Nagas are well known inhabitants of the North-Eastern India and are mainly 

concentrated within the administrative boundries of the present state of Nagaland. Some 

Naga villages have also been traditionally located in the adjoining area of Manipur, Assam 

and Arunachal Pradesh. 

“Naga” is a generic term, which includes several groups. At least fifteen Naga 

communities – Angamis, Aos, Changs, Khiamngans, Konyaks, Lhotas, Phoms, Pochury, 

Rengmas, Sangtames, Semas, Yimchungers, Kabui, Zeliangs and Chakhesangs are 

indentified (Das, N.K. 1995:371), Hutton has divided them into four main divisions – The 

Southern Nagas include Kabui, Kachha and the Naga tribes of Manipur; The Western Nagas 

are Angamis (including Memi, Maram and Chakhesang sub-groups), Semas, Rengmas and 

Lhotas; The Central Naga group have Tangkhuls, Aos, Sangtame, Yachumi (Yimchunger), 

Changs and Phoms and The Eastern Nagas is represented mainly by Konyaks (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:351). 

There are several legends about their origin. It is said that ancestors of the Angamis, 

Aos, and Semas have emerged from the earth either in their present habitat or in the 

neighbourhood. Among the Maring Naga fo Manipur, there is a long and detailed story that 

they came from a hole in the earth (Shimray, R.R. 1985:17). Their traditions also indicate the 

migration from south (Hutton, J.H. 1969:6). Besides, in neighbouring foreign lands like 

Myanmar (Burma) also such Naga groups as the Konyaks, Somras, Yimchunger are living in 

the hills of Myanmar and many of them have close relation with the Nagas of India (Shimray, 

R.R. 1985:2). Main subsistence and living traits of the Nagas are more or less similar to each 

other. Moreover, when studies together a complete and coherent picture of shifting cultivators 

life is available. 

Subsistence and Economy 

Like the other tribes, land and forest are the primary resources for the Nagas 

subsistence. They mainly practice shifting cultivation, but few Naga groups such as the 

Angamis and the Chakhesangs also traditionally practice the terrace cultivation (Das, N.K. 

1995:382). 

Shifting or Jhum cultivation is an age-old traditional system among the Nagas. Four 

types of land owning systems prevailed – family land (only for terrace cultivation); village 
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land; clan land and land owned by the chief (Saha, N & S.S. Mishra. 1994:215). Among the 

Sema and the Konyak communities, the chief owns bulk of the land and other resources and 

distributes them among villagers (Das, N.K> 1995:382). While in the Naga of Manipur the 

lands are owned by village (Hodson, T.C. 1989:51). The Nagas cultivate the plots for 1 to 2 

years and then left it fallow for 5 to 8 years for regeneration. Local people believe that fifty 

years ago the regeneration period varied from 20 to 25 years (Gangopadhyay, S. 1991:44). A 

number of crops such as paddy, millet, job’s tear, maize, yam, pulse, and cotton are grown in 

the Jhum field. 

In the months of December and January, the cutting of vegetation starts. Whenever a 

hill is to be cleared, intimation is given to the heads of the families of the village. Each family 

deputes a person for this work (Pemberton, R.B. 1969:44). Burning is done in the month of 

February. The most auspicious days for burning are the 7th or 9th days after the full moon. 

Burning is starts from the bottom (Mills, J.P. 1973:111). After this the burnt soils are 

scratched with little hoes and mixed thoroughly with ashes. During the cutting, it is usual to 

leave one tree in the middle of the field as a refuge for the tree spirit (Hodson, T.C. 1989:54). 

For preventing the soil erosion, unburnt trunks of the tree are laid which serve as dam. 

Sowing is done in March to April while harvesting is completed during the months of August 

to September. 

Regional variation is found in the cropping pattern due to change in rainfall, soils and 

altitudes. Millet and other crops dominate in the eastern parts which are less humid and have 

acidic soils. Paddy is dominant in the other parts. Crop mixture is commonly found which 

consist of five or more crops along with one main crop (Gangopadhyay, S. 1991:47). From 

sowing to harvesting three to four times weeding is performed. 

Jhum fields are generally located at a long distance from the village, therefore, a field 

house is to be built. Infront of the field house, place of sacrifice is also prepared where 

throughout the year the family offers sacrifices for good crops. 

Agricultural Implements: The important implements which are used for Jhum 

cultivation are axe, spade or hoe, and digging stick. The axe is made of iron blade and used 

by hafting. When it is required for splitting wood the blade is fitted in its vertical plan and 

called merr, when it is required for chiseling or dressing wood, it is fitted it is horizontal plan, 

used as an adze and called Kethi. The hole of the wooden handle is rectangular which 

receives butt. Its iron blade decidedly suggestive of a long stone celt in form (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:65). The spade or hoe is made of a flat spoon shaped blade handle of which is bound to 

a crooked stick. The wooden hammer is of T shaped. It head is about a feet and half in length 

and handle is about 3 to 4 feet long. It is made either in one or two pieces (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:78). The sickle, consisting of a light curved iron blade about a feet long, is set by a tang 

in a wooden handle and has rude saw edge. 

Several, Naga groups such as the Semas, Lhotas, Aos and Konyaks use a very simple 

and rudimentary form of bamboo hoe, which is made of bamboo strip. But, lately modified 

version of this implement may be seen in use. Balfour has studied these hoes in details and 

established successive evolutionary stages from bamboo strip-hoe to iron blade hoe (balfour, 

H. 1917:105). These types of hoes are mainly used for weeding. They are made of a narrow 
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flat strip or band of bamboo bent into a small loop and form the shape of a necktie. Its central 

part is shaved down to form a sharp, flexible blade while the terminal parts are left thicker 

and form the hoe. The two ends are brought together and crossed and then bound with cane 

strip at the crossing point. After completed it is further hardened by smoking. These hoes 

wear out very fast and are often at the rate of 7 to 8 a day by per person. Therefore, this 

primitive bamboo hoe is being replaced by iron ones. In iron hoes, blades are usually seen 

fitted to wooden handles, which show a transitional form of hafted hoe. Presently they use the 

different types of hoe with convenient hafting, but the sources of all these hoe are the bamboo 

strip-hoe. 

Other types of iron bladed hoes are also found among the Nagas, which appear to 

have developed through passing of time. The iron blades of some hoes are flat and forged 

with very broad tangs and shoulders. These are hafted by bending a cane rod around the tang 

so as to grip the later, the ends of the rod being bound together with a sliding collar of 

canework. This type of iron blade may be derived from shoulder axe of Neolithic Period 

(Balfour, H. 1917:107). 

Another type of iron hoes are fixed into the holes near the ends of club like handles. 

The iron blade hoes have a well-defined single tang. This is used for clearing stubble from 

old fields by the Semas. 

Few other iron hoe blades are simply tapering upwards from the edge and looks 

similar to pointed butt end celts of Neolithic Period. These types are hafted by binding on to 

the front of the shorter limb of an angular handle, cut from the junction of two branches. This 

is more prevalent among the Lhota and the Sema Nagas. The Angami Naga haft their 

shouldered iron blade to a crooked stick, while the Aos often insert the end into a hole in a 

stick. 

The Nagas valued the stone celts which have polished and oily look. These are 

considered as the gift of god – some for war, some for fame and few others for bad luck also 

(Shimaray, R.R. 1985:15). The Angami belief is that these stone celts are thunderbolt 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:405). Most of the tribes keep them in a pot or some such place covered 

with paddy. 

Terrace Cultivation: this method is traditionally practiced only by the Angamis and 

the Chakhesang Naga. However, they also practice Jhum cultivation. In some of the Angami 

villages terraces are also built for Jhum almost as elaborate as those made for wet cultivation 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:76). The Angamis grow paddy and millet in Jhum field as main crop and 

other crops such as job’s tears, beans, oil, seeds, gourds are grown is small quantities by 

sprinkling seeds here and there with main crops. cotton and a species of jute (used for making 

coarse cloth) are grown in patches by some villages. 

The Angamis follow an elaborate system of terracing and irrigation for wet rice 

cultivation. The hillsides are cut into terraces of width vary from 2 to 20 feet. Its edges are 

lined by stones. Networks of water channels, which are so properly arranged that water 

follow down conveniently from one terrace to the other one, irrigate the fields. Hollow 

bamboos also are used for watering facilities between two channels. 



150 
 

In preparation of the field, digging is done by spades, then the field is filled with 

water. When flooded it is puddled. Finally, the seedlings are transplanted in the month of 

June. Meanwhile, the paddy seed sown thickly in a patch of dry ground in the months of 

March and April germinate in to tiny plants. At transplantation the seedlings are never 

planted in bunches, but separately by one or two. Harvesting is done in October and 

November by a saw edged sickle and usually the head of plant is sievered and collected in 

basket. Sometimes, the whole stalk is cut. Among the Nagas, only Semas stripped the 

standing ear. Threshing is done by feet and then dried. Finally the grains are stored. 

Hunting: The Nagas usually do hunting in large groups and use several weapons like 

spear, shield, dao, bow-arrow, sharpned bamboo etc. they also use the traps, snare and pitfall 

for capturing the animals. The important hunting animals are deer, elephant, leopard, bison, 

bear and birds. For the hunting of big animals, the use of pitfall is common. The size of pits 

may vary from 6 to 16 feet in depth (Hutton, J.H. 1969:86). Long bamboo spikes are fixed at 

the bottom to impale for the animal to fall in. for elephant, iron panjis are used. Finally, it is 

covered by thin branches, leaves and earths carefully. The pits are dug at such places, which 

the animals are frequented by. Simple fall traps are also used. A weighty spear is attached to 

an elastic creeper which sets as a spring and set with a stick in such a manner that the animal 

when passing, underneath displaces the stick which release the spear. The jungle on each side 

of the run is also fenced so as to compel the animal to follow the path of the trap. Apart from 

these hunting methods the Nagas also use several types of snares and nooses for birds and 

small animals. They follow a strict distribution pattern of the hunts. The man who first 

attacks the animal gets the head. But in same tribes like the Lhotas this goes to hunting dog’s 

owner (Hutton, J.H. 1969:89). 

Weapons: The important weapons of the Nagas are dao, spear, shields and bow- 

arrow. The Angami dao is double edged and has a large square blade and the handle is 

attached to the centre. The dao of the Nagas of Manipur is about 18 inch long and tip is 

sharpned on one side only (Hodson, T.C. 1989:36). It is used for multipurpose. The Tangkhul 

uses longer spear which is used only for trusting, while the shorter spears of the Mao, Maram 

and Kabui Nagas are used for throwing as well as thrusting action. Single barbed spear-head 

is popular among the Nagas and is very old and traditional. An exception may be seen in the 

Angamis who use double-barbed spear-heads (Mills, J.P. 1973:63). Two types of shields are 

generally used – about four feet long, oblong shields with curve at the top, closely plaited 

with cane; and the rounded shield (Hodson, T.C. 1989:37). Both are made of buffalo’s hide. 

Sometimes, the exterior of the shield is fastened with the piece of fresh plantain or banana 

tree, to prevent the fire arm (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1989:65). Arrow-heads both barbed and non-

barbed are occasionally poisoned. Sharpned bamboos dipped in poison and hardened in fire 

are also used as weapons. 

Fishing: There are several methods and implements for fishing. The most interesting 

and common method is poisoning the water, which is used especially in smaller streams 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:89). The poison is prepared from the roots, stem, leaves or fruits of certain 

plants. Generally, the root and stem of a reddish creeper are used. Few Naga groups use 

walnut leaves for this purpose. These are beaten into pulp and dipped from time to time into 
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water. After sometimes fishes become excited or stupefied and are easy to catch by net or by 

blow from a dao. Among the Lhotas, the participation of women in fishing is regarded 

unlucky but in other Naga groups they take an active part. Fishing with rod and line is also in 

vogue. The fish-hook is made of a piece of bent iron or brass wire and the line being made of 

fibre attached to the end of a stick. The cast nets are circular and weighted at the edge with 

lead. Basket traps of several shapes and sizes are also regularly used. 

Domestication of Animals: The Nagas generally domesticate pig, cow, goat, dog and 

fowl. Mithuns are kept in a semi-domesticated state. These animals are kept for food as well 

as for sale, barter and bride-price (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:52). Mithun (Bos frontalis) is 

considered as a form of wealth and their value varies according to size, length of horn and 

colour. They are allowed to roam in forest and grazing land and are visited from time to time 

by their owner. Pigs do the necessary scavenging and stay in a pig-sty or outer room. 

Buffaloes are only kept by the Tangkhuls, the Rengmas and the Konyaks, and are slaughtered 

at feasts (Mills, J.P. 1973:78). It seems that buffalo as a domesticated animal is a recent 

adaptation, because it is an animal of swamp or plains. 

The ears of cattle are cut or silt as a mark of ownership, but the cutting the tails and 

boring the ears of pigs and dogs (male only) are done to distinguish the sex. Because, they 

never want to kill the females, which are kept for breeding value (Hutton, J.H. 1969:72). 

Food habit: The staple food of the Nagas is rice and meat. Beef, pork, meat of dogs, 

chicken are the commonest type of meat. Even the meat of elephant is also consumed except 

of its skull and tusk. The Tangkhul does not eat the cat while the meat of he-goat is 

prohibited of the Angami ladies. The Maram men did not eat pork. Meat and vegetables are 

usually cooked together. Rice is also cooked in newly cut bamboo tubes and it seems that 

these are only used on journeys or when for some reason pots are not available (Hodson, T.C. 

1989:59). Job’s tear and millet form the staple food of many Nagas of high altitudes. 

Bamboo-shoots, edible roots are also form important part of their food (Shimray, R.R. 

1985:163). Rice beer or zu of several varieties are favourite drink. 

Trade and Currency: The Nagas also indulge in trade activities to some extent, 

which is mainly based on barter. The Ao Naga obtains salt from plains. For this they supply 

cotton, mats, gum of a tree, gourds etc. and much of the salt so obtained and clothes are sold 

to the Phoms and Changs for pigs and fowls (Mills, J.P. 1973:103). The Phoms and the 

Konyaks are poor weaver and they get cloths from the Ao village. Many of the domestic 

items such as salt, cloths, utensils, etc. are exchanged and bartered between the Nagas 

themselves and with other tribes also. In this process cow, mithun, pig are to be regarded as 

standard units of exchange. Among the Angami Nagas the following from of barter is 

prevalent (Mills, A.J.M. 1969:290) – a cow = 10 conch shell; a pig = 2 conch shell; a goat = 2 

conch shell; a fowl =1pocket of salt. 

Although, barter was undoubtedly the principle method of trade but a sort of currency 

existed in the form of conch shell and iron. One conch shell, in length equal to breadth of 

eight fingers is said to have been worth of a cow (Hutton, J.H. 1969:71). Two form of old 

currency are still to be found among the Ao Naga – a round brass dies about 12 inch in 

diameter with a slightly convex surface (Mills, J.P. 1973:102). These are only used for 
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transaction with the Konyak, Phom and Chang villages. A strip of iron about six or seven 

inch long was the other form, which is now extinct. Its shape is very similar to that of the old 

long-tanged dao and it seems that these were derived from this old weapon. These currencies 

were known as chabili or jabily. Large numbers of this chabili are still to be seen in the 

houses of rich men in the Ao country. In the former times a mithun can be obtained for 100 

chabili. This currency is also used in ritualistic purposes. In case of serious sickness, certain 

number of this currency was offered to god and goddess to get blessing (Goswami, S.C. 

1984:132). The another feature is that it is handed down hereditary from generation to 

generation. The eldest male has the major share of the family collection. Among the 

Yachumis and other trans-frontier tribes, there is a form of currency, which is still in use and 

consists of a string composed of quite worthless pieces of broken conch shell beads alternated 

with bits of bamboo. One string having the token value of about four annas of Indian money 

(Hutton, I.H.1969:72). 

Spinning and Weaving: The Nagas generally wear self-made cloths. Only women 

perform weaving. There is an interesting tradition among the few Tangkhul Naga villages of 

Ukhrul (Manipur), that as far as possible villagers prevent their girl from marrying into a 

village where a weaving industry is not practised (Hodson, T.C. 1989:47). This evidence 

indicates the importance of weaving craft in Naga tradition. The weaving process starts with 

seeding, which is done by rolling a round stick over the raw cotton on a flat stone. Then 

spinning is done by spindle-whorl. It consists of a long pen shaped hard wooden piece (Sagar 

Palm) with a stone whorl. For spinning, the operator places the lower end on a broken piece 

of pot and spins it with a drawing motion against her right thigh (Mills, J.P. 1973:91). The 

thread collects above the stone until the spindle is full. It is then damped with hot rice water. 

After draying it becomes hard and ready for weaving. The loom is a tension loom, which is 

made of wood and is handled by single woman. 

Embroidery work is done with a bamboo needle and a fine pick of hard wood. The 

decorative motifs comprise geometrical pattern. The thread is twisted with a little wax (Mills, 

J.P. 1973:92). The Nagas also paint their cloths by the indigenous method. The pigment is 

prepared by the juice of a tree (Chengko) which is mixed with very strong rice beer and the 

ash of bamboo leaves or chengko leaves. After this preparation finally grey fluid is prepared 

which is applied with a pointed piece of bamboo (Mills, J.P. 1973:94). 

Carpentry and Basketry:Wood works related to the daily articles are the 

manufacturing of different types of utensils. Wooden dishes are carved out from the   solid 

piece and polished with a certain type of leaf called poktsok. A cheaper, lighter dish is made 

of bamboo. For making this, a section of node free bamboo is cut and shaved down. When it 

becomes thin, then spilted in one side and warmed over fire until it can be opened out flat. 

Two slits are then cut at each end and folded and firstly laced with cane ( Mills, J.P. 

1973:97). They also make several drinking vessels and containers of bamboo. Besides utility 

items decorative carvings in wood with of conventional designs like men, tigers, hornbill, 

pythons, mitthun heads etc are also done. These designs are carved in relief and its purpose 

varies from head hunting; decoration of youth dormitory to funerary images erected for 

warriors and other important persons (Vidyarthi, L.P. 1986:101). In carving of human 
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figures, main emphasis is paid to the head. For making the images, outline is first sketched 

with charcoal and rest of the surface is carved out sufficiently to leave it in high relief.  

Basketry among the Nagas is highly developed. Split bamboo and cane are the usual 

materials for basket making. Among the Ao Nagas, men and boys exclusively do this work. 

There are no professional basket makers, every family produces baskets according to their 

own necessities. Carrying baskets are generally pointed at bottom. Some baskets especially 

the flat bottom cylindrical baskets, which are used for staining beer, are  so closed woven as 

to be practically water-tight. The only instrument, which is used for basket making is the 

spike of cow, dog or monkey bone (Mills, J.P. 1973:100). 

Stone Work: The stone work is not widely practiced by the Nagas. The Ao Nagas 

produce very few items of stone such as pipe bowl and spindle-whorl (Mills, J.P.1973:99). 

For these items soft grey stones are used as raw material. A suitable piece is selected and 

scrapped to the desired shape with an old dao and hollowed by a little chisel made of broken 

hoe. The outer portion is rubbed and smothered on stone. After being smeared with rice water 

it is left to be smoked over the fire. Finally, two coatings of a juice  of parasitic tree called 

charak is applied which give it dull black colour. 

Pottery Making:Among the Nagas only few groups or clans of the Semas, Aos and 

Mao manufacture the earthen ware. Two Tangkhul villages namely Hundung and Longbi are 

also traditionally engaged in pottery making (Shimmi, Y.L.R.:1988:28). It is exclusively the 

job of women, although men help them during the setting and firing of the pots. There is a 

belief among the Semas that if men approach, the pots break in firing (Hutton, J.H. 1968:54). 

The important types of pots are jar, cooking pot, miniature pot, ring footed bowls etc. 

Miniature pots with handle are exclusively used for ceremonial  purpose by the Semas 

(Hutton, J.H. 1968:55). They also make a double cooking pot with a partition in the middle 

for cooking rice and meat simultaneously. The storage pots are bigger than cooking pots. The 

rims are generally outturned with beveled labial flanged lip (Singh, O.K. 1999:62). The 

exterior surface usually bears cord impressions. The pots are generally made between the 

final reaping of harvest and the millet sowing. 

The pots are exclusively hand made (Mills, J.P. 1973:95). Few groups of the 

Tangkhul Nagas of Manipur follow the coil method in which clay rolls are spirally  round a 

bamboo stem as the shape form like a plaint cylinder and then it is modeled by hand to 

reuired shape (Hodson, T.C. 1989:48). 

The Changki group of the Ao Naga (Mills, J.P. 1973:94) and the Mao Naga of Oinam 

village (Senpati district) of Manipur produce the earthen ware by hand modeling with the 

help of few simple implements(Singh, O.K. 1999:61-63).There are several implements, used 

in various stages of pot making. L. Wooden sticks – (a) about 1/2m. long cylindrical stick for 

moulding. (b) a stick with broad ends 2. Beater – (a) plain and cord wrapped (b) grooved 

beater. 3. Smoothing stick or bamboo sliver – It is used for smoothing the surface. It tapers at 

both ends with a lenticular cross-section and about 30 cm in length. 4.Anvil – It is made of 

both stone and terracotta and spherical in shape, used as support from inside during the 

process of shaping. 5. Wooden pestle and mortar are used for pounding the clay and 

tempering materials. Mortar is also used for kneading the clay. 
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The process of pot making starts with the mixing and pounding the clay. Locally 

available red and grey clay are mixed in which the proportion of red clay is slightly larger. In 

the Tangkhul villages, Ferro magnesium mineral of quartzite is grounded into powder and 

proportionally mixed  with clay (Shimmi,Y.L.R. 1988:28). Through this mixture, clay balls 

of different sizes are made. 

The rough shape of the pot is prepared by the moulding of the suitable clay ball on the 

knee. One end is beaten with the help of cylindrical stick to obtain a wide hollow and slightly 

conical shape. For shoulder and neck portion the wider hollow end is pressed out from inside 

with fingers. Then it is lightly beaten with plain beater. After this the rim is made by fingers.  

Enlargement of pot is also done by plain beater. During the beating process whenever 

thin surface is found it is made thick by adding paste. When desired shapes and sizes are 

obtained it is finished by beating with the cord-wrapped or grooved beater. This gives a rough 

outer surface to the pot. Finally, it is smoothen by scrapping with the help of bamboo sliver. 

If needed ring, foot is made by fixing a roll of paste as ring at the base. The entire process, 

right from the making of paste ball to a finished product takes about one hour. Finished pots 

are dried for one full day in the sun. Sometimes pots are also dried on the rack over the 

family fire-place. 

Firing is done in open. Generally, It is done either before the sunrise or after sunsent, 

when fire could easily be controlled. There is a belief related to this, that fire is harder to 

control in the day than at night. Pots are piled over the bed of straw and small branches, on 

very low platforms of bamboo, and covered with the same materials. Two or three successive 

layers of pots are arranged, alternated with the layers of straw and twigs. Finally, it is covered 

with straw and looks like a small mound. Then it is lighted at one of the edges and takes two 

or three hours to get the pot completely fired. 

Settlement Pattern: The Naga tribes traditionally live in a well-defined territory. 

Their villages are permanent and sedentary. Some of them are very large, containing as many 

as 500 houses and the smallest one have at least 50 (Rowney, H.B. 1969:100). The villages of 

Naga are generally situated on hill tops, at the altitudes of 1200 m (Das, N.K. 1995.384). In 

old days villages were fortified with stockades, deep ditches and stone walls with wooden 

gateways (Hutton, J.H. 1969:44). A village is traditionally divided into wards, normally 

based on clan. These clan territories had their own gates. There is no regular plan for the 

village. Houses are constructed all over the village in disorganized fashion. The main street 

gathers all the refuse of the village and serves as an outlet for rainy water (Hodson, T.C. 

1989:42). 

The houses are large and usually single storeyed. They are made of bamboos, wooden 

planks and locally available grasses. The houses invariably face east, especially in Manipur. 

It may be due to the direction of westerly winds which cause danger of fires inside the 

houses. The stones are piled two to three feet high from the ground on which rests the 

structure. However, the houses of the Angamis are directly built on ground (Hutton, J.H. 

1969:50). The walls are made of bamboo matting, but often dry missionary is used upto a 

height of about three feet. The front wall is of large wooden boards and the inner partitions of 

small planks(Bahadur, K.P. 1977:34). Roofs are thatched and gable, ended in which slopes 
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are made towards rear portion, which is very low in height. To protect the roof from the 

strong winds, its sides almost tough the ground (Hodson, T.C. 1989:41)Thatching is done by 

the little bundles of the grasses, in which each are tied separately to the frame of the roofs. 

The Naga house may be broadly divided into three parts – front, middle and rear 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:53). Front compartment is a big room used for husking the paddy and 

keeping the implements and household objects. The middle pat is multipurpose room, used 

for cooking and sleeping. The rear portion is long and narrow room, which is the bedroom of 

the owner. In this room paddy is stored in a giant basket. In some houses below the giant 

basket, a deep pit is dug. When fire or war breaks, the basket is simply cut open and paddy is 

poured into the pit (Shimmi, Y.L.R. 1988:14). 

The houses are usually windowless, although few have small holes. The doors are 

made of solid wood and bamboo. Their granaries are situated at the short distance from the 

dwelling house. They are constructed in same manner as dwelling houses. These have raised 

floors  and apart from grains valuable properties are also kept in it (Hodson, T.C. 1989:42). In 

the Tangkhul  Naga village, store-holes are dug in the earth in which grains are placed for 

safety. 

The houses are decorated with paintings and carvings. Mainly geometrical patterns 

are used for decoration. The front part of the rich Angami houses are painted with men and 

women, shields, mithun, and hornbill feathers. The Chakesang frequently use clay models of 

men (in ceremonial dress), mithun and other animals. 

Household Objects: The Nagas household objects are mostly made of bamboo and 

wood (Hutton, J.H. 1969:57). They also use earthen pots of different shapes and sizes used 

mostly for cooking, and fermenting liquor. Cups, drinking vessels and small water containers 

are made of bamboo, while bowls, spoons and platters are made of wood. Horns of the 

domestic mithun are also used as drinking vessel. Gourds are used for storing and carrying 

liquor. 

Except the earthen ware each family makes almost all the articles. They also make 

several types of basket as per requirement. A large bamboo basket, narrow at the bottom and 

swelling towards the top is used for keeping cloths and other items (Hutton, J.H. 1969:58). 

Social Structure 

 The most important unit of Naga social system is the clan, which consists of a number 

of families. A Naga village may be defined as a cluster of independent clans occupying 

distinct territories. Each clan traditionally enjoys its autonomy in terms of economic rights 

and other political matters. The clans are strictly exogamous and are believed to be descended 

from a common ancestor, by whose name in many case the clan is known after. Among the 

Naga society clan hierarchy at village level is also evident by the recruitment of priests and 

other politico-religious specialists from specific clan (Das, N.K. 1995: 376). 

 The Changs are divided into four major exogamous clans – Kanghau, Ong, Hongang 

and Lamou. Among them Kanghau claim the highest position in village level stratification. 

The new village is normally founded by the member of this clan. The chief priest is selected 

from the Ong clan and the oldest member of this clan is regarded as religious specialist whose 
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duty is to announce the time and date for village festival. The oldest member of Lamou clan 

announces the date and time for launching agricultural activities. At the same time a person 

with proven ability in war was given the status of the chief. 

Chieftainship has been another characteristic feature of Naga society. The village 

chief has to perform the dual responsibility as religious and secular head. Being a religious 

chief he presides over all religious festivals and is the first man to sow seeds and to harvest. 

The chief of the Konyaks, Maos and Semas are the most powerful. Among the Semas there is 

a tradition that, theoretically if not practically, the chief distributed the land and forest area 

amongst the villagers as per their requirement and received some sort of tribute in return. 

(Das, N.K. 1995:377). 

Family is the basic unit of Naga society, which is of patrilineal character (Das, N.K. 

1995:378). The family usually consists of a married couple and their unmarried children, 

living in a separate house (Hodson, T.C. 1989:79). All sons inherit the fathers property 

equally, but the eldest son receives lion’s share. Though a woman can possess property but as 

a rule she cannot inherit ancestral property(Ao, P.S. 1954:54). But among several Nagas such 

as Angami, Chakhesang the married daughters enjoy legal right over paternal property (Das, 

N.K. 1995:378). 

Both ceremonial and informal marriages are practiced. For marriage, usually clan-

exogamy is followed. In the ceremonial marriage man takes the help of an old woman who 

acts as mediator and settles the bride-price, normally includes a spear, two pigs, sixteen fowls 

(Bahadur, K.P. 1977:62). Marriage by service is also prevalent but in a very limited scale. 

The nature of bride-price varies from one group to other. The bride-price to the Kabui Nagas 

of Manipur include seven buffaloes, two daos, two spears, two strings of beads of conch-

shell, two ear ornaments, two eating vessels, two cloth and two hoes. Among the Quoirengs 

and Chirus in lieu of bride-price, service is accepted (Hodson, T.C. 1989:91). The bride-price 

of the Aos consists of 50 to 60 baskets of rice, a leather shield and one or more daos (Mills, 

J.P. 1973:271). In the Tangkhul Nagas if the selected girl is from accepted village of the clan 

there is no bride price (Hodson, T.C. 1989:90). 

Dress and Ornaments: The traditional dress of male includes a small cloth worn 

round the waist like loin or kilt and a long cotton cloth as upper garment, which is used only 

in cold season as shawl (Hodson, T.C. 1989:25). The upper garment is made by 4 to 6 pieces, 

neatly stitched together. Occasionally, the one end of the kilt forming the flap in front is 

decorated with cowrie-shell as a sign of martial achievement.  

The female’s dress consists of a small petticoat, armless jacket and shirt like cloths, 

reaching up to waist or knee (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:52). A broad cloth is generally used as 

upper garment, the opposite corners of which are taken up and knotted over the shoulders 

covering the back and bosom. Sometimes, petticoats are ornamented with bells, beads and 

cowrie-shells (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:78). The women of the Sema Nagas use a string of 

cowrie, as belt over the petticoat and also wear under belt a broad girdle decorated with 

yellow beads (Hutton, J.H.1968:17). 
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The Nagas are very fond of ornaments. Both men and women use several types of 

ornaments made of marine shell, semi-precious stones, ivory, wood, cane and metals like 

brass. Almost all major parts of the body are ornamented. Now a days white seeds of jobs-tea 

are used as substituted to cowries (Hutton, J.H. 1969:27). 

Necklace – It usually consists of 5 to 7 rows of beads which are closely strung 

(Shimmi, Y.L.R. 1988: 17). These beads are generally of oval shaped and are made of white 

shell, polished carnelian (long hexagonal shaped), coral, coloured glass etc. Sometimes, 

beads are also made of row plantain boiled in some solution (Shimmi Y.L.R. 1988: 17). 

Another necklace like ornament which is worn occasionally as scarf also is formed of an 

oblong piece of wood, covered with alternate rows of white seeds and black and red hair and 

bunch of red hair all around. This is suspended from the shoulder by a cotton rope 

ornamented with cowries and long tuft of black and red hair. The hair used in Naga 

ornaments is human hair taken from scalps of enemies and the red ones are goat/s hair which 

is dyed (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:50) 

Armlet – Armlets and bracelets are made of ivory, cane, and are frequently worn in 

hand. These are sometimes decorated with cowries and hair. From shoulders to elbows men 

encase their arms with many rings of cane, large at shoulder and gradually decreasing 

towards the elbow. Usually wood and cane armlets are coloured. The girls generally wear 

coiled bracelets in upper arm and brass ring in each lower arm. On the wrist bracelets of 

cowrie are worn. The ivory and wood articles are comparatively lighter so are used in upper 

parts of arm (Woodthorpe,R.G. 1969:51,77). 

Earring – Among some Naga groups both men and women sear earrings flattened to 

the top of ears. The ear is pierced in several places to receive the huge hunches of cotton 

wool or brass rings. 

Legging – It is usually made of cane and worn tightly at the ankle and below the knee 

(Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:51). The Tangkhul wear cane or brass rings coiled below the knee 

and are said to give support during climbing (Hodson, T.C. 1989:32). 

Around the waist the canes are  drawn in several turns – one man had as many as 19 

runs, which total length is about 40 feet (Woodthorpe, R.G. 1969:77). 

Shell, beads and cowries are obtained by trade. A number of people of a particular 

village named Khonama go to Calcutta to trade and come back through Burma and Manipur 

(Mills, J.P. 1973:49) 

Religious Practices 

 Now a days, although most of the Nagas have adopted Christianity, still the traditional 

religion is practiced and can be traced in their daily activities. The traditional religion is 

mainly based on the nature and spirit worship. 

According to the Semas belief all spirits are divided into three distinct classes-the 

spirit of supreme creator who regarded usually as beneficent; spirits of sky and spirits of earth 

(Hutton, J.H. 1968:191). The spirits of earth are generally harmful and beneficent only when 

they are propitiated.  The Angamis also believe in a supreme creator and the existence of 
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several evil spirits which reside in rocks, trees and water-pools (Davis, A.W. 1969:506). 

These are usually propitiated in case illness by offerings of fowls, pigs or cattle. The Ao 

believes that Sun is the deity, which can straightway affect the health of their cattle and crops. 

They pray Sun and Moon as the spirits of field and village (Mills, J.P. 1973:215). During the 

every occasion Sun and Moon are addressed first but no particular ceremony is performed in 

their honour. Only those spirits or supernatural powers are worshipped who reside in stone, 

trees or peaks of the hills. 

Among the Nagas, stones are considered as objects of superstitious awe. Special 

stones, situated at different locations of the hills and riverbanks are regarded as the abode of 

spirits. Many Angami clans keep a stone usually near the village gate and regard these as the 

abode of the spirit. In the Lhota morung, a medium sized round stone is kept as the abode of a 

spirit. Rituals are performed before these stones. 

Apart from sacrificing to propitiate the spirits other means are also practiced. The Ao 

Nagas make wooden images and place them near the village gate to frighten the spirits away 

(Shimmi, Y.L.R. 1998:125). Other Naga tribes also erect images and branches of tree at the 

village gates or on door of the house for the same purpose. 

Priestly caste (with special power and status) is not found among the Nagas (Mills, 

J.P. 1973:243). For the simple ceremonies of the home and field a man performs the required 

rituals. But for the ceremonies, related to clan, clan priest is called. This is not a heriditory 

post. Generally, old and experienced persons are selected as priests. Each clan in a village 

may have one to four priests. Another old man is attached to each priest as his assistant. On 

the death of the priest his assistant takes his place and a new assistant is choosen. 

Disposal of the Death: The Nagas generally follow the practice of burying the dead 

body. The burial place is usually situated near or infront. Of the deceased’s house. It may also 

be located at the side of the path within the village or immediate vicinity of the village 

(Hutton, J.H. 1969:47; Sahay, B.N. 1965:55). Very young childrens are usually buried inside 

the house (Hutton, J.H. 1968:244). Those who are killed in battle or by wild animals are 

buried in one place out side the village (Brown, R. 1969:487). 

The Angamis graves are normally built of stones, which are either circular or 

rectangular (Hutton, J.H. 1969:47, 226). The body is buried in a wooden coffin alongwith a 

dao, two spears, split stick (fire stick), a young alive chicken. A bitter seed is placed between 

the teeth and then brought out for the burial. Large flat stones are used as lid of the coffin. 

Finally, the grave is carefully filled with the rubble and earth. Next day the close relatives of 

the deceased come and feast and then they put the skull of the scarified animal (generally 

cattle) over the grave along with the ornaments, weapons and cloths of the deceased. Many 

rites and rituals continue up for several days. 

The Sema graves are lined with wooden planks and is about 3 feet deep. The body is 

placed on a plank at the bottom with a spear, dao, and at least one string of conch-shell beads. 

In Ashimi village a bead and some fragments of foodstuffs is placed between all the fingers 

of the dead (Hutton, J.H. 1968:244). A boy is given sharpened bamboo instead of spear. 

When the body has been laid in the grave a piece of resinous pinewood is taken and lit, and 
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the body is fumigated to drive away worms, flies and insects. Cross pieces of stick are then 

put across the grave over the body. Finally, it is covered by plank and then filled with earth. 

Some people erect thatched structure over the burial like menhir. 

Occasionally, a wooden life-size status of deceased is made and setup over the grave 

(Hutton, J.H. 1968:246). Angamis also practice illustrative example of this type of custom 

(Pemberton, R.B. 1969:53). The orientation of corpse in such a way that when buried, look 

towards the house in which they lived when alive (Hutton, J.H. 1968:247). 

For burying the dead body, Tangkhul Nagas prefer the hard rocky place, with an 

intention to make the strong and leak proof grave. The another reason may be that a grave is 

used again and again till a new one is dug (Sahay, B.N. 1965:55). The grave is big enough to 

accommodate the belongings (spear, cloth, basket etc.) of deceased along with corpse. Dog 

and pig must be offered near the bed of the dead. After some time (6 to 8 years) if another 

death takes place in the family the same grave is opened and the skeleton along with other 

materials are removed and put in ordinary pit in the garden or near the house. Then the recent 

dead is buried in the same grave with same rituals. Kabui Naga also follows the similar 

system. 

The Aos and the Konyaks do not bury the corpse in earth, instead the dead body is 

smoked on a platform or tree, which is shaped somewhat like a house, with all belonging of 

the deceased (Hutton, J.H. 1969:375). The body is kept in a coffin for ten days to two 

months. After being smoked the head is removed and put in an earthen pot, which is covered 

with palm leaf and put under the platform. The heads of the dead being ultimately collected 

in one place (Hutton, J.H. 1969:386). For smoking the dead bodies, the Aos wrap the corpse 

in cloths and keep on a platform in outer room and light a fire under it. The dried corpse is 

then kept till the text harvest is ready to consume. It is then laid out on a platform near village 

path (Mills, J.P. 1973: 279). After sometime body falls and bones becomes part of soils,  

Disposal of Animals: When a hunting dog dies, it is often buried with a bit of an old 

cloth. A favourite dog is usually killed when its master dies (Hutton, J.H. 1968:71). Among 

the Semas it is a tradition that if man has killed a tiger, leopard or bear and he possess no dog 

at the time of death, a dog is bought and then killed with this belief that the souls of the dog 

would go with the dead man and guard him from the attack of the animals, he has killed in his 

life time. Among the Ao Nagas when such dogs dies, three leaves of rice and three leaves of 

meat are put in the grave and buried them behind the house (Mills, J.P. 1973:135). It seems 

that all the Nagas pay respect to hunting dogs in burial. 

Stone Monuments / Megaliths: Few Nagas, mainly the Angamis and the Kachchas 

erect the commemorative stones in the memory of deceased persons. Sometimes, these are 

setup by individuals during their lifetime to commemorate the feast given on the occasion 

(Godwin-Austen, H.H. 1969:531). These memorial stones are erected along the sites of the 

path leading to the village. The boulders are dragged up to required place on wooden sledges, 

shaped like a boat and formed out of a forked tree (Pemberton, R.B. 1969:54). The memorial 

stones may be broadly categorised into two groups – menhirs and stone platforms (Rao, S.N. 

1991:118). 
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The menhirs are setup in a row and their usual numbers are one to three. These are 

placed, gradually decreasing in size from left to right, and height is about 10 to 12 feet 

(Godwin-Austen, H.H. 1969:531). 

Hutton has divided the stone platforms into four categories by Hutton ((Hutton, J.H. 

1926:74): 

(a) Dahu – Rectangular pyramidal structure. 

(b) Tehuka – A raised level space, surrounded by stones, on which man can sit. 

(c) Kwehu – built in the form of a mound of earth, leveled at the top and cirmounted 

with a circular wall or sometimes wooden statue of deceased. 

(d) Baze – it is a rectangular stone platform furnished with steps. 

Apart from these, the Konyaks use stone receptacles for keeping the skulls. It is a sort 

of box hollowed out of sandstones and covered with rough slab. However, its use is very 

limited and earthen wares are generally used for this purpose. 

All the groups of Nagas practice shifting cultivation. Though their main agricultural 

land is shifted from one to other place, they have permanent base camps in the form of large 

village. Due to long duration settlements the cluster of a number of shelters, along with 

devices for protection, granaries etc. feature the habitat. Domestication of animals though 

support the economy. Does no add substantially to the day to day food consumption. The 

animals are used for barter system and rituals in most of the cases. Use of rudimentary pots 

and a large quantity of bamboo and basket containers are noteworthy. Stone celts have 

special magico-religious significant and construction of menhirs for the disposal of dead are 

the features perhaps useful for archaeological remains. Placement of graves in front of the 

houses by the Sema Nagas is like wise noteworthy. Burial of hunting dogs with master too is 

a comparable feature with archaeological findings. 

THE LUSHAI-MIZO 

“Mizo” is a generic term, which includes several major and minor tribes from a single 

ancestry, inhabiting in Mizoram. The major groups are the Lushai, Ralti, Hmar, Paite and 

Paur (thanga, L.B. 1978:5). All of these are known to almost one language and common way 

of Life. Among these Lushai is a typical group, which is distributed throughout the Mizoram, 

except the northern parts of Aizwal. Mizos claim that they had migrated from a place called 

Chhinlung in Shan state of China, passing through different region of Myanmar (Burma). A 

traditional belief is Prevalent among the Lushai that their ancestors have originated from a 

mythical cave (Goswami, B.B. et al. 1995:80). The migratory habit of the Mizos appears to 

develop due to the conflicts, raids and attacks among various tribal clans, as a result of which 

they keep changing their settlements (Nag, C.R. 1993:21). The following description is 

mainly based on the cultural pattern of the Lushai-Mizo. 

Subsistence and Economy 

The subsistence of the Lushai-Mizo is primarily based on shifting cultivation, supplemented 

by hunting and fishing. The land belongs to the community as a whole. earlier the chiefs were 
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entitled to allot the land but now village council allots the land to each family for shifting, 

cultivation (Goswami, B.B.et al. 1995:87). The allotment does not imply its ownership right 

forever. The major crops grown are paddy, millet, beans, cotton, sweet gourd, maize and 

vegetables. Some of the Lushais are good horticulturist also. They cultivate one plot for one 

or two successive years (Nag, C.R, 1993:24). Knowledgeable persons were involved in 

searching for cultivable plots and then gets the privilege to choose the land first of his choice. 

Normally family members do the clearing of the field but if required, the help of borrowed 

labour are also opted. 

Hunting: both collective and individual hunting are practiced by the Lushais. They snare 

animals like porcupine, deer, wild cat, monkey, tiger etc. The main hunting implements are 

bow and arrows, spear and dao (Nag, C.R. 1993:26). 

Fishing: fishing is done on limited scale. Different type of fishes are trapped either by 

bamboo traps or by using poisonous herbs to stupefy the fishes. Community fishing 

expeditions are also undertaken. 

Domestication of Animals: The main domestic animals are pig, goat, dog and fowl. The 

animals are breeded in captive for the purpose of meat supply during the off-season and easy 

availability of animal offering for sacrifices in the religious functions (Nag, C.R. 1994:23). 

Food Habit: The main food items of the Lushai are leafy vegetables, pork and rice. They are 

very found of meat Pig’s fat is used as oil for cooking and for lighting lamp also. The weater 

is preserved in bamboo containers after it has percolated through some concoction of ashes of 

fuel wood (Paul, G. 1955:160). Like other Mongolian tribes they do not take milk as part of 

their food. Local rice-beer or zu is a favourite drink of the Lushais, which is often consumed 

at the occasions of religious functions. Rice is simply boiled while meat, vegetable are 

cooked with chilly and salt. 

Settlement Pattern 

The traditional village originally were uni-ethnic only, recently formed village are 

multi-ethnic also. Located on the top of hills or ridges, the villages do not follow any plan 

(Goswami, B.B.et al. 1995:81). The houses are constructed according to the nature of 

terrains. 

The traditional houses are rectangular in shape and built on wooden piles, with 

bamboo matting walls and thatched roof made of straw, grass and leave. Cane is used as tying 

item. Doors are also made by bamboo matting, while wooden plank is used for floor. After 

the main entrance, there is a covered varandah, followed by a big hall. The different parts of 

the hall are used for cooking, sleeping and dining activities. The hearth is always situated in 

one corner, usually near the front door. It is made of stone or an iron plate and raised about 6 

to 8 inch above the floor level (Goswami, B.B. et al. 1995:11). In few cases there is a small 

enclosure for pigs just below the dwellings. At some places in North Lushai hills, several 

caches are made out side the village, to store the grains (Hodson, T.C. 1989:44). 

Social Structure 
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The society of Lushai-Mizos is divided in a number of clans and sub-clans. Family is 

the basic unit, based on patrilineal system. The youngest son inherits father’s property 

including the ancestral home and he continues to live with his parents (Goswami, B.B.et al. 

1995:84). But in the case of Chieftainship the inheritance is through the eldest son. Both 

nuclear and extended types of family are found. When a son gets married, he establishes a 

new house with the help of parents. Some share of property is also given to him (Paul, G. 

1955:162). 

Polygamy was the main format of the society in earlier days, but now it is confined to 

the class of chief only (Nag, S.C. 1993:89). Marriage is settled through negotiation and boy’s 

father initiates the proposal. There are two categories of bride-price – main and subsidiary 

(Bareh, H.M. 2001:31). The main price goes to father and brothers of the bride, while the 

subsidiary price is distributed among the close relatives of the bride. Those who receives the 

share of bride-price, give a cock which in collected form taken to groom’s house as a sign of 

blessing. The main bride-price is calculated in terms of mithuns. It is obligatory for the bride 

of bring some articles like cloth, blanket, basket, weaving materials, ornaments etc. to her 

husband’s house. The bride-price (either in cash or kind) is paid in installments, which 

continues even up to the old age (Paul, G. 1955:161). 

Traditionally, each village is governed by a chief, assisted by a council of elders 

(Bareh, H.M. 2001:324). Every year chief gets a substantial amount of paddy from every 

household of the village as a token of gratitude for his role as guardian. The main functions of 

the chief are the distribution of Jhum land, fixing the date of annual functions, to solve the 

village and family disputes. During the Jhumming the entire village works as a single unit. 

Dress and Ornaments: The dress of the Lushais are similar to that of Burmese (Paul, 

G. 1955:160). On festive occasions, both men and women wear a lungi made of locally 

produced cotton. The upper dress of male consists of a large piece of cloth, which is worn in 

such a way that the right arm always remains uncovered. The female’s upper garment is full 

sleeved. 

The important ornaments may be put into following groups (Nag, C.R. 1993:20). 

Hairpins are made of bone, brass and iron. Two-pronged pins, with brass head is a popular 

item. Since, both men and women keeps long hair a number of combs, hairpins are popular 

among them. Earrings are mostly used by men and made of wood and ivory. These are so 

made that its head looks flat. Necklaces are generally made of semi-precious stones such as 

agate, carnelian etc. tiger’s tooth and white goat’s hairs are also worn round the neck. The 

semi-precious stones are imported from Burma. 

Pottery Making: Few Mizo groups are also involved in pottery making, which is a 

quite specialized work and only few women know this art (Rengsi, V. 1991:316). The 

different size of pots are made by hand, only for cooking and storing purpose. In Mizo area a 

particular kind of clay, reddish-brown in colour, is found in forest which is used for pot 

making (Saraswati, B. & N.K. Buhura. 1966:80). It has gruable taste and sometimes children 

eat this clay. Even some animals especially tigers lick it and hunters trace their game by the 

source of this clay. 
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After pulverizing and cleaning the clay lump, fine piece of potsherds or fine grift are 

mixed with clay, for making the pot strong. The mixture is well kneaded by hand and then 

poundered with mortar and pestle. The entire potting operation is performed by hand. For the 

pot making, first the neck is made and after hardening in sun the best of the body is joined to 

it. Finally, by beating the surface desired shapes of the pot are obtained. For firing, no proper 

kiln is used. Pots are fired by pilling up dry spilt bamboos and leaves all around the pots. 

Religious Practices 

Before the advent of Christian missionaries they used to be animistic, believing in a 

supreme creator and number of other good and evil spirits, dwelling in the nearby streams, 

mountains, and valleys. To propitiate these spirits they used to perform sacrifice on almost 

every occasion like hunting, agriculture, sickness etc. there is no permanent place or an alter 

to perform sacrifices (Nag, C.R. 1993:57). The altars are made at the time of religious 

ceremonies, which are demolished after the rituals are over. For getting success in hunting, 

villagers annually perform a hunting sacrifice. It is done at night with the offering of a pig on 

the main road just out side the village at the southern entrance. The Lushai-Mizo has strong 

belief in superstition. For instance while burning operation of jhum field, if the flames 

produced a peculiar “huk-huk” sound by believe that jhum field should be abandoned. (Nag, 

C.R. 1993:52). Similarly, there is a belief amongst them that when a man dies his spirit enters 

the village with the spirits of all animals and human being killed by him in his lifetime 

(Tiwari, S.K. 1994:355). There is another belief related to the sacrifice of animals that the 

sacrificed animal will shown the path to the next world and shall also accompany the soul. In 

case of any attack on him the animals were there to receive the wound. 

Festivals: Almost all the festivals or Kuts are in some way or other connected with 

agricultural operations. The main festivals are Mim Kut, Chapchar Kut and Pawl Kut 

(Goswami, B.B.et al. 1995:20-21). Mim Kut is performed when any crop other than paddy is 

first reaped and usually celebrated in the months of August and September after the 

harvesting of maize crop. Maize-bread and fresh vegetables are placed on the memorials of 

dead. Chapchar Kut is held sometimes in March when the most arduous work, cutting, of 

jungle is finished. It is celebrated for 3 to 4 days. Many sacrifices are performed. Powl Kut is 

celebrated after the paddy harvesting in December. 

Village priest performs all the rituals. In the society two type of priests are worked - on which 

performs the religious rites of the village, and the other is to propitiate evil spirits out side the 

village (Bareh, H.M. 2001:325). 

Disposal of the Dead: the Lushais dispose the dead body by burial, and the burial 

place is usually located in front of the house or within the courtyard (Nag, C.R. 1993:67). 

Formerly, two methods were used for preparing the bottom and sides of the graves – sticks 

are arranged in graves of common people, while stones are used for special persons (Thanga, 

L.B. 1978:27). The corpse is always buried at the evening time and weapons and instruments 

used in the lifetime of the deceased are also kept in the grave. The recent in the burial 

practice is to wrap blue cloth for common person’s dead body. But in case of the chief’s dead 

body, elaborate and expansive practice is followed (Parry, N.E. 1991:137). The corpse is first 

placed into a wooden coffin and is kept near the wall of the deceased house. A special hearth 
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is made near the coffin, and a bamboo tube is so placed that its one end touches the stomach 

of the dead body through the coffin and the other end fixed into soil near the hearth. The 

coffin then is sealed airtight. The hearth is kept burning day and night continuously until the 

corpse has been entirely desiccated. After a month the coffin is opened to see the progress. A 

body usually takes about 3 to 5 months to desiccate. The tube also allows the decaying matter 

and gasses given off by the corpse to escape into the ground. In this process the fleshy part 

gets completely burnt and then the skull and long bones are collected and preserved in a 

basket and remaining parts are buried in an earthen pot. After one year a memorial stone is 

erected. 

In case of accidental death, the corpse is buried out side the village. Corpse of a child 

under one year is buried in a large earthen pot with a hard boiled egg and some porcupine 

quills with this belief that egg would lead the baby’s spirit to the spirit world and quills would 

escort the bay’s spirit. 

The Lushai-Mizo appears to be a migratory tribe of the East Asia. Though they 

practice Jhum cultivation, their social format is composed of a number of original and 

modern traits, which can be seen in case of disposal of dead and also socio-religious 

practices. 

THE GAROS 

 The Garos of Meghalaya are mainly concentrated in the Garo hills, situated in the 

western parts of Meghalaya Plateau. Few of them are also found in the valley and 

surrounding areas. They are short in stature and have Mongoloid features. Garos are divided 

into a number of sub-tribes (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:18). There is no authentic information 

about the origin of the Garos. According to their traditions they came originally from Tibet 

and after wandering in Brahmaputra Valley and North-Bengal, settled down in present habitat 

(Sangma, M. 1991:304). Playfair has mentioned that in Western Meghalaya, where the Garos 

migrated, was already inhabited by some other groups (Playfair, I.A. 1975). Linguistically, 

they are related to the Bodo group of the Tibeto-Burman family, distributed all over Assam 

(Majumdar, D.N. 1978:17). 

Subsistence and Economy 

The subsistence pattern of the Garos is mainly based on traditional shifting 

cultivation. Since, this type of agriculture can provide food only for 6 to 7 months, they have 

to depend on hunting, fishing, and gathering of natural food. One plot is used for 2 

consecutive years and then left fallow for 7 years (Playfair, I.A. 1975:35). In past the 

regeneration cycle was 20 to 30 years and now due to the growth of population it has been 

reduced to 5 to 7 years (Roy, S.K. 1981:217). A number of crops such as paddy (Oryza 

sativa), millet )Eleusine corakana), maize (Zeamays), white gourd (Benincasa cerifer), red 

gourd (Cucurbita maxima), gourd (Lugenaria vulgaries) arum (colacasia antiguorum), yam 

(Dioscorea sp.), bean (Phoselus sp.), ginger (Zingiber officnale), and cotton (Gossypium) are 

grown in Jhum field (Roy, S.K. 1981: 198-99). 

The process of Jhum cultivation is almost same throughout the Meghalaya. The Jhum 

land is considered community land and with the permission of village headman, the villagers 



165 
 

are assigned their stretch of land. Cutting of vegetation starts from late December to the end 

of January. Big trees are not felled, only branches are cut off. The plots are fired during dry 

months on a day fixed by villagers. After firing, the un-burnt logs are cleared and sowing is 

started after the first rain in the months of May. The following methods are followed for the 

sowing of different seeds and plants (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:54): 

(a) A hole is dug with the hoe and the root of the plant is planted; 

(b) Through the digging stick, holes are made in ground and 2 to 3 seeds are put and 

covered with soil; 

(c) Seeds (millets) are first broadcast and then soil is lightly hoed so the seeds are 

mixed with soil; 

(d) First the seeds are mixed with soils and then simply broadcasted. 

Two or three weedings are done during the entire period. For this the soils are slightly 

loosened with the hoe and then unwanted weeds are pulled out by hand. Harvesting is done in 

different phases in accordance with the maturity of the crops. Millet is harvested first in July 

while paddy in August to September. Cotton is cultivated during November to December 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:34). 

During the first year, a number of crops are sown along with paddy but in second year 

only one crop (paddy) is grown. The fields are weeded twice in the case of forest and thrice 

in case of growth of bamboos. 

From clearing to setting fire and exclusively done by male, while sowing, weeding 

and harvesting are the responsibility of female. 

Agricultural Implements: The important agricultural tools are hoe, digging stick, 

dao (choppers), bamboo rake etc. (Roy, S.K. 1981:202-203). Hoe is made in two parts – a 

blade and a handle. The blade is made of iron, pointed part of which is inserted in compact 

and slightly bented portion of the bamboo handle. The handle and blade form an angle of 40 

to 50. This tool is primarily used by female, exclusively for weeding. Digging stick is about 

1 to 2 m length and 5 cm in diameter. Its both ends are pointed. Axe or Chopper is 

traditionally used in a number of ways – type A is a pointed tang of the concavo-convex iron 

blade and is inserted into hard root of bamboo. This is a multipurpose tool and is use in 

felling the trees, chopping the branches and occasionally for weeding also. Type B is more an 

axe than dao and is used as heavy-duty tool. Type C is elongated in size and it’s pointed part 

inserted into wooden shaft and slightly inclined towards the shaft. In eastern parts it is mainly 

used as carpentry tool. It corresponds to the socketed axe used in plans. Bamboo rake has one 

split end which resemble the form of five fingers, and is slightly bent. It is used to collecting 

the dry roots and weeds into heaps for burning. 

Earlier village blacksmith manufactured the iron implements but now a days these are 

obtained from the markets for the plains. 

Fishing: Fishing is a favourite occupation among the Garos. The coomon methods for 

fishing are poisoning the water, use of different types of traps and nets (Playfair, L.A. 
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1975:48-49). Spears, fitted in long bamboo with barbed iron-head are also used for this 

purpose. 

Hunting: Unlike the other tribes of the North-Eastern region, the Garos are not much 

interested in hunting. For catching and trapping the animals traps are used. A popular kind is, 

by bending down a branch to which a noose of cane or string is attached. As soon as a animal 

touches its bait, the catch which keeps the branch bent is released, and jerk the hunt into the 

air. The stun animal, therefore, easy to kill (Playfair, I.A. 1975:48). 

On very few occasions people practice group hunting. The people of two or three 

village built a long V shaped stockade, and at the meeting point of the wings of stockade, 

several openings are left where men are present with spears and other weapons. When the 

animal passes through the opening it is attacked by the men and killed. 

Food Habit: The staple food of the Garos is rice. In addition to rice the other cereals 

consumed are millet, maize, job’s tear. The food has strong supplement of various kinds of 

meat and fish, which also includes reptiles like snake, lizard and flying white-ant. Apart from 

vegetables they also consume many edible creepers and roots. The Garos are fond of bamboo 

shoots, which are either eaten boiled, or after special preparation (Playfair, I.A. 1975:51). 

Wanti, a mixture of several types of herbs and fruits also is a favourite of the Garos (Playfair, 

I.A. 1975:53). Its main ingredients are the leaves of sarat (Asplenium), chillies, achetra (a 

kind of sorrel), sugar cane and the fruit of the kumka (Solanum Indicum). After pounding 

these ingredients and rice flour is mixed and then round flat cakes are made. The preparation 

is preserved for two to three months. Their favourite drink is liquor, which is always brewed, 

never distilled. Few varieties of rice and millets are used for beer, which is mostly prepared 

by ladies. They believe that rice-beer cure many diseases. The Garos never use oil or fat 

during food preparation. 

The Garos manufactures very limited items in which few types of cloths, mats and 

some ordinary iron implements may be mentioned. These items are made according to their 

necessity. Apart from some cloths they also weave beddings and blankets ((Playfair, I.A. 

1975:57). These are made from the bark of several trees like the prap (Ficus rumphi), the 

charm (Artacarpus chaplasha), the pakram (Grewia liliac folia), the dimbri (Ficus 

glomerata) and the anisep (Kydia calycina). The branches of Kydia Calycina have to be 

heated before the bark can be stripped off. The manufacturing process starts with the cutting 

of straight branches. Due to the hardness it truck is not used. The branches are thoroughly 

beaten with a smooth stick to loosen its covering. After this with the help of a pointed 

bamboo the bark is peeled off, and outer layer is separated from inner because only the inner 

pith is used. Then the piece of bark (inner pith) is laid upon a smooth log and pounded with a 

serrated mallet. By continuous pounding, the layers of fibres are obtained and put in the sun 

to dry. These fibres are used for preparing fishing lines and nets.  

Settlement Pattern 

The villages are situated on the gentle slopes, near the running water sources 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:38). Earlier the villages were dense and contained about 200 houses each. 

But now the settlements are found in small hamlets situated 4 to 5 miles apart. In the corners 
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of the village, hut shaped granaries are placed. In these granaries the paddy is stored in large 

baskets made of bamboo strips. 

The houses are generally long and usually divided into three compartments – outer or 

front, central and rear (Playfair, I.A. 1975:36). Outer portion is used for pounding paddy and 

keeping firewood and other objects. The floor of central part is slightly raised from the outer 

compartment. The room is very large in size and used as multipurpose room. In its centre 

hearth is placed within a wooden frame. Earth is laid on this frame on a bed of planning stem 

pieces. The rear portion is used as sleeping place for the owner of the house. In the Garos 

house there is no provision for windows. Under the eaves of the house, in front of the outer 

room it is customary to plant memorial posts erected for the deceased members of the family 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:37). 

The plinth of the houses is made of wooden piles, which are not equal in length, 

because the house generally runs out from the face of the slopes. So the wooden piles of the 

back portion are longer than the piles of the front, in order to keep the floor level. Floor is 

made of bamboo, which is finally covered, with rough bamboo matting. Walls are made of 

bamboo matting, which is fitted in bamboo frame. Roofs are thatched by grass and sometime 

also by bamboo leaves. 

The houses near the agricultural fields are generally built on the trees to ensure safety 

from elephants and other wild animals, and are reached by a bamboo ladder. For the 

construction of these houses the branches of a tree, 20 to 30 feet high from the ground are 

lopped off. Then a platform is constructed over the stump and a small hut is made of bamboo 

and thatching grass (Playfair, I.A. 1975:38). 

Household Objects: the cooking pots are generally earthen ware and obtained from 

the plains. Few of Garo women can make earthen pots but now they rarely do this work 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:41). The earthen pots used for cooking, , may be divided in three groups 

– the pots which are used for rice cooking has rounded bottom; the ones which are used for 

cooking curry have mouth is as big as body; and the large earthen pots are used to brew rice 

bear (Sangma, M. 1991:305). 

Cooking in bamboo pieces is also a popular way especially during the journey. A 

bamboo piece is cut in such a way that natural joint serve as bottom. It is filled with required 

amount of rice and water. These are propped upright and put vertically in the contacts of fire, 

which heats up the bamboo and boils the rice inside. When the rice is cooked the bamboos 

are split (Playfair, I.A. 1975:51). 

Trays, drinking vessels, spoons etc. are also made of bamboo and wood. Leaves of 

plantain are generally used as plates. For carrying water, gourds and bamboo nodes/cylinders 

are used. The big and long bamboo, which is about 4 to 6 feet long and the inner knots of the 

bamboo are removed so that water can be filled up from the bottom to brim (Sangma, M. 

1991:305). A scooped tree trunk and a heavy wooden pile are used as pestle and mortar. 

Baskets of different shapes and sizes are made of bamboo. A bamboo rack or a platform 

made of bamboo matting, supported by four posts is placed over the fire-place on which 
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cooking pots and other utensils are kept. Sometimes, meal is also kept on it for smoking 

(Playfair, I.A. 1975:36).  

Weapons: The important weapons are sword, spear, bow-arrow and shields (Sangma, 

M. 1991:307). The swords are very ill designed and heavy to use. The grip is curved and very 

thin. In fact the sword is more of use in clearing the bushes and small vegetation than as a 

fighting weapon. The iron blade of spear, is about one feet long and is attached firmly to a 

bamboo shaft with the help of lac and then are very neatly tied by canes. It is used for 

slaughtering pigs. Two types of shields are generally in use by the Garos – one which is 

entirely made of wood and is composed of flat pieces of wood and covered by thin strips of 

cane or bamboo and the other which is made of bear’s skin or cowhide stretched on a wooden 

frame. The Garos seldom use bow and arrow. 

Social Structure 

The society of the Garos is matrilineal, in which children adopt their respective 

mother’s clan. Their society is divided into several exogamous clans in which the major ones 

are Momins, Maraks and Sangma (Bahadur, K.P. 1977:58). Each clan has their own totem 

and a folk tale related to their origin. 

The Garos are polygamous, but usually the limits are three wives. Originally, 

marriage were not allowed within the clan but now people marry not within the clan but also 

within the same family. Besides, the arranged or formal marriage, marriage by capture was 

also prevalent during recent past. 

Inheritance is through the mother and restricted to female line. One of the daughters 

(not necessarily youngest one) is selected by parents to be the inheritress (Majumdar, D.N. 

1978:22). The preference is given to that daughter who would marry to one of her father’s 

nephew. If a couple has no female child, then the daughter of her sister is adopted as 

inheritress. 

In a traditional Garos village, property means only movable items. Landed property is 

considered to be the property of the community (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:123). The husband 

acts as the defacto manager of property, while wife is the representative of the property 

(Majumdar, D.N. 1978:97). There is no strict chiefly class or clan among the Garos (Walker, 

G.D. 1991:138). However, a particular clan holds right of ownership of the village land and 

the title of ownership is inherited by a particular household (Majumdar, D.N. 1978:22). He 

also acts as the religious head of the village. 

Dress and Ornaments: The main garment of men is a strip of cloth, which passes 

between the legs and then tied round the waist. Sometimes, their end (flaps) hanging in the 

front are embroided with white conch shell-beads, which is called gando (Playfair, I.A. 

1975:24). Female wears a small piece of cloth around their waist in the form of a petticoat. It 

is called riking. On the shoulder they often wear a shawl. 

It is said that during the remote past the Garos covered themselves by sticking 

together the cockles and oysters. They also break the horns, teeth and bones of animals and 

smoothened them together to cover themselves (Sangma, M.S. 1991:308). In late stage they 

stitch these pieces along the border of the cloths. 
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Both men and women wear ornaments but they posses very few types. The ornaments 

are generally made of brass, silver and semi-precious stones. Ear ornaments are worn both by 

men and women. Rings of different shapes and sizes are used for these purposes. The 

comparatively big rings are worm in the lobe and as many as 30 to 40 rings in each ear, 

though, the usual number is 12 to 20 (Playfair, I.A. 175:28). The womens ring is larger and 

heavier than men. In the upper parts of ear, small brass rings are used. Another ear ornament 

is made of small piece of ivory, which is long and sharpened to a point. It is stuck into the 

upper parts of the ear projecting upward parallel to the side of the head. It is made of silver 

also (Sangma, M.S. 1991:310). Necklaces are also worn by both men and women and are 

made of long barrel-shaped beads of carnelian or red glass. Another kind of necklace is made 

of brass. Waistbands consist of several rows of conch shell. These strings of beads are kept 

apart by a piece of curved bamboo through which they pass. It acts as a sort of girdle for the 

support of the female garment. Head ornaments are in the form of bamboo combs (about 8 

inch long) which has an attachment of a strip of cloth, ornamented with rows of white beads 

of conch shell. When the comb is stuck into the knot of the hair the cloth hangs down. 

Religious Practices 

The Garos believe in a number of benevolent and malevolent spirits, which are 

commonly called mite. These spirits dwell everywhere in the sky, earth, water, mountains, 

rocks, trees, bamboo groves. Similarly, the Sun, the Moon and the Star are associated with 

some spirits, which are considered immortal. All of these have different powers and functions 

and are regarded as the creator of world, or who control the natural phenomena. In the Garos 

religious pantheon there are neither temples nor images. In front of every house a dry bamboo 

with its branches adhering is fixed. To this they tie the cotton threads and flowers and in front 

of it they make their offerings (Rana, B.S. 1989:216). 

There is no trace of ancestral worship. But they have great affection and respect for 

them, which they show after their death by placing food for spirits and by curving memorial 

posts. 

Priest performs important offerings or rituals. They are like general people who can 

marry, cultivate the ground and go to war like other warriors. Priesthood is not hereditary. 

Any man who has committed to memory of the requisite forms of prayer during marriage, 

funerals etc. may assume the office. The following are the some of the main spirits, which are 

worshipped and propitiated by the Garos (Sangma, M. 1984:96): 

1. Salujing is the god of fertility and represented by the Sun. He is worshipped 

because all crops are in his care, and without his favour there is no rain and no 

harvest would be reaped. The actual sacrifice to him is offered in the fields, and a 

festival wangala is celebrated in his honour in the village. 

2. Choraburi is believed to be another spirit, which protects the crops. Before 

partaking of the fruits of the season a small quantity of first time fruit is offered to 

him. 

3. Goera and Kalkame are considered two brothers who are believed to be the 

strength of God. They look after the health and strength of people and also cause 
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of thunder and lighting. They are protectors from all the dangers. Sacrifices and 

offerings in their honour are always done beneath a tree during Asongtata 

ceremony. 

4. Susime is considered as giver of wealth and curer of blindness, lameness, deafness 

and other disease. She is represented by Moon. Pig, fowl and some liquor must be 

offered to her. 

5. Tongrengma is also a female deity who causes ailment to man. A fowl is offered 

to appease her, near a river or a stream. 

Disposal of the Dead: The Garos usually practice the cremation, either on the 

evening of the death or on the next evening (Walker, G.D. 1991:140). When a person 

dies of leprosy or cholera or such other disease the body is buried, otherwise the 

corpse is cremated in pyres of woods and bamboos. The cremation ground is situated 

mostly a little far in front of the living house. 

After the burning of the dead body, the bones and ashes are collected in basket 

as well in certain posts and buried in front of the house of dead man. A stone slab is 

placed over that spot and an enclosure of bamboo mats is erected (Majumdar, D.N. 

1978:24). Sometimes, four bamboos are planted on the four corners of the funeral 

pyre. 

In some section of the Garos, bones are collected in an earthen pot and kept 

for one month and then thrown into a river after entertaining the relatives with feasts. 

The Megam keep the dead body on a raised platform at the back side of the house, 

until household of the deceased can procure food and drinks for the feat (Majumdar, 

D.N. 1978: 24). 

Almost all the traditional Garos erect memorial post for each dead in order to 

keep the memory. These memories are known as Kimas, which consists of wood 

carving of the dead person. It is about 2 to 3 feet high erected as early as the 

cremation is over. These Kimas helps in order to maintain good records of the clan 

from generation to generation. 

The cultural traits of the Garo tribe have changed during the years and the 

present form has a number of mixed characteristics. For, though the nature of 

subsistence and economy of these are similar to most of the tribes of the North-

Eastern region, the daily utility objects are modified and evidence modernity. 

THE KHASIS 

The Khasis of Meghalaya are mainly concentrated in the Khasi hills, situated in the 

Central Meghalaya. A number of Khasi village are also found in the adjoining districts of 

Assam and Tripura. The Khasis are divided into five groups which are located in the different 

geographical zones of Khasi and Jaintia hills (Gurdon, P.R.T. (1990:2): 

(A) Khynriam or upland Khasi – This is the main of Khasi, concentrated in the 

higher regions of Khasi hills and has been extensively studied; 
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(B) Synteng or Pnar  or Jaintia – Living in the Jaintia hills; 

(C) Lynhgam – They are found in the western border of Khasi hills; 

(D) War – Southern slopes of Khasi and Jaintia hills are occupied by the War. Those 

who live in Khasi hills are known as War Khasi and those living in Jaintia hills 

known as Jaintia War or Pnar War; 

(E) Bhoi – The Bhoi occupy the northern slopes of Khasi hills. According to 

Gurdon, the term Bhoi being a territorial name rather than tribal (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:3). 

All these five groups basically share same language and social structure, but little 

difference can be observed in their dialect and political organization. 

The origin and migration of the Khasis have been discussed by several scholars. 

According to one tradition Khasi had some political connection with Myanmar (Burma), to 

whose king they used to render homage by sending, him annual tribute in shape of an axe as 

an emblem up to recent pas (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:10). There is a general belief that the Khasi 

belong to the Mn-Khmer family, whose original home is considered in Indo-China and they 

are settled in Assam Valley during their westward migration through the Patkoi range and 

finally settled in Khasi and Jaintia hills (Bhattacharjee, J.B. 1984:320). Therefore, 

linguistically Khasi with their sub-divisions, are quite different from other tribes of the North-

Eastern region as they speak a dialect of Mon-Khmer linghistic group, which belongs to 

Austro-Asiatic language family, while the rest of the tribes speak different language of Sino-

Tibetan linguistic group (Kar, R.K. 1994:5). 

Subsistence and Economy 

Like the most of the tribes of North-Eastern India, subsistence of the Khasi is 

primarily based on traditional shifting or Jhum cultivation. Hunting and fishing also play an 

important role in their subsistence. Now a days few of them are adopting wet rice cultivation 

also. The agricultural lands of the Khasis may be broadly divided in four categories (Gurdon, 

P.R.T. 190:39): 

1. Forest lands – Forest lands are exclusively used for shifting or Jhum cultivation 

and is allotted by village headman. The forest is cleared in the months of 

December and January. Short tree stump and large tree boles are left intact. In 

higher altitudes only the lower branches of pine trees are slashed (Ramakrishnan, 

P.S. 1993:19). Male members of two or three families perform clearing of 

vegetation. The task is completed by the end of March. The remains of the cut 

vegetation are fired insitu. Before firing a fire line of cleared vegetation is made 

around the plot to check its spread. Burning is often repeated for complete firing. 

Sowing is done after the onset of monsoon. A number of cereals are cropped in a 

single field which may be from 8 to 35 (Ramakrishnan, P.S. 1993:16). The major 

crops are paddy, millet, cotton, maize, pulse, vegetables and tubers. Most of them 

are represented by a number of varieties. Seeds of pulses, vegetables are mixed 

with dry soils and broadcasted in the filed, where as the paddy and maize are 

dibbled at regular intervals with a digging stick or hoe. Few tuber crops are also 
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dibbled, mainly on the ridges of the field. The crops are harvested at different 

period as they mature, making room for other crops. After the harvesting of tuber 

crops in July and August winter variety of potato is often sown along the ridges. 

The lands are usually cultivated for 2 successive years and then left fallow. Now a 

days the Jhum cycle or fallow period is reduced to 5 to 6 years, but in earlier days 

it was more than 20 years (Sarma, S. 1990:275). Undeer the short Jhum cycle the 

main emphasis is on tuber, vegetables crops, where as cereals are emphasized 

under long Jhum cycles (Ramakrishnan, P.S. 1993:16). However, paddy is still the 

important crop. Mainly women do weeding twice during the cropping, with the 

hoe. In the first year no fertilizer is used, but in second year organic materials are 

used in the form of pig dung and vegetable manure. During the second year, few 

crops are raised (Ramakrishnan, P.S. 1993:21). 

2. Wet paddy lands – These are mostly located at the bottom of the Valleys and 

require great deal of water. These lands are divided inn small compartments and 

the water is let by irrigation channels (made of bamboo) at times running upto one 

mile (Blah, H. 1991:140). With the help of hoe and plough the soils are prepared 

into thick paste and then seeds are broadcasted. Weeding is done on several times. 

Harvesting is done by pulling the ear through hand and the entire stalks are left is 

field. Few groups use sickle also for cutting the ear. After drying, these are 

threshed by beating them against a stone by men 

3. High grass lands – This type of lands are used for a completely different method 

of cultivation (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:41). First, a land having good deposit of clay 

is selected and during the early winter sod is turned out with the help of hoe. After 

two or three months when dried, these are placed in rows in the fields and then 

fired in such a way that sods are reduced gradually to ashes. The ashes are spread 

over the field. The crops such as paddy, millet, job’s tear etc. are cultivated by this 

process. 

4. Homestead lands – These are highly manured and cultivated with much attention. 

Mainly maize, potato and vegetables are grown in this land. 

Agricultural Impalements: Following implements are mainly used by the Khasis 

during agricultural activities. 

A typical Khasi shouldered hoe, is large in size and has a far-projected shoulder. It is 

made of iron and known as Mo-Khiw. Referring to Forbes, Gurdon has established its relation 

with the Burmese name of the stone shouldered Celts (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:12). The 

Burmese name Mo-gyo is almost synonim to the Khasi name. Digging sticks are made of a 

branch of tree, and is about 5 feet in length. Its one end is made pointed and sometimes 

charred. Other tools are large dao, bill-hook, sickle etc. (Blah, H. 1991:142). Large dao is 

generally used for felling tree. The daos, bill-hooks and the sickles are fixed into a wooden 

handle. 

Hunting: The Khasis practice both individual and community hunting. The major 

hunting implements are spear and bow-arrow. In recent past, large scale hunting expeditions 
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were organized with trained hunting dogs. On a selected day, before proceeding, the hunter 

used to break egg in order to ascertain the amount of success and direction to be followed for 

the hunting (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:48-49). 

There is a popular method of hunting in which games are attracted by bait, which is 

tied on a platform. When the animal try to catch the bait the platform sinks under the weight 

of the catch and a bolt is released which brings down a heavy roof above, weighted with 

stones, which crushes the animal to death. The man who first shoots the animal gets the lion’s 

share with the head of the hunt. After performing some rituals to local deity, the flesh of the 

hunted animal is distributed (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:49). The most common method for 

catching the birds is the use of gum of jack tree. Cages are also used occasionally. 

Fishing: Fishing is an organized community work, which is generally done during 

early summer. The people of a particular village do fishing within their village limits. There 

are several methods for fishing but the most common is poisoning the stream. All Khasis 

except the War, never use nets or bamboo baskets for fishing. For poisoning the water they 

use the bark and berry of certain tree and creepers, which are thoroughly beaten and the juice 

is mixed into water. After some time the stupefied fishes are caught with the help of bamboo 

baskets. Few Khasis also use rod and line. 

The fishing nets are made by the fibre of pineapple leaves and bark of several trees. 

Net sinkers of terracotta are also many a times made by them but in case of iron net sinkers 

specialized craftsmen of same or other villages are contacted. 

Domestication of Animals: The Khasis do not keep many livestock. Few War Khasis 

keep cows only for supply of bullocks for ploughing the paddy fields (Das Gupta, P.K. 

1984:35). In those parts, where there is no wet rice cultivation, domestication of cow is out of 

vogue. Few of them keep male piglings within enclosures for the supply of meat. 

Food Habits: The food items of Khasis include rice, meat, fish, edible root, millet, 

job’s tear and vegetables (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:51). Staple food is rice and dried fish or meat. 

Millet and job’s tear are consumed in the absence of rice. A delicacy food item is the inner 

parts of the bark of Sago palm tree, which are collected from the forest. After cutting the tree 

the bark is taken out and the soft inner part is cut into pieces and dried in the sun, pounded 

and then used. A reddish flower is also boiled with rice. Dried fish is a common item, which 

forms diet of almost every meal. It is generally prepared with vegetables or leaves. 

Sometimes, it is powdered and then prepared with spathe of plantain tree. Meat preparation is 

special feature of festive occasion. They frequently take pork, beef and almost all kinds of 

meat, except dog’s flesh. They are fond of bear, which is generally made of rice, but 

sometimes it is made of millet and the root of a plant. Fat of pig and the oil extracted from the 

brain of the fish are used as oil. The egg, brain and some inner organs of pig are boiled with 

water and the oil, which floats over is removed. 

The Khasis preserve the fish and meat for a long period (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:68-

69). For which fishes are dried in sun for 10 to 15 days. An earthen pot is cleaned and dried 

and is coated with fish oil and dried in the sun for an hour. The dried fish are fried in fish oil 

and then stored in this especially prepared earthen ware. The mouth of this pot is covered 
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airtight. In this procedure the fish can be preserved for six months. The preservation process 

of meat takes about 8 to 10 days. The twigs and branches of mango tree are put in fire to 

produce smoke. Pieces of meat are hung over the smoke for about 4 hours. After smoking 

they are tied with string and are kept hanging. For preservation of yam it is cut into pieces, 

dried in sun and then kept in earthen ware for 4 months. 

Settlement Pattern 

The Khasi villages are located generally on the slopes, little below the top, to obtain 

some protection from strong wind. Like the Nagas, Khasi seldom change their village sites, 

because they are very much attached to the family tomb or memorial posts. But the Bhoi or 

the Lyngman villages never remains more than 2 to 3 years because their villages shift in 

accordance with the fields of Jhum cultivation. For, mostly the location of the village is 

amidst the agricultural field (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:34). 

The Khasis houses are generally scattered and do not follow a certain plan. But in 

case of the War Khasi longitudinal plan may be seen in which houses form south-east to 

north-west in the direction of slopes of the hills. The height elevation of this plan being about 

200 to 300 feet from the lower level of the village (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:23). 

The houses are constructed on wooden piles, which is about 2 to 3 feet high from the 

ground level. The height of the piles is not equal and varies in accordance with the steepness 

of the slope of the side. Some War Khasi houses are constructed on levelled land also. For 

which the selected land is levelled in the form of miniature terracing (Das Gupta, P.K. 

1984:26). Floors of the housese, constructed on wooden piles are made on the platform by 

plaited bamboo, generally by smoothed bamboo pieces. Sometimes, it is plastered with mud. 

The walls are made of wooden planks or plaited bamboo. The roof is generally sloped and 

thatched with a type of palm. The partition walls are made of reed and are about five feet 

high and do not touch the roof. The houses are generally constructed or repaired in the 

months of March and April before the onset of monsoon. 

The Khasis houses are usually divided into three compartments – front, central and 

rear. The hearth is located in the central compartment or the room. Actually, the central 

compartment is larger and is used as main room, which serves sleeping, cooking and several 

other needs (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:31). Two types of hearths are used – moveable and fixed 

(Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:47). The moveable hearths are made in a rectangular or square 

wooden or bamboo frame. The pit within the frame is filled with earth and three stone pieces 

are fixed on it, to place the cooking pots. Fixed hearth is constructed by placing stone slabs 

one upon the other from the ground below the kitchen place. The upper surface of this stone 

structure reaches to the floor, which are cut in that shape so that the stone structure emerges a 

little above from the surface of the floor. The upper surface of the stone is plastered with 

earth in which three stone are fixed to place the pots. 

Household Objects: The important household objects may be divided into following 

groups (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:33-38) – Earthen wares are mainly used for cooking. A long 

necked pitcher is used for fermentation of boiled rice when rice beer is prepared. Few earthen 

pots are also used for keeping yams and seeds. Other utensils include brass pitchers and pots 
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for fetching and storing water, in well-to-do Khasis houses. Gourds and bamboo cylinders are 

used as water containers. The important husking implements are wooden mortar with heavy 

wooden pestle and stone saddle-quern. The bamboo baskets of different shapes and sizes are 

used for storing and other purpose. Large circular bamboo receptacles with a capacity of 

about 82 pound are used for paddy storing. A conical shaped basket having broad mouth at 

top is used for carrying articles. Other utility items include net bag, which is made of 

pineapple fibers; and wooden trough made by the hollowing the trunk of a tree which is used 

for feeding the cattle. 

The important weapons are sword, spear, bow and arrow etc. (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:24). The swords are made of wrought iron and never fixed in wooden or bone handle. 

Spear is also made of iron and used for both casting and thrusting. The bows are made of 

bamboo, which average height is about 5 feet, while the string is made from split bamboo. 

The arrow-heads, which are made of iron are generally of two types – barbed and plain. The 

barbed headed arrow is used for hunting while the plain headed is for archery matches only. 

The iron implements are made by local smiths. Other items are more or less made by 

each household according to their need. 

Social Pattern 

The Khasis society is matrilineal, and is divided into several exogamous clans. Each 

clan traces their origin from an ancient mother (Bhattacharjee, J.B. 1984:320). Mother is the 

custodian of the family right and property. She also holds the position of family priestess, 

although her brothers perform the actual sacrifices and other ceremonies. In Khasi family the 

role of mother’s elder brother is very important and respected. Actually, he works on behalf 

on his sister, the family head. The father is considered the executive head of the family and is 

responsible for the upbringing of children and security of the whole family. The Khasi family 

is generally of nuclear type, but few examples of the extended families are also found. 

Monogamy is the general rule prevalent among the Khasis. The marriage within the 

mother’s clan and father’s clan is strictly prohibited (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:76). The common 

form of marriage is by negotiation. Proposal should always come from boy’s side. Divorce 

and remarriage of widow, widowers are allowed. A widow who does not want to remarry is 

allowed to keep her husband’s bones. 

The inheritance is on female line. The youngest daughter has lion’s share and inherits 

the mother’s residential house or foundation house (Bhattacharjee, J.B.1984:322). However, 

the foundation house remains as the sacred ground of the family rituals and the meeting place 

of the brothers, sisters with their families. She also inherits the right of family rituals and 

succeeds her mother as the priestess of the family. Her duty is to take proper care of parents 

and other family members. When the youngest daughter dies the next elder takes the position 

of youngest daughter. When a mother is issueless her next elder sister possesses the property 

and it goes to her youngest daughter. 

Gurdon has mentioned both public and private ownership of land (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:87). The lands are generally under the possession of community / clan and distributed 

by a council consisting, maternal uncles and collectively shared by the constituent families 
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(Bhattacharjee, J.B. 1984:325). The private ownership of land has possibly developed during 

the early settlements, when families could individually occupy and use lands. The chief may 

have some land and property of his own as an individual but he has no extra privileges over 

the land of a chief (Tiwari, S.K. 1994:257). 

Earlier there was no strict or rigid stratification in the Khasis society (Bhattacharjee, 

J.B. 1984:326). Now social hierarchy is found in limited way. Basing on the antiquity some 

clans enjoy social privilege, for example the Syiems or the royal clans hold the topmost 

position while the Lyngdoh enjoy an important social status being the priestly clan. 

Dress and Ornaments: The traditional dress of male Khasi is sleeveless coat with the 

fringe at the bottom. It is fastened on the chest with the help of row of tassels and frongs. The 

elderly men also wear white turban or cap with earflaps. The women dress consists a pieces 

of cloth wrapped round the body and fastened at the loin with a kind of cloth belt, hangs 

down from the waist to knee. Over this they wear a long cloth which is kept in position by 

knotting it over both the shoulders. Another garment is thrown over the shoulder like a shawl, 

the ends of which are knotted in front and hangs loosely down the back and sides to the 

ankles.  

Both men and women are found of jewelry. Their principal ornaments are necklace, 

earring and crown. These are made mainly of gold and coral beads (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:22). 

The gold and coral beads are prepared locally and also obtained from goldsmiths of other 

places. Few outsider goldsmiths of Karimganj (sylhet) manufacture certain types of jewellary 

especially for the Khasis. The coral is obtained through trade but few Khasi groups gather it 

from the beds of local streams (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:23). Necklaces are worn by both men 

and women. It is made by coral and gold beads. The gold beads are made hollowed and filled 

with lac. The beads are round and large in size. Earrings are also worn by both men and 

women. Men generally wear large gold pendants, which is circular or oval in shape. It is 

worn round the ear with a chain fitted with a hook. Sometimes the War Khasi use the fine 

bamboo strip or fowl’s feather during the process of perforation in ear lobe (Das Gupta, P.K. 

1984:41). 

Crown and silver collars are considered as peculiar Khasi ornaments. Crown is made 

of silver or gold and worn by young women during dance. These are actually headbands 

(circlets), ornamented with filigree work. Silver collar is a broad flat piece, which is allowed 

to hang down over the neck in front by a fastening placed at the behind. 

Religious Practices 

The Khasis believe in one Supreme Being, who creates all mankind (Bhattacharjee, 

J.B. 1984:327). There is no definite abode and he is omni-presnt. This Supreme Being is 

assisted by numerous spiritual agencies, both good and bad. Ancestral worship is also 

prevalent among the Khasis and it is an important feature of Khasi heritage and beliefs. 

The Khasis never worship their god by making images or idols (Gurdon, P.R.T. 

1990:106). Their worship being offered to the spirits only. Both good and bad spirits are 

propitiated on certain occasions, mainly in time of trouble. Some of the important spirits are 

known as god of water, god of wealth, god of state etc. and propitiated yearly by sacrificing 



177 
 

goats and cocks. Some evil spirits, who cause several disease and misfortunes, are also 

propitiated by sacrifices, whenever they are thought to be necessary. The natural forces are 

also worshipped on specific occasions (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:114). Few rivers are worshipped 

annually while others are worshipped from time to time. Before starting, community fishing, 

an altar is erected on the bed of river and in the middle, a branch of oak tree is planted and 

then infront of this a goat is sacrified. Numerous hills, forests which are being regarded as 

abode of spirits and propitiated periodically by sacrifices. The cock occupies an important 

position in the Khasi religion. There is belief that the cock acts as mediator between God and 

man. Syntengs worship a number of household deities whose existence is based on legend 

(Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:108). The leaves of oak tree are wrapped round the post of the house 

and a fowl is sacrificed. 

The Khasis remember their dead ancestors by means of offerings, either periodically 

or at the time of trouble. Generally, food articles are offered to ancestors, keeping in view 

that they will help and bless the living members of the clan (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:110). The 

offering are placed on the ancestral tomb. Now a days the offerings are made in house. The 

War Khasi deposit food offerings to ancestor in a small thatched hut, especially erected in the 

compound for this purpose (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:113). They do not erect memorial stones. 

The Khasi priests who are invariably appointed from the Lyngdoh clan, perform the 

community worship and sacrifices (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:121). Family ceremonies are 

performed by the head of respective family, with the help of maternal uncle. During the 

communal worship, a female priestess who may be his mother, sister or some other maternal 

relation must assist the Lyngdoh. It seems that this arrangement is a survival of the matrilineal 

system, when all the religious ceremonies might have been performed by priestess. Still in 

few areas many religious duties are performed by priestess. 

Disposal of the Dead: The Khasis follows the post-cremation burial in which after 

cremation, the bones are placed in tomb. After bathing and clothing the corpse is kept in the 

house for 4 to 5 days and in some causes the dead body is kept for many months (Dalton, 

E.T, 1973:56). For this the dead body is put into a hollow trunk of a tree and fumigated, and 

on fixed day the remains are burnt. 

At the cremation ground, the corpse is laid on pyre with head towards west. The fire is 

applied first by elders and them by children. Before and during the cremation, animals like 

pig, goat and fowl are sacrificed. Jaw-bones of the sacrificial animal are placed at the head of 

the pyre before firing. 

When the body is completely burnt, the uncalcined bones are collected. Khasis collect 

the bones and ashes and put into stone box or earthen ware and keep in home until, by 

divination, a fabourable day is fixed for final disposal. Finally, the bones are deposited I a 

grave and covered by stone slabs. War Khasi collects the right femur bone and after some 

ritual is thrown away (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:136). Then the priest throws a cowrie on the 

ground and asks the deceased to come and take shelter in cowrie, and puts the cowrie in a 

new place of white cloth and wraps it in a spathe of betel nut tree. After this the cowrie is 

kept in bamboo basket and hanged from one post in a newly constructed hut made for this 
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purpose, near the house. In few War village like Shella, the bone is buried under the earth in a 

rectangular wooden box, near the house (Das Gupta, P.K. 1984:38). 

Sometimes all the ceremonies are completed simultaneously and after cremation, the 

bones are taken straight to the clan tomb and deposited. The family, who can not afford to 

raise stone monuments, may perform only ceremonies and place the bones in clan tomb. 

An important aspect of the Khasis funeral is the erection of megaliths or monumental 

stones, which are made either for funerary or for commemorative purpose. These are usually 

made of locally available granite and sandstone. Gurdon has divided these monumental 

stones into three categories – vertical stones or menhirs: table stones or dolmen; and stone 

cromlech or cairns (Gurdon, P.R.T. 1990:145). But, according to S.N. Rao the table stones 

cannot be termed as dolmen as they are not the graves (/Rao, S.N. 1991:109). The third group 

is the cromlech or a tomb but not a cairn. He has, therefore, reclassified the Khasis 

monumental stones in two broad groups – the funerary stones and the memorial stones. 

Funerary Stones: There are several types of stone burials under the category of 

funerary stones: 

(a) Individual Cist (Mawphew) is a small Cist located in the garden or hillock on the out-

skirts of the village. This is made of stone slabs about one square feet and covered by 

a flat stone. 

(b) Family Cist (Mawkynroh)is located either in garden or in the open, near the house. It 

is also built like individual Cist, in which bones from several individual Cists are 

brought and deposited after sacrifice and rituals. Sometimes, stones are heaped on the 

coverstone. 

(c) Clan tomb (Mawabali) is rectangular and is made with parallel-sided slab of about six 

feet high. It is covered with massive single flat stone. Bones from family Cist are 

deposited in this tomb. This is considered as the final resting-place of all the deceased 

members of the clan. 

There are some other structures which are directly or indirectly associated with funerary 

customs. These may further be divided into following groups: 

(a) Path Stones are a set of three upright stones and a horizontal slab stone, planted on the 

way leading to the tomb. In front of the upright stones, which are always erect in a 

row, the horizontal slab is placed a little above the ground. The middle upright stone 

which is the tallest is called maternal uncle stone, whereas the horizontal slab is 

dedicated to the ancestress of the clan. 

(b) Stone enclosure is located near the clan tomb, and is built by arranging the rough 

slabs in a circle. It may take the form of an alignment of upright stones arranged as 

enclosure of entire complex of the clan cemetery. 

(c) Menhirs are placed as a set of five erect stones, with a flat table stone in front. The 

heights of these menhirs are unusual and the central one which is highest, 

occasionally rises upto a height of 12 feet. 
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Memorial Stones:Apart from the ritualistic and funerary megalithic practices, the Khasis 

also erect stones to commemorate important social and public events (Rao, S.N. 1991:112). 

Oath’s stones are erected at a place in memory of a peace settlement, after the war between 

two villages. The Menhirs with table stone are also found to be erected to commemorate an 

unknown king. The stones are quarried by using iron-pick axes and with the help of process 

of heating and sudden cooling the surface. 

Khasis ethnographic account is particularly interesting for the construction of megalithic 

building. The variety in the construction of these monuments by a single clan is a noteworthy 

feature. The other traits of their culture are of mixed type. 

THE SEMSAS 

 The Semsas are a small section of Kachari Dimasa, which are mostly concentrated in 

the hilly area of North Cachar hills district of Assam,. They are found in a semi-isolated 

ecological setting and confined to the village Semkhor only( Danda, D. 1981:95). Due to 

living in a relative isolation, tey hae become a dintinct community,. However, they share 

certgain characteristics of Dimasa. They speak Dimasa language and hav established cultural 

contactgs with them. The area of Semsa habitation falls under high rainfall zone and is 

densely covered with bamboo, elephant grass and few scattered trees. Around the village, 

several saline pits (source of salt) are found (Danda, D.& S.Ghatak, 1985:7). There is a strong 

belief among Semsas that they cannot survive out side the village, where there is no saline 

pit. They do not even marry out side the village and have formed an endogamous group. 

Subsistence and Economy: 

 The Semsas are primarily shifting cultivators. Besides, food gathering, hunting, and to 

some extent crafts also fulfill their economic needs (Danda, D.1981:96).  

 The cultivation lands belonging to the entire community and are traditionally divided 

among the patri-clans (Danda, D. & S. Ghatak, 1985:320). After cultivation, land goes back 

to the community. The area of Jhumplot depends on the size of the family. Big family can 

cultivate bigger area. One plot is usually cultivated for one year and in some cases for 2 

successive years also. Due to the high population density the jhum cycle or fallow period has 

shortened for 4 to 5 years. 

 The process of Jhum cultivation starts in the months of January and February. Before 

cutting the vegetation from the selected land, each family demarcates their plots by putting 

wooden cross marks at four corners (Danda, D & S.Ghatak. 1985:33). Cutting of vegetation 

starts in the months of January and February. The trees are cut (except big trees) upto a height 

of about 3 feet. Stumps are left, which help in identifying the plot after regeneration. For 

cutting one acre dense forest land, the day’s labour of 20 adults have been calculated. Firing 

is done in the last week of March or first week of April. If necessary reburning is also done. 

The important crops grown are paddy, cotton, sesame, yam, pulse, maize, beans etc. 

 The process of hoeing starts from the lowest parts and gradually rises upto the top. It 

is done with spade, after the first pre-monsoon shower. Sowing is done by the head of the 

family and his wife and is performed in the months of May to August. Paddy, the main crop 

is sown, during the months of July and August and starts from the first day of the darker half 



180 
 

of the moon and continues up to the next full moon day (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak, 1985:36). 

Yam and other root crops are sown in May followed by cotton and sesame, which are sown in 

June and July respectively. Except Yam and other root crops all seeds are sown by 

broadcasting. Sometimes, mixed seeds of maize, sweet gourd, beans, brinjal, melon, pumpkin 

etc. are scattered along with paddy. Paddy is cultivated on the west-eastern slopes, which 

enables the crop to get afternoon shade. Conversely, cotton and sesame are cultivated in east-

west directioned slopes to get the morning shade (Danda, D. 1981:102). The Semsa produce 

paddy and vegetables from the same plot with same amount of labour, whereas sesame is 

cultivated in separate plot. 

 Weeding is done by both male and female during the months of June and July. 

Various kinds of vegetables and paddy are harvested at different time as they mature. Usually 

vegetables and paddy are harvested in the month of August. But few varieties of paddy are 

also harvested in October (Danda, D & S.Ghatak, 1985:389). In the month of September, 

maize and sesame are harvested. Threshing of paddy and sesame is done by foot by women 

in the watch-hut. Paddy are husked daily according to the requirement and it is not stored in 

rice form (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak, 1985:40). Certain amount of paddy is preserved as seeds. 

 Trade: Few families which have no adequate economic support are based on the 

trade on paddy. General, women go in groups to neighbouring Dimasa villages in the valley 

and purchase paddy. They pound them at home and sold the rice to the Nagas on the hill top 

and others (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak, 1985:27). They barter some agricultural products with 

Nagas. All economic transactions are mostly based on barter. Those who produce surplus are 

respected and accepted as leaders and guardian of Society. The surplus productions are 

redistributed in society through the exchange of labour during agricultural season and 

ceremonial occasions ( Danda, D. 1981:106). 

 Food gathering is an important aspect of the subsistence of the Semsas. During the 

agriculturally off-season it becomes their primary source of livelihood. Every day the women 

collect some amount of food from the forest. The important collecting items are bamboo 

shoots, yam, vegetables, fruits, leaves, honey, insects growing on bamboo etc. (Danda, D. & 

S.Ghatak, 1985:24). Bamboo shoots, vegetables and insects are consumed after cooking, 

while the other items are taken directly. Honey is collected by men in the dark half of the 

moon. 

 Hunting:Unlike the other tribes of the North-Eastern region, hunting does not add 

much of the subsistence of the Semsas. Actually it is a part time occupation. No organized 

hunting is held. If big game like deer is hunted, it is distributed among the villagers, 

otherwise meat is consumed by hunting family, which is also preserved for long duration by 

smoking. 

 Domestication of Animals: The Semsas domesticate buffalo (cattle), pigs, dogs and 

poultry birds. Cattle are not reared for milk, as they never use milk in any form. Buffalo is 

kept usually for post-funeral sacrifice. Except dog all animals are sacrificed for ritual 

purposes (Danda, D. & S.Ghatak. 1985:25). Pigs are kept in pigsty. Buffaloes are kept in 

semi-wild condition. A portion of forest is fenced in which the buffaloes are left for grazing. 

The owner of the buffaloes keeps up-to-date information about their stocks. 
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 Basketry and weaving are the two major crafts practiced by the Semsas . Basketry is 

done mainly by men. Different types of baskets are made of bamboo and cane. Some large 

baskets have capacity of carrying and storing 40 kg paddy. The baskets of different shapes 

and sizes are used for measuring seeds or paddy. Cane baskets are mainly used for carrying 

bamboo water container, collecting vegetables firewood etc. Ropes are made from the bark of 

a particular tree while sleeping mats are made from the local grasses. 

Weaving is exclusively done by women. The major weaving items are the dress of 

family members. In earlier days they spun the thread and cololured it by indigenous method. 

The women do some sericulture from which they obtained endi thread. Endi wrappers (semi 

wollen) are also sold to the Nagas. 

Food Habit: The staple food of Semsas is rice. They usually take rice and curry. The 

important food items which are prepared as a single dish or in combination are – plain rice; 

seasonal vegetables + powdered rice + chilli+ few small dry fish; bamboo shoots + powdered 

rice; mushroom + powdered rice + dry fish; meat (fresh or smoked) + powdered rice; meat 

(buffalo) + vegetables’ dry deer skin (soaked in water) + powdered rice (Danda, D. & S. 

Ghatak. 1985:42-43). Another important food item is curry, which is usually prepared with 

seasonal vegetables. They do not use spice or oil. It is simply boiled with chili and salt. 

Semsa do not eat meat of cow and dog. Funeral feasts are family affair while harvest festivals 

are community affairs. Meat is also cooked without oil and spices. There are some 

uncommon food items like bamboo-seeds and insects grown inside the bamboo. It is believed 

that bamboo seeds appear after every 40 years and thus are considered delicacy. There are 

several kinds of rice beer ranging from mild to strong. 

Agricultural Implements: Main implements used for agricultural operations by 

Semsas are billhook, spade, axe and hoe. All these are made of iron and wood. Wooden 

portion is made by themselves, while the iron parts are procured from the blacksmiths of 

market. Bill-hook is a multipurpose implement and mainly used for cutting. Both men and 

women always kept it. Its blade is made of iron while handle is of bamboo. Axe is used for 

felling the tree, while hoe is mainly used in Jhum field for weeding purpose. 

Settlement Pattern 

The Semsas village is found on the Bairal range, at the altitude of 1801 m (Danda, D. 

& S. Ghatak, 1985:3). Their village is dense and due to population growth extends laterally 

and downwardly. The village has several clans and each clan is located in a particular portion 

of their settlement. 

The Semsas houses may be divided into two parts. One comprising sleeping area and 

the other is used as cooking activities. The inner most part is used for the later. There is an 

outer verandah, which is used for multipurpose such as husking, storing the fuel woods etc. 

the houses are provided with two doors, one at the front and other at the rear. There is no 

provision for windows. The houses are made of locally available wood and bamboo. Walls 

are made of split bamboo, sometimes boulders are also used for this purpose. The housese are 

constructed on mutual help basis labour. 
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The Utensils of the Semsas consist of banana leaf and bamboo nodes. They use 

banana leaves as plate for taking meals (Danda, D. & S. Ghatak, 1985:5). Bamboo nodes are 

used for carrying water. Occasionally, they cook rice in bamboo tubes. 

Social pattern 

The Semsas follow village endogamy. They have no social interaction with any 

people or group out side the village (Danda, D. 1981:105). They have established only 

economic interaction with outsiders or neighbouring tribes. 

The basic unit of society is the family. Nuclear type of family predominates in the 

society, due to their typical system of descent in which married son and his wife can live with 

parents for one year only. After this they establish their own house. 

Usually the youngest son or daughter inherits the homestead land (Danda, D. & S. 

Ghatak, 1985:47). Utensils, agricultural implements are shared equally by the sons after 

parents death, while daughter inherits mother’s ornaments. Looms are always women’s 

property. Often one of the looms is burnt after the death of its owner alongwith the dead 

body, the rest are shared by the daughters of the ownder. 

Due to confinement in an isolation zone, the Semsas still appear to preserve a number 

of traits of their original culture. The expansion of settlement is a trend which reflects long 

duration / permanent settlements. This feature along with other rudimentary traditional is due 

to their resistence towards the change of the living areas, or it may also be due to the 

preference of a very specific type of habitat, the saline pit neighbourhood. 

The ethnographic accounts of the North-Eastern region provide a different picture. 

Almost all the tribes of this region are immigrants, and their entire way of life is primarily 

controlled by the practice of shifting cultivation. Their villages are located either on the hill 

top or slopes, near the water resources. The houses are invariably made on the platforms of 

wooden piles. The walls and floor are made of bamboo matting or wooden plank or twilled 

mats. The rectangular houses are usually divided into three parts in that central one is used 

for cooking and sleeping. Front portion is used for husking and for keeping the implements 

while the rear portion act as the bedroom of the owner. The Nishis use the rear portion also as 

worship place. The area beneath the floor is used for keeping the domesticated animals. 

The chief and traditional mode of the subsistence is the shifting cultivation, which is 

supplemented by hunting and fishing. A plot is cultivated for 1 to 3 years and then left fallow 

for 5 to 10 years. It has been observed that the land holding period and fallow period are 

mainly controlled by rainfall and population density. In high rainfall and less population 

density zone the land holding period is less, while fallow period is high in other areas. The 

tribal traditions indicate that in recent past the fallow period was more than 25 years. With 

the increase of population density land holding period also increases. A number of cereals, 

tubers, vegetables are grown along with paddy in a single plot. The major crops are paddy, 

millet and vegetables. In those areas where land holding period is more than one year, mixed 

cropping is done during the first year and paddy is grown in second or third year. During the 

cultivation very few tools are used. Axes and daos are used for cutting the vegetation. Sowing 
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is done by wooden or bamboo digging stick while for weeding iron or bamboo scraper and 

hoes are used. Weeding is an important stage of shifting cultivation. 

Food gathering, hunting and fishing are also important aspect of subsistence. Food 

gathering is done in specific season by family members, especially women. Unlike this, 

fishing and hunting are usually performed on community level and sometime last for several 

days. The daily catch is equally divided among members and preserved for several days by 

smoking. Trade and barter also play an important role. The tribes, especially of higher 

altitudes have established trade relation with other countries also. They obtain several types 

of beads, salt, implements and sometime cereals also by providing animal skins, foest 

products (medicinal items, mat, gourds etc.) and animal also. Mithun and pigs are the 

important medium of barter. Weaving and basket making are also done according to their 

needs. 

The daily utility items such as utensils and baskets are made of wood and bamboos. 

However, the Sema Naga, the Ao Naga, the Tangkhul Naga and few groups of the Mizos 

manufacture the earthen wares in a limited scale. The earthen wares are mainly used to hold 

liquids and cooking. The manufacturing of earthen wares is exclusively women’s job, who 

manufacture pots by hand and bake in open. Due to the substitutability of cane and bamboo 

crafts the earthen wares are not largely found. 
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Table 9 

Comparative Table showing the Cultural Pattern of the Tribes of North-Eastern Region 

Tribes 

 

Cultural 

Traits 

Nishi Lepcha Naga Lushai-Mizo Garo Khasi Semsa 

Area of 

Concentration 

Subansiri dist. 

(Arunachal 

Pradesh) 

Northern 

Sikkim 

Nagaland Mizoram Giaro hills 

district (West 

Meghalaya) 

Khasi hills district 

(Central 

Meghalaya) 

North Cachar 

hills district 

(Assam) 

Subsistence 

Pattern 

Primarily 

based on 

Jhum 

cultivation 

supported by 

hunting & 

fishing 

Based on 

Jhum & 

Terrace 

cultivation. 

Also practice 

hunting and 

food 

gathering 

Both Jhum. 

Terrace 

cultivation are 

practiced and 

supported by 

hunting & 

fishing 

Jhum 

cultivation, 

hunting and 

fishing are the 

major source 

of subsistence 

Based on Jhum 

cultivation and 

supported by 

fishing and food 

gathering 

Jhum cultivation 

hunting and fishing 

are the major part 

of subsistence, 

Terrance cultivation 

is also practiced 

Primarily based 

on Jhum 

cultivation and 

food gathering. 

Distance of 

Jhum Fields 

About I mile 

away from 

settlement 

Located at 

long distance 

Located at 

long distance 

N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A 

Holding period 

of Jhum Land 

2-3 years 2 years 1-2 years 1-2 years 2 years 2 years 1-2 years 

Cultivated 

Cereals 

Paddy, Millet. 

Maize, 

Vegetables. 

etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Buck-wheat, 

Vegetables 

Paddy, Millet, 

Maize, Job’s 

Tear, Yam, 

Cotton, 

Vegetables 

Paddy, Millet, 

Cotton, 

Vegetables 

etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Cotton, 

Vegetables etc. 

Paddy, Millet, 

Cotton, Maize, 

Tubers etc. 

Paddy, Yam, 

Pulse, Cotton, 

Mize, etc. 
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etc. 

Domestic 

Animals 

Pig, Mithun, 

Cow, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

Pig, Cattle, 

Goat, Dog etc. 

Pig, Mithun, 

Cow, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

Pig, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

N.A. Pig, Cow, Goat, 

Dog etc. 

Pig, Cattle, Dog 

etc. 

Settlement 

Pattern 

Widely 

dispersed 

Scattered Compact on N.A. Dense Scattered Dense 

Location of 

Village 

On the 

mountain top 

On hill slopes Hill top On hill top On hill slopes On hill slopes On hill slopes 

Shelter Houses are 

constructed 

on wooden 

piles. 

Bamboo, 

wood. Straw 

are used as 

building 

materials. 

Bamboo, 

wooden 

planks and 

reeds are 

major 

building 

materials. 

Entire House 

rests on 

wooden 

platform. 

Foundation of 

house is made 

of wooden 

pillars, while 

other parts are 

constructed 

by plank 

bamboo and 

straw. 

Built on 

Wooden piles 

with Bamboo 

matting walls 

and thatched 

roof of straw, 

grass and 

leafs. 

The plinth of the 

house is made of 

wooden piles, 

while the other 

parts are 

constructed by 

wooden planks 

and bamboo. 

Houses are 

constructed on 

wooden piles. 

Walls, floor and 

roof are made by 

plaited bamboo or 

wooden planks. 

Houses are 

exclusively 

constructed by 

wood and 

bamboo. 

Domestic 

Items 

Mostly made 

on wood and 

bamboo. 

Made on 

wood and 

bamboo. 

Besides 

wooden items 

few groups 

also 

manufacture 

earthen wares. 

House-hold 

objects are 

invariably 

made on 

wood and 

bamboo 

Most of the 

house-hold 

objects are made 

on wood and 

bamboo. 

Earthen wares are 

used for cooking 

while other utility 

items are made on 

wood and bamboo. 

Principal items 

consist banana 

leaf and bamboo 

nodes. 

Disposal of 

Dead 

Bury the dead 

body near the 

houses. 

Burial, 

Cremation 

and by 

Bury the dead 

body. 

Bury the dead 

body infront 

of the houses. 

Usually practice 

cremation. When 

a person dies of 

Practice post-

cremation burial. 

N.A. 
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throwing the 

dead body 

into river. 

leprosy or 

cholera or such 

other disease the 

body is buried. 
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Traditional ecological practices in 

neighbouring countries and Improvement in 

the light of similar knowledge from 

neighbouring countries. 

Seven Sister States 

 The Seven Sister States - also called “Paradise Unexplored” - is a name give to the 

contiguous states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura 

in Northeastern India. These states cover an area of 255,511 km, or about 7 percent of 

Indian’s total area. They had a population of 44.98 million in 2011, about 3.7 percent of 

India’s total. Although there is great ethnic and religious diversity within the seven states, 

they  have similarities in political, social and economic contexts. 

History 

 When India became independent from the United Kingdom in 1947, only three states 

covered the area. Manipur and Tripura were princely states, while a much larger Assam 

Province was under direct British rule. Its capital was Shillong (present day Meghalaya’s 

capital). Four new states were carved out of the original territory of Assam in the decades 

following independence, in line with the policy of the Indian government of reorganizing the 

states along ethnic and linguistic lines. Accordingly, Nagaland became a separate state in 

1963, followed by Meghalaya in 1972. Mizoram became a UnionTerritory in 1972, and 

achieved statehood – along with ArunachalPradesh – in 1987. 

Ethnic and religious composition 

 Except for Assam, where the major language is Assamese, and Tripura, where the 

major language is Bengali, the region has a predominantly tribal population that speak 

numerous Tibeto-Burman and Austro languages. Meitei, the third most spoken language in 

this region is a Tibeto-Burman language. The large and populous states of Assam, Manipur, 

ArunachalPradesh and Tripura remain predominantly Hindu, with a sizable Muslim minority 

in Assam. Christianity has become the major religion in the states of the Nagaland, Mizoram 

and Meghalaya. 

Natural resources 

 Main industries in the region are tea-based, crude oil and natural gas, silk, bamboo 

and handicrafts. The states are heavily forested and have plentiful rainfall. There are beautiful 

wildlife sanctuaries, tea-estates and mighty rivers like Brahmaputra. The region is home to 

one-horned rhinoceros, elephants and other endangered wildlife. For security reasons, 

including inter-tribal tensions, widespread insurgencies, and disputed borders with 
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neighboring China, there are restrictions on foreigners visiting the area, hampering the 

development of the potentially profitable travel tourism and hospitality industry. 

Interdependence 

 A compact geographical unit, the Northeast is isolated from the rest of India except 

through the Siliguri Corridor a slender corridor, flanked by foreign territories. Assam is the 

gateway through which the sister states are connected to the mainland. Tripura, a virtual 

enclave almost surrounded by Bangladesh, strongly depends on Assam, Nagaland, 

Meghalaya and Arunachal depend on Assam for their internal communications. Manipur and 

Mizoram’s contacts with the main body of India are through Assam’s BarakValley. Raw 

material requirements also make the states mutually dependent. All rivers in Assam’s plains 

originate in ArunachalPradesh, Nagaland and western Meghalaya. Manipur’s rivers have 

their sources in Nagaland and Mizoram; the hills also have rich mineral and forest resources. 

Petroleum is found in the plains. 

 The plains depend on the hills also on vital questions like flood control. Flood control 

in the plains requires for soil conservation and a forestation in the hills. The hills depend on 

the plains for markets for their produce. They depend on the plains even for food grains 

because of limited cultivable land in the hill. 

 To provide a forum for collaboration towards common objectives, the Indian 

government established the North Eastern Council in 1971. Each state is represented by its 

Governor and Chief Minister. The Council has enabled the Seven Sister States to work 

together on numerous matters, including the provision of educational facilities and electric 

supplies to the region. 

 The sobriquet, the Land of Seven Sisters, had been originally coined to coincide with 

the inauguration of the new states in January, 1972, by Jyoti Prasad Saikia, a journalist in 

Tripura. Saikia later complied a book on the interdependence and commonness of the Seven 

Sister States, and named it the Land of Seven Sisters. It has been primarily because of this 

publication that the nickname has caught on. 

Northeast India 

 Northeast India is the eastern-most region of India connected to East India via a 

narrow corridor squeezed between Nepal and Bangladesh. It comprises the contiguous Seven 

Sister States (Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, and 

Tripura), plus the Himalayan state of Sikkim. These states are grouped under the MDONER 

ministry of the Government of India. Except for the Goalpara region of Assam, the rest were 

late entrants to the British India, the Brahmaputra valley area of Assam became a part of 

British India in 1824, and the hill regions were incorporated even later. Sikkim joined the 

Indian union through a referendum in 1975 and was recognised as part of Northeast India in 

the 1990s. 

 In terms of geographical size, Northeast India constitute about 8% of the total India’s 

size, and is roughly 3/4th the size of the state of Maharashtra. Northeast India’s population 

(all 8 states combined) is approximately 40 million (2011 census), which represents 3.1% of 
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the total Indian population (1,210 million). Northeast India’s population size is roughly equal 

to the state of Odisha. 

 The Siliguri Corridor in West Bengal, with a width of 21 to 40 kilometres (13 to 25 

mi), connects the North Eastern region with the main part of India. The region shares more 

than 4,500 kilometres (2,800 mi) of international border (about 90 per cent of its entire border 

area) with China (South Tibet) in the north, Myanmar in the east, Bangladesh in the 

southwest, and Bhutan to the northwest. 

 The states are officially recognised under the North Eastern Council (NEC), 

constituted in 1971 as the acting agency for the development of the eight states. The North 

Eastern Development Finance Corporation Ltd (NEDFI) was incorporated on 9 August 1995 

and the Ministry of Development of North Eastern Region (DoNER) was set up in September 

2001. 

History 

 The earliest settlers were Austro-Asiatic speakers, followed by Tibeto-Burmese and 

then by Indo-Aryans. Due to the bio-and crop diversity of the region the focus of current 

archaeological research has been on domestication of several important plants by early 

settlers. Writers have suspected an early trade route via Northeast India in the references of 

Chinese explorer. ZhangQian made in 100 BC. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea mention a 

people called Sesatai in the region, who were the source of malabathron, so prized in the old 

world. In the early historical period (most of first millennium), Kamarupa straddled most of 

present-day Northeast India, besides Bhutan and Sylhet in Bangladesh. Xuanzang, the 

travelling Chinese monk, visited Kamarupa in the 7th century, and described the people as 

“short in stature and black-looking”, whose speech differed a little from mid-India and who 

were of simple but violent disposition; and that the people in Kamarupa knew of Sichuan that 

lay to the kigdom’s east beyond a treacherous mountain. Established during the British Raj, 

the northeastern states were isolated from their traditional trading partners such as Bhutan 

and Myanmar. 

Formation of North Eastern states 

 In the early 19th century, both the Ahom and the Manipur kingdoms fell to a Burmese 

invasion. The ensuing First Anglo-Burmese War resulted in the entire region coming under 

British control. In the colonial period (1826-1947), North East India was a part of 

BengalProvince from 1839 to 1873, when Assam became its own province. After the Indian 

Independence from British Rule in 1947, the Northeastern region of British India consisted of 

Assam the princely states of Manipur and Tripura. Subsequently, Nagaland in 1963, 

Meghalaya in 1972, ArunachalPradesh in 1975 (Capital changed to Itanagar) (actually 

formed on 20 Feb, 1987) and Mizoram in 1987 were found out of Assam. Manipur and 

Tripura remained as UnionTerritories of India between 1956 until 1972 when they attained 

fully-fledged statehood. Sikkim was integrated as the eighth North Eastern Council state in 

2002. 

 The city of Shillong acted as the capital of the Assam province created during the 

British Rule. It remained as the capital of undivided Assam until formation of the state of 
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Meghalaya in 1972. The capital of Assam was then shifted to Dispur, a part of Guwahati, and 

Shillong became the capital of Meghalaya. 

Sino-Indian War (1962) 

 ArunachalPradesh, a state in the Northeastern tip of India, is claimed by China as 

South Tibet. Sino-relations degraded during the Sino-Indian War of 1962. The cause of the 

escalation into war is still disputed by both Chinese and Indian sources. During the war in 

1962, the PRC (China) captured much of the NEFA (North-East Frontier Agency) created by 

India in 1954. However on November 21, 1962, China declared a unilateral cease fire, 

withdrew its troops 20 kilometres (12 mi) behind the Mc Mahon Line and returned Indian 

prisoners of war in 1963. 

21st century unrest 

 In 1947 Indian independence and partition resulted in a landlocked region, 

exacerbating the isolation that has been recognized, but not studied. Muslim Bangladesh 

controlled access to the Indian Ocean. The mountainous terrain has hampered the road and 

railways connection in the region. 

 On 2 November 2000, in Malom, a town in the Imphal Valley of Manipur, ten 

civilians were shot and killed while waiting at a bus stop. The incident, known as the “Malom 

Massacre”, was allegedly committed by the Assam Rifles, one of the Indian Paramilitary 

forces operating in the state. This incident resulted in continuing unrest in the area. The 

militant groups operating in the area include the Kangleipak Communist Party (KCP), 

Kanglei Yawol Kanna Lup (KYKL), People’s Revolutionary Party of Kagleipak (PREPAK), 

People’s Revolutionary Party of Kagleipak-Pro (PREPAK-Pro), Revolutionary People’s 

Front (RPF) and United National Liberation Front (UNLF) of Manipur, Hynniewtrep 

National Liberation Council (HNLC) of Meghalaya, Kamatapur Liberation Organization 

(KLO), which operates in Assam and North Bengal, National Democratic Front of Bodoland 

and ULFA of Assam and the National Liberation Front of Tripura (NLFT). 

Geography 

 The Northeast region can be physiographically categorized into the Eastern 

Himalayas, Northeast Hills (Patkai-Naga Hills and Lushai Hills) and the Brahmaputra and the 

Barak Valley Plains. Northeast India (at the confluence of Indo-Malayan, Indo-Chinese, and 

Indian biographical realms) has a predominantly humid sub-tropical climate with hot, humid 

summers, severe monsoons and mild winters. Along with the west coast of India, this region 

has some of the Indian sub-continent’s last remaining rain forests which supports diverse 

flora and fauna and several crop species. Similarly reserves of petroleum and natural gas in 

the region constitute a fifth of India’s total potential. The region is covered by the mighty 

Brahmaputra-Barak river systems and their tributaries. Geographically, apart from the 

Brahmaputra, Barak and Imphal valleys and some flat lands in between the hills of 

Meghalaya and Tripura, the remaining two-thirds of the area is hilly terrain interspersed with 

valleys and plains; the altitude varies from almost sea-level to over 7,000 metres (23,000 ft) 

above MSL. The region’s high rainfall averaging around 10,000 millimetres (390 in) and 

above creates problems of ecosystem, high seismic activity and floods. The states of 
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ArunachalPradesh and Sikkim have a montane climate with climate with cold, snowy winters 

and mild summers. 

Flora 

 WWF has identified the entire Eastern Himalayas as a priority Global 200Ecoregion 

while Conservation International has up scaled the Eastern Himalaya Hotspot which initially 

covered the states of Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, Darjeeling Hills, Bhutan, and Southern 

China to the Indo Burma (Hotspot) which now includes all the eight states of North-East 

India, along with the neighbouing countries of Bhutan, southern China and Myanmar. The 

population and diversity of the religion’s birds largely reflects the diversity of habitats 

associated with a wide altitudinal range. North East India supports some of the highest bird 

diversities in the orient with about 850 bird species. The Eastern Himalaya and the Assam 

plains have been identified as an Endemic Bird Area by the Royal Society for Protection of 

Birds, (ICBP 1992). The region’s lowland and montane moist-to-wet evergreen forests are 

considered to be the northernmost limit of true tropical rainforests in the world. 

 The region has been identified by the Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR) 

as a centre of rice germplasm while the National Bureau of Plant Genetic Resources 

(NBPGR), India, has highlighted the region as being rich in wild relatives of crop plants. It is 

the centre of origin of citrus fruits. Two primitive variety of maize, Sikkim Primitive 1 and 2 

have been reported from Sikkim (Dhawan, 1964). Although jhum cultivation, a traditional 

system of agriculture, is often cited as a reason for the loss of forest cover of the region, this 

primary agricultural economic activity practiced by local tribes reflects the usage of 35 

varieties of crops. The region is rich in medicinal plants and many other rare and endangered 

taxa. Its high endemism in both higher plants, vertebrates and avain diversity has qualified it 

to be a biodiversity ‘hotspot’ and this aspect has been elaborated in details in the subsequent 

sections. IUCN in 1995 identified Namdapha in ArunachalPradesh as a centre of plant 

diversity. 

 The following figures highlight the biodiversity significance of the region: 

• 51 forest types are found in the region broadly classified into six major types – 

tropical moist deciduous forests, tropical semi evergreen forests, tropical wet 

evergreen forests, subtropical forests, temperate forests and alpine forests. 

• Out of the nine important vegetation types of India, six are found in the North Eastern 

region. 

• These forests harbor 8,000 out of 15,000 species of flowering plants. In floral species 

richness, the highest diversity is reported from the states of ArunachalPradesh (5000 

species) and Sikkim (4500 species) amongst the North Eastern States. 

• According to the Indian Red data book published by the Botanical Survey of India, 10 

percent of the flowering plants in the country are endangered. Of the 1500 endangered 

floral species, 800 are reported from North East India. 

• Most of the North Eastern states have more than 60% of their area under forest cover, 

a minimum suggested coverage for the hill states in the country. 
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• North East India is a part of Indo-Burma ‘hotspot’. The hotspot is the world’s second 

largest, next only to the Mediterranean basin with an area 2,206,000 square kilometers 

(852,000 sq mi) among the 25 identified. 

Fauna 

• The International Council for Bird Preservation, UK identified the Assam plains and 

the Eastern Himalaya as an Endemic Bird Area (EBA). The EBA has an area of 

220,000 km following the Himalayan range in the countries of Bangladesh, Butan, 

China, Nepal, Myanmar and the Indian states of Sikkim, northern West Bengal, 

Arunachal Pradesh, southern Assam, Nagaland, Manipur, Meghalaya and Mizoram. 

Because of a southward occurrence of this mountain range in comparison to other 

Himalayan ranges, this region has a distinctly different climate with warmer mean 

temperatures and fewer days with frost and have much higher rainfall. This has 

resulted in the occurrence of a rich array of restricted range bird species. More than 

two critically endangered species, these endangered species and 14 vulnerable species 

of birds are in this EBA. Satterfield et al. (1998) identified 22 restricted range species 

out of which 19 are confined to this region and the remaining three are present in 

other endemic and secondary areas. Eleven out of the 22 restricted range species 

found in this region are considered as threatened (Birdlife International 2001), a 

number greater than in any other EBA of India. 

• WWF has identified the following priority ecoregions in North-East India: 

BrahmaputraValleySemiEvergreenForest 

The Eastern HimalayanBroadleavedForest 

The Eastern Himalayan Sub-alpine Coniferous Forests 

India-Myanmar Pine Forests 

Languages 

 Northeast India constitutes a single linguistic region with about 220 languages in 

multiple language families (Indo-European, Sino-Tibetan, Tai-Kadai, Austroasiatic) that 

share common structural features. Assamese, an Indo-Aryan language spoken mostly in the 

BrahmaputraValley, developed as a lingua franca for many speech communities. Assamese-

based pidgin/creoles have developed in Nagaland (Nagamese) and Arunachal (Nefamese), 

though their use has been on a decline in recent times. The Austro-Asiatic family is 

represented by the Khasi, Jaintia and War languages of Meghalaya. A small number of Tai-

Kadai languages (Ahom, Tai Phake, Khamti, etc.) are also spoken. Sino-Tibetan is 

represented by a considerable number of languages belonging to the Tibeto-Burman 

subgroup, some of which are: Bodo, Rabha, Karbi, Mising, Tiwa, Deuri etc. (Assam); Garo, 

(Meghalaya) Ao, Tangkhul, Angami, Sema, Lotha, Konyak etc. (Nagaland); Mizo, Hmar, 

Chakma (Mizoram); Hrusso, Tanee, Nisi, Adi, Abor, Nocte, Apatani, Misimi etc. 

(Arunachal). Manipuri is the official language in Manipur, the dominant language of the 

ImphalValley; while Naga languages such as Mao, Maram and Tangkul, and Kuki languages 

such as Hmar and Paite predominate in individual hill areas of the state. 
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 Among other Indo-Aryan languages, Sylheti is spoken in South Assam in the 

BarakValley. Besides the Tibeto-Burman Kak-Borak language, Bengali is a majority 

language in Tripura. Nepali, an Indo-Aryan language is dominant in Sikkim, besides Tibeto-

Burman languages Limbu, Bhutia and Lepcha. Bengali was the official language of /colonial 

Assam for about forty years from the 1830s. 

Communities 

 North-east India has over 220 ethnic groups and equal number of dialects. The hills 

states in the region like ArunachalPradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland are 

predominantly inhabited by tribal people with a degree of diversity even within the tribal 

groups. Besides the indigenous inhabitants people from Tibet, Burma, Thailand, West Bengal 

and Bangladesh have migrated into the region at various periods of history. 

 Adivasi, Assamese, Bhutia, Bishnupriya Manipuri, Biate, Bodo, Chakma, Chhetri, 

Dimasa, Garo, Gurung, Hajong, Hmar, Hrankhwl, Jamatia, Karbi, Khasi, Khampti, Koch, 

Kom, Kuki, Lepcha, Lushai, Meitei, Mishing, Mizo, Naga, Nepali, Noatia, Paite, Pnar, 

Purvottar Maithili, Rabha Reang, Singpho, Sylheti, various Tibetan Tribes, Tamang, Tiwa, 

Tripuri, Zeme Naga, Chorei and Limbu are different ethnic groups inhabitating the region. 

Government  

 The northeastern states, having 3.8% of India’s total population, are allotted 25 out of 

a total of 543 seats in the LokSabha. This is 4.6% of the total number of seats. 

Economy 

 The economy is agrarian. Little land is available for settled agriculture. Along with 

settled agriculture, jhum (shifting cultivation) is still practiced by a few indigenous groups of 

people. The inaccessible terrain and internal disturbances has made rapid industrialization 

difficult in the region. 

 In the 21st century, there has been recognition among policy makers and economists 

of the region that the main stumbling block for economic development of the Northeastern 

region is the disadvantageous geographical location. It was argued that globalization 

propagates deterritorialisation and a borderless world which is often associated with 

economic integration. With 98 percent of its borders with China, Myanmar, Bhutan, 

Bangladesh and Nepal, Northeast India appears to have a better scope for development in the 

era of globalization. As a result, a new policy developed among intellectuals and politicians 

that one direction the Northeastern region must be looking to as a new way of development 

lies with political integration with the rest of India and economic integration with the rest of 

Asia, with East and Southeast Asia in particular, as the policy of economic integration with 

the rest of India did not yield much dividends. With the development of this new policy the 

Government of India directed its Look East policy towards developing the Northeastern 

region. This policy is reflected in the Year End Review 2004 of the Ministry of External 

Affairs, which stated that: “India’s Look East Policy has now been given a new dimension by 

the UPA Government. India is now looking towards a partnership with the ASEAN countries, 

both within BIMSTEC and the India-ASEAN Summit dialogue as integrally linked to 

economic and security interests, particularly for India’s East and North East region.  
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Bhutan, Sikkim and Beyond is the first volume of a series of books intended to focus on the 

history and culture of northeast India and her immediate neighbors like Bhutan,Tibet, 

Myanmar and China. Although the region known as northeast India made significant 

contribution to Indian civilization, its role in shaping the course of Indian history had been 

ignored to a certain extent. In modern times the region was cut off from the mainstream of 

Indian culture for many known and unknown reasons. Such isolation as is well known has 

caused innumerable problems that continually affect society and polity in northeast India. 

 The socio-cultural life of the people of northeast India manifests several cross-

regional cultural elements. Animism, Buddhism and Hinduism in their several forms, a 

variety of religious rituals observed by the people have all left their marks on the rich mosaic 

of life of the people of the region. Quite anciently, the region developed relations with Nepal, 

Bhutan, Sikkim, Myanmar, Tibet and China on the one hand and other parts of India on the 

other. The racial affinity of the people of this region with their neighbors we have named is 

an intriguing question anatomised by many scholars so far. But the ever changing contours of 

the problems that afflict the region and the void left by the misdirected and abortive efforts to 

tackle them leave enough scope for the modern scholars to deal with the region. Interaction 

with the rest of India through Bengal is another part of the history of the region. All these had 

begun in prehistoric times. 

Interestingly, the Mahabharata offers a fascinating account of Bhagadutta, the king of 

Pragjyotisa, a region which afterwards came to be known as Kamarupa that forms the 

heartland of northeast India. This epical king fought alongside the Kauravas against the 

Pandavas. This is incidentally one of the earliest references to northeast India in Indian 

literature. The Raghuvamsa of Kalidasa, widely considered a Gupta age classic, narrates the 

story of king Raghu who crossed the Lohit or Brahmaputra and subjugated the king of 

Pragjyotisa. The vanquished king offered him a tribute of many elephants. Pragjyotisa or 

Assam, in fact almost the whole of northeast India, still now abounds in elephants as is well-

known. So there should be no qualms about the identification of Pragjyotisa of the 

Raghuvamsa’s description. The Brahmaputra or Lohit was also there in the narrative to 

corroborate the evidence. 

Pundra, often synonymous with Gauda is another region intimately associated with 

the rest of ancient India. The Mauryan-Brahmi inscription discovered from Pundravardhana 

(Bogra district, Bangladesh), the artefacts found from Asuragarh Bangarh or Kotivarsa in  

West Bengal have established the fact that civilization flourished in the region much before 

the beginning of the Christian era. Classics of ancient Indian literature like the Arthasastra of 

Kautilya, Kamasutra of Vatsyana, Gaudavaho of Vakpati, Dasakumaracarita of Dandi to 

name a few are replete with references about Gauda as well as Pundra. The people of 

Manipur, Nagaland and Tripura were also not unknown to the rest of India from the early 

historical period. The identification of Manipur of Princes Citrangada is still debated but in 

the relevant episode of the Mahabharata what we miss to note  is that when Arjuna 

unknowingly fought a battle against his son Babhruvahana and fell unconscious another wife 

of Arjuna, namely Ului the Nagkanya (the daughter of the Nagas), nursed the hero to 

recovery. Is it farfetched to comment that the Naga country and Maniupur were two adjacent 

provinces as in the modern times and the geographical proximity of these provinces was 

known to the author of the epic. Otherwise the Nagakanya would not be mentioned in the 
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Manipur episode. No one can possibly ignore the question of circumstantial association of the 

Naga and Manipuri characters in the epic who are still close neighbors in India. 

We have evidence that in the Gupta and post-Gupta periods large part of northeast 

India was intimately associated with the rest of India as part and parcel. That at times it 

belonged to the same state as Northern India is also undisputable. The Allahabad Pillar 

Inscription of Samudragupta mentions Kamarupa as a province paying tribute to the fourth 

century Gupta Empire. There are still more evidence. The Apsad inscription recorded another 

Gupta ruler Mahasenagupta’s conflict with Susthithavarman, a king of the Varman dynasty of 

Kamarupa. These two kings fought a battle on the shores of the Lauhitya (Brahmaputra) 

river. The evidence furnished above demonstrates that the people or the kingdoms of 

northeast India had the military might to take part in the power game of northern India. It 

became more and more obvious with the passage of time. The Nidhanpur copper plate of 

Bhaskaravarmana declares the occupation of Gauda by this illustrious king. Earlier he had 

taken part in power struggle of Northern India being an ally of Harsa of Kanauj and fought 

against Sasanka, the king of Bengal or Gauda, his immediate neighbor. Bhaskara’s 

occupation of Gauda was possibly short-lived but it confirmed his ability to rule over a vast 

kingdom which at least had an area of 200.000 square miles if not more, extending from the 

BrahmaputraValley in the east to the shores of the Bhagirathi in the west. 

From the eight century onwards there was a kind of reversal of fortunes for the 

kingdom of Pragjyotisa. The imperial Palas of Bengal held sway over a vast region in 

northern and eastern India. KamauliGrant, a twelfth century copper plate inscription of 

Vaidyadeva, a minister of the Pala emperor Kumarapala declares his occupation of Kamarupa 

for which a fierce naval battle was fought. 

It is amply clear from the text of the Kamauli grant that Kamarupa was not under the 

Pala rule perpetually. Had it been so Vaidyadeva would not have to fight a battle against its 

ruler to reestablish Pala authority? So there was warfare off and on between Kamarupa and 

other kingdoms, particularly its western neighbor Gauda or Bengal. 

During the Turko-Afghan period, struggle for power continued. The Turko-Afghan 

rulers wanted to extend their rule to Kamarupa. Their campaigns to colonize northeast India 

and even Tibet started with IkhtiaruddinMuhammad bin BhakhtiyarKhalji in the early years 

of the thirteenth century AD. Khalji’s attempt met with no success. Some Bengal rulers were 

able to make a dent in northeast India afterwards. But their success was short-lived. Even 

Mughal occupation of Kamarupa did not last long. Earlier, the Ahoms, a branch of the Shans 

of Upper Myanmar occupied the region in the thirteenth century and curved out a kingdom of 

their own. They had to fight against powers like the Chutiyas, Manipuries and Koches as well 

as the Turko-Afgan sultans and Mughal governors of Bengal. The rise of the Koch Empire in 

the sixteenth century as a successor of the Khen kingdom of Kamatapur also constitutes an 

important chapter in the history or northeast India. 

Fall of the Ahom power in the late eighteenth century led to Burmese occupation of 

several places of the Ahom kingdom. British annexation of Assam in 1826 and gradual 

extension of British power to far-flung regions in northeast India ushered in a new era of 

colonialism. 

Besides Ahoms, several other tribes played an important role in the history of the 

entire region. There were the ancient Bodo tribes, the Kacharis, Manipuris, Jayantiyas, 

Karbis, Nagas, Khasis, Garos, Mizos, Kukis and those of Tripura to name a few with several 

sub-tribes affiliated with them contributing to the rich tapestry of culture of northeast India. 
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The present volume or the series planned to incorporate such studies do not attempt to 

present the sequence of political events in the region. Instead, they are focused on various 

aspects of its history, culture and civilization. 

As has been discussed time and again in the pages that follow, the region owes much 

of its culture and civilization to the interaction between the neighboring countries and people. 

Bhutan, Sikkim, Tibet, China and Myanmar’s intercourse with northeast India for thousands 

of years is an absorbing affair in the history of world civilization. Obviously it deserves a lot 

more attention from the scholars as well as lay followers of history of human civilization. 

The present volume incorporates some little known aspects of the interaction we have 

spoken of. The economy of the entire region from very ancient times depended upon trans-

border trade and commerce carried on painstakingly through difficult mountain terrains and 

dense forests. Through these trade ventures fruits of civilization travelled from one place to 

the other. Some chapters of this book naturally have sought to present a picture of the 

economic activities of the region. It is all the more important because some settlements in 

northeast India was on the South-West Silk Route that connected Tibet with Sikkim, Bengal, 

Assam and Myanmar. Interestingly, this route, traversing thousands of miles through dreadful 

deserts, steep mountains and dense forests finally became sea borne at Tamralipta or Tamluk, 

the ancient port of Bengal. This is how the distant South Asian islands like Srilanka, Sumatra, 

Java and Bali were connected with Central Asia. 

A few more questions always come to our mind as we focus on northeast India. The 

problem of ethno nationalism and minoritysm intimately linked with each other are two such 

questions we cannot afford to ignore. We have already mentioned that hundreds of tribes 

inhabit the region. In olden times the tribal villages were usually under the control of village 

headmen. A cluster of villages in a particular region was headed by a chieftain responsible for 

the defense of the territory. At places the chiefs had jurisdiction over larger territories   

because of the common ethnicity of the people living in such territories. Often these tribal 

chieftains enjoyed a kind of sovereignty guaranteed by a mutually accepted policy of 

peaceful co-existence. Indeed there were exceptions. Increase in population, food scarcity 

caused by crops failure and at times racial as well as communal issues led to animosities 

among the tribal chieftaindoms. Aggression of alien powers like the Ahoms and the Burmese 

from the east and the Bhutanese from the north also led to conflict. The tribal chiefs in some 

regions were under the rule of independent kingdoms like Manipur, Tripura, Jaintia, 

Kochbehar and Ahom and paid tributes to them periodically. The aggrandizement of the 

powerful independent sultans and the Mughal governors of Bengal disturbed the political 

equilibrium of north4east India in the medieval times. 

The psyche of ethno nationalism also had its origin in the aggression of alien powers. 

In the tribal domains, presence of a host of alien officials as representatives of the over lord 

and the role of a number of tradesmen from outside, flaunting authority with a brazen display 

of power caused disruption in the socio-economic milieu. With the passage of time strangers 

increased in number adding to the magnitude of the problem. Before the arrival of the alien 

people the tribal people felt no urge to ascertain their ethnic identity. So there was no ethno 

nationalism or minoritysm. There was no minority as there was no majority either in a cluster 

of villages inhabited by a particular tribe. 

The present dissertation, however, does not address the contemporary problems. 

Instead, it has sought to investigate into some aspects of the social, economic and political 

history of the region that may prove to be useful even to the flowers of the contemporary 

events of the region. 
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Both Bhutan and Sikkim are also among the thrust areas considered for the present 

study. These two Himalayan kingdoms were inseparably linked with northeast India as well 

as those beyond the Himalayas like Tibet and China. Economy of the entire region seems to 

be functioning under an overwhelming force, namely transborder trade. The South-West Silk 

Route was an integral part of this system. It had its politico-religious impact also. It has often 

been said that Buddhism spread through the Silk Route in an unbelievable velocity. The 

ancient Buddhist monks like, Faxian of the fourth century, Xuanzang of the sixth century, 

Padmasambhava of the eighth century or Atis of the eleventh century, although not equipped 

with modern devices, would outshine any modern mountaineer in endurance test. Thanks to 

their effort, ideas travelled at a faster pace than commodities and the trade routes facilitated 

the spread of ideas from very ancient times. 

In the present work I have sought to invite the attention of the readers to the question 

of identity of the northeastern people and the process of their integration with the concept of 

Indianness. Then to focus on their economic life, their immediate neighbors like Bhutan and 

Tibet have come within our purview. For the same reason in a future volume neighbors like 

Myanmar and Thailand will come into our focus. Bengal was the region through which 

northeast India and her northern neighbors like Tibet, China and Bhutan interacted with 

India. Other states in South Asia like Myanmar also had to intact with India through the 

ancient Pragjyotisa in Assam and Karmanta-Harikela-Samatata sub-region of eastern and 

southeastern Bengal. The last named sub-region had Gauda or Pundra to its immediate north. 

Thus was connected with each other a number of kingdoms in Southeast Asia. But 

unfortunately as yet we know very little of their political, economic and cultural intercourse 

in ancient times. The present work with an episodic structure is merely an attempt to weave a 

story out of disconnected tidbits of information about northeast India and her immediate 

neighbors culled from myriad sources and does not purport to be a comprehensive history of 

the region. 
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Northeast India 

The Issues of Identity and Assimilation 

Till very recent times it was customary to pronounce that civilization in India had spread 

from the North to the East and the South and this imagined North-East/North-South axis had 

Central Asia at the other end. Host of anthropologists, linguists and archaeologists continued 

to propagate this theory that rested on the so-called premises of Aryanization of Eastern and 

Southern India for hundreds of years from the prehistoric times, chiefly following the course 

of the Ganga. And as a natural corollary of this theory the idea that the eastern region was 

least civilized and waited long for the civilizing influence of the North gained some sort of 

credence. In their eagerness to put their pet theory on a pedestal the scholars overlooked the 

ancient civilizations of the Far-East and South-East Asia and wherever expedient discounted 

the role of the Mongolian tribes and their early interaction with India. They also failed to 

notice the early urbanization of eastern India evidenced by archaeological finds of the 

twentieth century. ProfessorSunitikumarChatterji was among the few Indian scholars who 

credited the Kiratas or Indo-Mongoloids for making notable strides in the path of civilization 

in India. Chatterji in fact opened a new vista in the field of northeastern studies: 

Before considering the question of Indo-Mongoloid or Kirata participation in Hindu 

history or culture in some detail, regionally and chronologically, we may note some 

early points of contact in the domain of religio-philosophical ideas and religious cult 

and ritual. 

The Aryan speech with the Vedic free-cult does not appear to have been established 

over Northern India beyond North Bihar-Videha or Mithila before 700 B.C. Prior to 

that in the area of North Bengal and Assam a powerful non-Aryan possibly Tibeto-

Burman, state may have arisen, with a mixed population of Austrics, Dravidians and 

Tibeto-Burmans – the last, as representing a group of aggressive invaders from the 

East, perhaps being dominant and furnishing the ruling class, as it happened many 

centuries later when the Ahoms came to Assam. This non-Aryan state, possibly ruled 

over by Indo-Mongoloids was susceptible to upper Gangetic Brahmanical influences 

from the beginning. Traditionally a ruler of this Indo-Mongoloid state, Bhagadatta, 

took part in the Karukshetra battle (c.950B.C.?). 

In the same work SunitikumarChatterji also reminds us of the references to the 

Kiratas in the Yajur-veda and the Atharva-veda and the Indo-Mongoloid origin of the famed 

Lichhavi tribe of North Bihar. The high social status of the Lichhavis was demonstrated by 

the fact that the founder of the Gupta Empire took pride in declaring that he married a 

Lichhavi princess. This matrimonial alliance was an outcome of diplomatic necessity as the 

Lichhavis as a powerful trade ruled over Nepal for five centuries (from c. 350 to 879 A.D.). 

Still more intriguing is the suggestion that Buddha himself was an Indo-Mongoloid. 

The reasons for such assumption are not incoherent: 

There is, it must be remembered a good deal in Buddhism (at least in its outer forms) 

which goes counter to Aryanism, particularly Aryan racialism. This may well be a 

reflex of the race minds and cultural milieus I conflict, consciously or unconsciously. 

Thus in Aryan religion the religious man as well as householder both wore long hair 

and beards (a practice we find among the kinsmen of the Aryans outside India. E.g. 

the Iranians, the Slavs, the Spartans and other ancient Greek tribes, the Celts the 

Germans) but the Buddhist monk was clean shaven. The Buddhist monks were 
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enjoined to abstain from bedsteads and were to lie on the ground, whereas the Aryan 

habit was to sleep in raised beds. 

Then we have to note Buddha’s throwing overboard completely the Vedic sacrifice…   

Further, Buddha was democratic and he did not want his teachings to be confined to the 

sacred or literary language of the Brahmans who retained their allegiance to the Vedas– he 

wanted his message to reach all and sundry in their own languages. 

It was not really a hypothesis that the phenomenal rise and spread of Buddhism in 

eastern India was more due to the fact that the rebel faith found favor with the .non-Aryan’ 

populace of the region who had abhorrence for Brahmamical religion and its rigid case 

system. 

That some non-Aryan ethnic groups rose to prominence in Eastern India as early as 

the pre-historic times can hardly be denied. In this connection the myth about the Asuras of 

northeast India is a question that deserves serious consideration. The identity of the Asuras so 

frequently referred to in ancient Indian literature evokes much curiosity. 

That the mythical Asuras were a civilized tribe has recently come to the notice of 

scholars through some chance binding of artifacts from Asuragarh a fortified settlement site 

(Lat. 26.01486/Long.87.93366) situated at North Dinajpur district of Modern West Bengal 

that date back to pre-Mauryan and prehistoric times. 

As already hinted the identity of the Asuras is yet to be ascertained. Some interesting 

clues in this respect may be useful for the present discussion. Two places in northeast India 

have legends associated with them. One is Sonitpura in Assam, the other is Bangarh in West 

Bengal also known as Sonitpura. Legend has it that the mythical Asura king Bana ruled over 

Sonitpura near Tezpur in Assam. A similar legend connects Bangarh with the same mythical 

king. Excavations at Bangarh (South Dinajpur District) has established the fact that it is a 

Mauryan site with layers of pre-Mauryan relics underneath it. The site has been identified 

with Kotivarsa, an ancient city that flourished in the region in the Mauryan period. 

Asuragarh, a little less than hundred km to the north-west of Bangarh as the crow flies is not 

credited with any such legend; but local people associate this site with the Asuras without 

giving the names of its rulers. How Bangarh came to be known as the fortress of the Asura 

king Bana is not known. In all likelihood, the Bhagavat and the VisnuPurana are the sources 

to be considered in this respect since the story of Bana is found in the Purana only. The 

popularity of the Purana at a particular point of time had possibly lent the site its name. This 

might have happened in case of Sonitpura in Assam also. Morphological analysis of legends 

about the order archaeological sites in India shows the propensity of the people to associate 

the unknown and order archaeological sites and mounds with characters and episodes of the 

Puranas and the epics. Thus one would find several explored and unexplored sites in India 

which are popularly identified as the places where the Pandavas of the Mahabharata hid their 

arms or krisna fought a battle or Rama camped during his march towards the southern part of 

India to launch his campaign against Ravana.  Such legends galore in India that shroud the 

identity of old archaeological sites be it Rajagriha in Bihar. Sonitpura in Assam or Pandurajar 

Dhibi in West Bengal. In our opinion the Asuras were in fact the Kiratas who ruled over vast 

tracts of land in eastern India and built cities in the region in prehistoric times. In course of 

time those cities fell to decay as abandoned and earth rose above them. People afterwards 

lovingly associated them with the popular episodes and characters in the Puranas. 

In some recent researches the Asuras of the Vedas are compared with the Kiratas and 

large part of modern Nepal is believed to have belonged to the ancient Kirata Kings. The 

mythical king NarakAsura of Assam is also regarded as a Kirata King. Although most such 
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statements are not based on archaeological findings we are inclined to accept the core of the 

hypothesis that the slopes of the Himalayas, the foothills and the plains immediate south of 

such areas once belonged to the domain of the ancient Kiratas who were known to the people 

of the plains as the Asuras also while they preferred to be known as Kiratas. Thus northeast 

India of our definition, the independent countries of Nepal and Bhutan and the Indian state of 

Sikkim belonged to the Kiratas. 

There are more information about the ‘non Aryan’ foundation of the civilization of 

northeast India. 

The flawed theory of complimentarily of Aryanization and civilization received a jolt 

when a small tribe settled in the northeastern states of Manipur and Mizoram claimed to have 

descended from a lost tribe of the Jews that wondered from place to place in Central Asia and 

ultimately settled in Mizoram and Manipur in hoary ancient times. The people of this tribe 

known as Bnei Menashe actually believe that they are descendants of a biblical Jewish tribe, 

Banished from ancient Israel in the eighth century BC. Subsequently, many members of this 

tribe were allowed to resettle in Israel as they received recognition as a lost tribe from a chief 

Rabbi in 2005 and obtained permission of the Jewish state to relocate in Israel. The 

multiethnic region called northeast India thus has many surprises in store for the student of 

anthropology and history. 

Another aspect of the ancient social fabric of the Indo-Mongoloid tribes was that they 

allowed greater amount of liberty to the womenfolk and did never seek to glorify male 

dominance in society through their literary works. On the other hand the epics and mythology 

of Northern India offered an inferior status to women following the social ethos of the region. 

The cultural conflict between the two was evident in the fact that north Indian literature, the 

epics and the Puranas, did not adore female Raksasa characters like Surparnakha of the 

Ramayana who wanted to court Laksmana on her own or Hidimba of the Mahabharata who 

married Bhima and gave birth to Ghatotkacha, the great warrior who had to sacrifice his life 

to save Arjuna from the wrath of Karna. Bhima’s union with Hidimba also demonstrates the 

willy-nilly acceptance of inter-race marriage in Brahmanical society of the period of the 

epics. Arjuna’s marriage with Ulupi of the Naga tribe is yet another example of such fusion. 

All these episodes point to the beginning of the multiethnic and heterogeneous culture of 

India to which the Kiratas, Asuras, Dasyus etc all made significant contributions. 

Nevertheless, the element of racial detestation was evident in very many episodes of 

the epic. The story of Guhaka and Ekalavya in the Ramayana illustrate the capability of the 

so-called non-Aryan characters on the one hand and the sense of superiority of the Aryan 

mindset on the other. Savari, the fallen tribal girl had to wait a proverbially long time for her 

dark-skinned Aryan hero Rama for her deliverance. Sacrifice of Ghatotkacha of the 

Mahabharata also indicates the level of racial discrimination prevalent in the time of the 

great epic. Even Kicaka, a leader of the Asuras of Eastern India was relegated to the status of 

a villain in the Mahabharata. Legend has it that the infamous Kicaka was an inhabitant of 

northern Bengal. Many of the characters mentioned hereinabove were from northeast India. 

That the eastern region was a constituent part of India of the epics is evidenced by 

several other episodes of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. Poundraka Vasudeva, the king 

of the Pundra country roughly corresponding with modern northern Bengal; Mahauja, the 

king of Kausiki Kachha Kingdom which included parts of modern northern Bihar and 

northern Bengal; and king Bhagadutta of Pragjyotisa  country identified with modern Assam 

were all notable characters of the Mahabharata just to mention a few. 
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The historical geography of ancient India as constructed from the Brahmanical, 

Buddhist and Jaina sources as well as the Ceylonese chronicles mention the pracyadesa or 

eastern country although without corroborating with each other in respect of its western 

boundary. Sometimes the references to the boundaries of the eastern country appear to be 

vague either. 

Nonetheless, we have enough evidence to conclude that modern Bengal, Assam, 

Mizoram, Manipur, Nagaland, Tripura etc formed part of the eastern country. Another moot 

question is what should be the real definition or boundary of the politico-geographical entity 

called northeast India. The seven modern sates of the region viz. Assam, Nagaland, Manipur, 

Tripura, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Arunachal known as the seven sisters are automatically 

included in the concept. Later on the Himalayan state of Sikkim, was added to the list making 

the number eight. But their relationship with the northern districts of Bengal in their 

immediate neighborhood is so intimate from the geographical, political, anthropological, 

linguistic, economic and finally historical points of view that we are tempted to include 

northern Bengal in the concept. For many centuries in ancient and medieval times many of 

the aforementioned states wholly or partly formed part of a single state. The Guptas, Palas, 

Varmans, Senas, Khargas etc. were the dynastic who ruled over the region from time to time 

with varying territorial jurisdiction. The Gupta over lordship in the region, the conquests of 

Bhaskaravarman of Kamarupa in Bengal far beyond the territorial limits of the kingdom of 

Pragjyotisa he inherited, the rule of the imperial Palas of Bengal over a vast region in 

northeast India and the campaigns of the medieval sultans of Bengal are known through a 

number of copper plate inscription, numismatic and literary sources. Remaining under the 

same government for a long time.The northeastern people had developed a close relationship; 

among them. The interdependence of the economics of the states even in modern times 

possibly justifies our fresh geographical definition of northeast India which rightfully 

includes northern Bengal. 

Researchers in India seldom took into consideration the fact that the Gangetic basin 

was not the only route through which interactions between Eastern India and the rest of the 

world could have taken place. There were indeed other routes located beyond the 

HimalayanMountains which allowed people to migrate from place to place and transmit ideas 

that contributed to the growth of civilization. The civilization of Eastern India was a 

beneficiary of this interaction. It enriched itself through further and continuous exchange with 

the Austric, Dravidian and north Indian elements besides other factors. 

EdwardTuiteDalton observes in his Descriptive Ethnology of Bengal (1872). 

There is doubtless an intimate connection between the Indo-Chinese population of 

Assam, and some of the people that formed nations in the Gangetic provinces before 

appeared in them the Aryans. We can race the path of many hordes from the North 

Eastern frontier to remote regions in India and Burma; and we find in Assam colonies 

formed as it were of the stragglers of the parties that had passed through …. 

Their colonies gradually expanded into what was eventually known as the kingdom of 

Kamarupa or Kamrup; they occupied all the country that is now embraced within the 

confines of the British Empire in that direction, and they had fortified cities in 

advance of the existing British outposts, but their dynasty was overthrown by 

barbarians from the north, the hordes that gave birth to the Kacharies or Bodos, the 

Chutia Lalong, and Mech whose chiefs became rulers of the country, but adopted the 

language and civilization which they found there. After seven hundred years of their 

rule, the country was invaded by a dark skinned people, from the west and south-west, 

who overthrew the Kachari and Chutia  dynasty in Lower Kamrup and established 



202 
 

there the authority of their own chiefs. This dark-skinned people are the Ko’cch who 

have hitherto, erroneously I think, been classed as belonging to the Lohitic or Indo 

Chinese race. I believe the Ko’cch to be a branch of the great Bhuiya or Bhuniya 

family, whom I class as Dravidian. 

There are indeed some qualms about the history formulated and line of time 

postulated by Dalton. In the nineteenth century not much was known about the identity of the 

tribes of the northeast. Archaeological finds were not there to be analyzed and Dalton had to 

depend heavily on the anthropological field work and researches conducted by a number of 

visiting scholars, missionaries and military officers. Oral tradition was another important 

source to rely upon. Never the less, there is virtually no doubt about the early interaction 

between Indo-Mongoloids of the northeast and the so-called Aryans of the west. 

Prehistoric settlement sites in Eastern India vouch for the role of the autochthons or 

indigenous elements as well as other factors contributing to the growth of civilization in the 

region. But no comprehensive and holistic research has so far been made to establish the 

definite link between the prehistoric and ancient Asuras and Raksasas on the one hand and 

the central Asian hoards who overran northern India and then penetrated into eastern and 

northeastern India in course of time. The present dissertation and the series of essays 

incorporated in it also do not attempt to delve into it in details as it confines itself to the 

medieval and modern periods only just admitting the fact that the complex socio-political 

mosaic of northeastern India owes its origin to the early history of the region still shrouded in 

mystery. 

 

The identity of the Kamboja tribe and its penetration into and political dominance of 

northern part of Bengal for sometime has been established through epigraphic evidence. An 

inscription unearthed from Bangarh has proved beyond doubt that a Kamboja king had 

conquered at least a part of Northern Bengal during the later Pala period (tenth century AD). 

Who were these Kambojas? It is perhaps not without reason to identify them with the Koch 

tribe of northern Bengal. The words Koch and Khen are phonetically related (Kamboj > 

Kaoch >Koch). The territory of the Koch kings lies in the immediate vicinity of the ancient 

Fatherland of the Pala Emperors called Varendri (the old alluvial plain between the Karatoya 

to the east and the Mahananda to the west which is bounded by the Ganga to the south). But 

here also another moot question raises its head. Whether the immediate predecessors of the 

Koch Empire, namely the Khen Kings of upper northern Bengal who lost their possessions to 

sultan Hussain Shah of Bengal were related to the Koch Kings? Or they were an altogether 

different tribe who rose to prominence for a brief period and faded into oblivion very soon? 

The suggestion that the medieval Khens of Northern Bengal who ruled from a fortress 

called Rajpat, a place now situated in the Kochbehar district of West Bengal were related to 

the Khyens of Tripura and Chittagong does not seem to be acceptable. Since the former was 

known as great builders with penchant for urban lifestyle as evident from the archaeological 

finds from the region they ruled over while the later would prefer hamlets in the interior hill 

region with no known record of venturing outside their habitats in living memory. At best the 

Khyens can be regarded as an anciently rusticated offshoot of the highly urbanized Khens of 

Kochbehar. 

As already mentioned, our idea about the history of the Kiratas, Asuras, Dasyus, 

Kambajas, Koches, Nagas, Dimasas, Lushais, Mishmis, Khamtis, Singphos, Abors, Miris, 

Dophlas, Hrussos, Manipuris, Kukis, Mizos, Bodos, Tripuris, Lepchas, Limbus, Kirantis, 

Karbis, Meches, Dhimals, Khasis, Khos and Khens just to mention a handful are conjectural 
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to certain extent. Not infrequently, however, we will find reference to some of these entitles 

in the present work. Knowledge of theiridentify is crucial to our forming any impression 

about the region of our study. 
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Bhutan 

A Glimpse of the Kingdom in the Sky 

The tiny HimalayanKingdom of Bhutan lies between 26º41' and 28º7' north longitudes and 

88º54' and 91º54' east latitude. This sovereign kingdom with an area of 46500 sq. km. 

provides a buffer between China to her north and India to her south. Sikkim to the west, 

Assam and ArunachalPradesh respectively to her southeast and east and West Bengal lying to 

here south are the Indian states as her closet neighbours. From time immemorial, apart from 

Tibet to her north, the area lying to her south, known as the Duars, forming part of the district 

of Jalpaiguri in West Bengal and the districts of Darrang and Kamrup in Assam provided her 

access to the world outside. This area during the Sultanate and Mughal periods was ruled by 

the Khen followed by the Koch sovereigns and the Ahom rules who held sway in the sub-

region further east of the Koch domains. During the rule of the Ahom kings Bhutan had to 

interact with Assam but the mountainous terrain and inhospitable climate put a limit to her 

interactions with Assam except through the Duars. Political situation also played a crucial 

role in determining the landlocked country’s trade relations with the outside world: 

There were altogether seven Duars in Assam, five in Kamrup and two in Darrang on 

which the Bhutanese had established their hold in the days of decline of the Ahom 

Raj. Unable to deal with frontier outrages and incursions the latter was glad to 

purchase security by making over the seven Duars to the Bhutanese for an annual 

payment of yak-tails, musks, gold-dust, blanket and knives of an estimated value of 

Narayani rupees 4785 and 4 annas. 

 Most of the Duars (a term meaning doors) were located in Bengal amidst dense of the 

Himalayan foothills and they were used as the trade corridors by Bhutan. Even after the 

annexation of Assam in 1826 the situation did not undergo much changes and the old pattern 

of trade and its ancient roots as well continued as before: 

The conquest of Assam had opened limited communication with the TongsaPenlop, 

the governor of eastern Bhutan and his subordinate officials at Dewangiri and the 

Duars of Kamrup and Darrang. The disposition of TangsaPenlop was far from 

friendly, and, since the resumption of the Assam Duars (1841) was openly aggressive 

and uncompromising. 

 It would be evident from the above statement that colonial interest, had taken a long 

time to find a foothold in the region. This northeastern question occupied the minds of the 

policy planners in Calcutta and there were constant efforts to find out a solution. Right from 

the days of WarrenHastings diplomatic man oeuvres and wars sought to open up Bhutan and 

through Bhutan the region beyond her northern frontiers which include Tibet and China. 

Very few countries in the world can match the breathtaking beauty of the serene 

landscape of Bhutan, her virgin forests, swift mountain rivers and their deep gorges. The 

snow-capped mountain peaks of the Himalayas add to the splendor of this wonderful treat to 

the eyes of a visitor not much, however, was known about this landlocked kingdom prior to 

the eighteenth century. A few travelers, both Indian and European, brought to the notice of 

the world outside that this sparsely populated country had a colorful history and culture 

demonstrating her age-old relationship with India and Tibet. The economy of this kingdom, 

her political milieu and socio-religious life always had a very close link with two of her 

closest neighbours. 

 Agriculture and forest products together had been the mainstay of Bhutan’s economy. 

Wheat, rice, barely millet and some other corns are the staple crops of Bhutan from olden 
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times while timber in recent times provided her a stable source of revenue. Agriculture, for a 

pretty long time had been in a primitive state and the slopes of the mountains were used for 

terrace cultivation. Since consecutive years of cultivation would render the soil infertile, the 

practice of fallowing was in vogue. Only in recent times several governmental measures 

adopted have sought to increase the productivity of the soil. Apple and orange grow in 

abundance in Bhutan and both these agro products figure in the list of exportable 

commodities. 

 In the late medieval period, Bhutan banked heavily on her rich fauna as would be 

evident from the contemporary literary sources available in Bengal. Bhutan had a reputation 

for her mountain horses, particularly the tangan. Breeding and grooming of these horses also 

occupied an important part of Bhutan’s foreign trade. Interestingly, literary sources of 

medieval Eastern India also mention yak-tails (chamara) as an important commodity 

imported from Bhutan. The flywhisk or chamara so commonly depicted in the works of art 

from the ancient and medieval India was imported from Bhutan, Nepal, Sikkim, Tibet and 

other mountainous regions of the north where yaks (chamari gai) could be bred. 

Interestingly, another commodity, namely Bhot Kambal, blanket from Bhot (Tibet) or 

Bhotanta (Bhutan), was also popular in India. 

 Barter trade was a major feature of Bhutan’s domestic and foreign trade till very 

recent times as there was absolute dearth of specie. At times, however Narayani coins (the 

official currency of the Koch kings) were used on a limited scale. The government of Bhutan 

had banned the barter trade in 1961 but it did survive for sometime more. Trade with Tibet 

virtually ceased after the annexation of Tibet by China: and India thereafter became Bhutan’s 

largest trading partner. It would be difficult to quantify the volume of trade with Tibet since it 

was mostly transacted privately by individual tradesmen without any accountability to the 

government. But from the late eighteen century onwards we come across valuable, 

information about the trade routes and tradable commodities as well the nature of the 

transactions. 

 To this day Bhutan imports from India most of the commodities she is in need of 

throughout the year. Her exports had been meager compared to her huge volume of imports. 

Measures have been taken by the Bhutan government to minimize the negative trade balance. 

As a part of the policy to favour Bhutan, a close ally, the government of India does not levy 

any tax on exports to Bhutan. Bhutan also does not levy import duty on commodities 

imported from India. Import from Bhutan has also been enjoying similar benefits. This has 

greatly facilitated bilateral trade. 

 Although India is Bhutan’s greatest partner in trade, be it import or export, it is 

worthwhile to take a look at her trade relations with other countries as well. Since the 

eighties, as we learn from governmental and non-governmental sources, cement produced in 

Bhutan, dolomite minted in Bhutan, alcoholic beverages, fruit products, resin, timber 

products, cardamom, liquor, potatoes and handicrafts have found their way to various 

countries. This added list besides emphasizing Bhutan’s dependence on agro products 

indicates a gradual shift from complete dependence on such products to industrial products 

like cement. 

 Bhutan has found market for her exportable commodities like cardamom, timber and 

liquor in Singapore, Bangladesh, the Middle-East and Western Europe. Bhutanese fruits are 

high on demand in Bangladesh where they can be sold at a cheaper rate because of the 

geographical proximity of the two countries, a factor that effectively reduces the cost of 

transportation. As a number of border crossings with minimum tariff burden has become 
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operative for quite sometime now, the trade with Bangladesh and Nepal has become lot more 

easier in recent times. 

 Bhutan with her swift mountain rivers and mighty waterfalls is capable of producing 

electricity far more than her own requirements. The Chukha hydro electrical project has been 

a successful venture exporting to India the surplus power generated; and a few more projects 

will follow within a short period of time. 

 The brief account of Bhutan’s efforts to industrialize would seem amazing if we 

consider the fact that barely a few decades back she had no industrial establishment of any 

sort. A few sleepy hamlets big or small were the only places where some economic activities, 

although of primitive nature, could be noticed. Even as late as the early seventies, the small 

towns and mountain hamlets would be engulfed in all-pervading darkness after sunset. The 

situation was far worse in winter as sub-zero virtually crippled normal life for many months 

every year and electricity was a commodity unheard of. But generation and supply of 

electricity getting priority in recent times, situation has changed to a great degree. Modern 

industry has set foot in Bhutan and a number of industrial units have come up. The Calcium 

Carbide Plant with the aid of World Bank and the soft drink manufacturing unit, both at 

Phuentsholing, the distilleries, and breweries based at Samchi are just a few examples of 

Bhutan’s Industrial endeavor in recent decades. 

 It would be euphemistic to say that the process of urbanization was slow in Bhutan in 

the past. In the eighties, the density of population was thirty one persons per sq. km. only and 

with a growth rate of two percent per annum it had not gone far in the subsequent years. The 

total population of the country has barely exceeded two millions. The urban population 

arguably is around 10 percent to this day and the estimate is frequently challenged because 

the census operations in Bhutan and the data obtained through it suffer from various flaws. 

Thimphu, the present capital has a population of less than a lakh (one tenth of a million) 

while population of Phuentsholing, the largest town in the country has exceeded the one lakh 

mark. Thus Thimphu, is one of the most sparsely populated capitals of South Asia in sharp 

contrast to other cities of this part of the world where over populated cities pose serious 

challenge to civic authorities and governments. 

 The industrial town of Pasakha near Phuentsholing is still at a fledgling state with a 

very small population and a few industrial units. The other towns in Bhutan are in fact 

official towns with sparsely populated hinterlands. A dzong (a fortress and an administrative 

headquarters) and a chorten (temple) usually dominate the skyline of a Bhutanese town of 

some importance inhabited by a handful of government employees and some agricultural 

workers and shop owners. 

 The ethnic geography of Bhutan is immensely interesting. In fact a few ethnic groups 

constitute almost the entire population of the country. They are the Ngalop, the Sharchop, the 

Nepalese and many ethnic tribes of smaller size. To this may be added the Indians of non-

Nepalese origin, mostly belonging to the trading classes. The Ngalop inhabit the western and 

northern districts of Bhutan. They colonized this part of the country sometime towards the 

end of the first millennium AD crossing the mountains and the valleys of southern Tibet. 

They introduced Tibetan culture in Bhutan. This is the reason why the Ngalop people are 

known as Bhot (Tibet). They are also credited with import of Buddhism from Tibet. But the 

ancient history of Bhutan being shrounded in mystery this is frequently controverted and the 

credit of importing Buddhism is give to Padmasambhava an Indian Buddhist monk who 

visited Tibet in the eighth century: 
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More important still are the stories surrounding the mythic figure of Padmasambhava, 

a Tantric wonder-working sage from the Swat valley of present day Pakistan who 

took part in the consecration of Tibet’s first Buddhist monastery at Samye in c. 779. A 

great number of stories credit him with visits to the area of Bhutan, where he subdued 

local demons and concealed Tantric teachings in the form of ‘treasure texts’ to be 

rediscovered in future times. One such story has him as the mediator between refugee 

king from India called the Sindhu Raja who had settled in Bumthang and his enemy, 

another Indian called Nauche. 

 It would be clear from the above account that the Indian monk Padmasambhava 

exercised considerable influence in Bhutan. His role in initiating Buddhism also seems 

undeniable. In that case however, the spread of Tibetan Buddhism in Bhutan goes back a few 

hundred years. Nevertheless, it is hard to believe that he came to Bhutan alone and single-

handedly carried on his missionary activities. Listed, we would postulate that he had a 

number of followers with him who settled in Bhutan and through the efforts of these 

unknown settlers Buddhism spread to far-flung areas in the kingdom. This had definitely 

taken centuries of painstaking endeavor, initiated by the guru himself and a good deal of 

political man oeuvres and propaganda. 

 The Sharchop (meaning easterner) is next on our list. The origin of this Tibeto-

Burman tribe is obscure. Neither it is definitely known when they settled the eastern part of 

the country, their original homeland in Bhutan. They have a sizeable population and the 

dialects they speak have a good deal of Assamese and Bengali words. The Sharchop dialects 

considerably vary from each other. In the recent decades the Sharchops have increasingly 

titled to the Ngalop culture and social ethos. 

 Apart from the Ngalop and the Sharchop there are other tribes in Bhutan playing a 

key role in the political arena of the kingdom. The Drukpa, Lepcha and Doya are among 

them; about the Drukpa we should mention that their population has possible exceeded one 

hundred and sixty thousand. This is obviously an unofficial estimate like much of the data on 

population of Bhutan. The influx of Tibetan refugees, particularly after the Chinese 

occupation of the country in 1959 had been a serious concern for Bhutan. Of late it has been 

resolved peacefully; but what actually bothered Bhutan most in recent times is the pressure of 

Nepali immigrants constituting near about 28 percent of Bhutan’s population. Bhutan has 

possibly learnt a lesson from the case of Sikkim where the original inhabitants have been 

outnumbered by the Nepali immigrants. The recent demand of statehood by the Gurkhas of 

Darjeeling and their desire to include in the proposed Gurkha state the non-Nepali majority 

plains of Terai and Duars adjacent to Darjeeling has further alarmed Bhutan. Southern 

Bhutan is a Nepali majority area and the Duars region of West Bengal borders on southern 

Bhutan. So Bhutan has geopolitical reasons to oppose the influx of Nepalese into Bhutan. On 

the other hand population explosion in Nepal and neighboring regions like Darjeeling and 

Sikkim has virtually led to the large scale migration of the Nepalese to Bhutan. The problem 

cannot be solved unilaterally by the countries with porous borders between them and requires 

talks on international level. All round development of the backward regions of Nepal.Bhutan 

and Sikkim, West Bengal and other parts of northeast Indian can effectively resolve the 

ethnic problems. 

 The smaller tribes as we have mentioned herein before inhabit various areas of 

Bhutan. No wonder they speak a variety of languages many of which are on the virge of 

extinction. As most of the tribes do not have any written language or literature the process of 

extinction of the dialects they speak is unstoppable. 
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 Notable among them however, are the Dukpa, Doya and Lepcha tribes: intermarriage 

between these tribes and the Indian tribes like the Rajbangshi, Bodo, Mech and the like living 

in Assam and Bengal have introduced many new terms to the vocabulary of the 

anthropologists. Thus DukpaRajbangshis and DukpaBodos figure in the curious ethnic 

geography of the region. These small groups also live in southern Bhutan and the villages 

adjacent to the frontiers of Bhutan in the Duars region. 

 There are several linguistic groups in Bhutan of which Sharchopkha, Ngalopkha, 

Bumthankha and Dzongkha are prominent. But in a bid to develop national integrity as well 

as a uniform linguistic identity Bhutan has declared Dzonkha (language of the Dzong) as the 

national language. Taught in all the schools of Bhutan, Dzonkha is the spoken language of 

the Punakha and its surrounding areas. The script is not very different from the old Chokhe or 

classical Tibetan. Dzonkha is enriched by inclusion of several words from English, Hindi, 

Nepali, Bengali and the Mon and Khen dialects. Interestingly, English is the medium of 

instruction in Bhutan while Dzonkha is compulsorily taught. The linguistic reforms have 

ensured that all educated Bhutanese can read and write Dzonkha. 

 Modern Bhutan therefore has made a notable departure from her obscure past. The 

recent introduction (2008) of a bicameral Parliament in place of the unicameral council called 

Tshogdu consisting of the nominees of the king as well as courtiers is a great leap forward. 

The abdication of kingJigmeSingheWangchuk in favour of his son JigmeKhesarNamgyel 

ushered in a new era of constitutional monarchy replacing benevolent despotism of the olden 

times. 

 The parliament of Bhutan has two wings. The national Council or the upper house has 

twenty-five members. Each of the twenty-five dzongkhags or districts is entitled to elect one 

representative to the Council. The king has the power to nominate five representatives to the 

Upper house. The chairperson and the deputy chairperson are elected by the representatives 

themselves. One interesting fact about the Council is that the members are not allowed to join 

political parties. The Council plays a very crucial role in Bhutan’s political system. It can 

review legislations and advise the king on its own. It can monitor the actions of the 

government and suggest measures of improvement. The Council has the power to propose 

laws also if they are not financial ones. 

 The lower house has forty-seven members; of them forty-five are directly elected by 

the people. The speaker and the deputy speaker are elected by the members. The members of 

the National Assembly can represent political parties. 

 At times it would seem that the infant democracy of Bhutan is an immature baby of 

political expedience; and the political turmoil in the neighbouring countries like India, China, 

Myanmar, Bangladesh and Nepal has induced Bhutan to introduce democracy. Since there 

was no political agitation of a serious nature save and except that of the Nepali immigrants 

demanding several rights and the factor that the Bhutanese people were absolutely loyal to 

the Druk Gyalpo (the king) it was often said that Bhutan had rushed through the project of 

introduction of parliamentary democracy. 

 But the attitude of the Bhutanese monarchs to democracy may be attributed to some 

other reasons. The teachings of the Buddha and scores of monks like Guru Rinpoche and 

Atisa had something to do with it indulgence in violence or suppression of popular 

aspirations is anathema to the people of Bhutan. Violence is abhorred by the commoners and 

the nobility alike. This attitude to life, seldom understood by the outsiders, is surely 

conducive to modern democracy. 
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 The inherently peace loving and industrious people of Bhutan with a high percentage 

of literacy and a traditional belief in equal rights for women in every walk of life deserve a 

lofty pedestal in the congregation of nations. 
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India and the Kingdom in the Sky 

Indo-Bhutanese Trade Relations 

(1772-1900) 

The ancient history of Bhutan is still shrouded in mystery inspite of some arduous attempts in 

recent times to peel away its layers. Thanks to the efforts of explores like KishenKantBose 

who visited Bhutan in the early years of 19th century, braving the steep mountains and 

inhospitable climate, we are in possession of some invaluable information about her not very 

recent past. Bose was indeed not the first foreign visitor to explore the Kingdom in the Sky. 

Before him, under the auspices of the John Company, men like GeorgeBogle and 

AlexanderHamilton visited Bhutan in the late 18th century and gathered important 

information about different aspects of the life of the people of the tiny Himalayan kingdom, 

her system of government and economic affairs. This is how to modern times Bhutan was 

opened up to the world outside, gradually yielding to the colonial interests of the East India 

Company. 

 Nevertheless, we must not forget to mention that Bhutan and India had close links 

between them from time immemorial. Through the ages Buddhist monks and itinerant traders 

continued the intercourse. Unfortunately, we are still now not in a position to furnish, an 

elaborate account of their activities. However, it is not easy to understand the complex socio-

economic condition of Bhutan and the causes of her dependence on foreign trade without a 

discussion of her general history in modern age. 

 The modern kingdom of Bhutan has its origin in a colony established by some 

Tibetans, to the south of their original homeland. An internecine sect-rivalry caused an influx 

of Tibetans into Bhutan. The rivalry between the Gelugpa and the Karmapa sects of Tibet led 

to the migration of the Drukpa a branch of the Karmapa to Bhutan in the early years of the 

16th century. Legend has it that a lama of the Drukpa sect, namely. 

ShabdungNgawangNamgyal went to Bhutan and with the help of many of his co-religionists 

from Tibet succeeded in driving away the ruling Koch Prince from Bhutan, Shabdung 

namgyal, the Holy man as well as miracle performer, thus established a colony with Punakha 

as the headquarters. But this man did not find much interest in dull details of statecraft and 

entrusted another Tibetan with the task of administering the newly acquired territory and 

devoted his energy to the performance of religious duties. 

 In this way ushered into existence the so called dual government of Bhutan with two 

chiefs existing simultaneously. One was the Dharma Raja, the spiritual guide as well as the 

incarnate deity, and the other was the DebRaja, the secular head of the government. The 

followers of the Drukpa sect believed in the re-incarnation of the Dharma Raja every time 

after his death, as was prophesied by ShabdungNamgyal, the first Dharma Raja. Since 

Bhutan was dominated by Tibetan immigrants, the tenets of Tibetan Buddhism like the 

concept of re-incarnation was always accepted in Bhutan. It also amply explains the cultural 

relationship between Tibet and Bhutan that perpetuated inspite of some bad patches in their 

political relations. 

 A study of the trade and commerce of Bhutan with India also demands a discussion of 

Bhutan’s identity as a separate political unit during the period in question. China’s suzerainty 

over Tibet and Tibet’s suzerainty over Bhutan during the period are issues still now warmly 

debated. It must expressly be mentioned that western diplomatic terminology can not always 

precisely define the relationship between oriental states. In the 18th century, two 

neighbouring states, Nepal and Tibet fought against each other despite being vassals of the 

Chinese Empire. No doubt they had power to declare war and make peace with other states 
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and their foreign relations could not be controlled by the Chinese Government. Tibeto-

Bhutanese relation also was considerably strained in the 17th century. Bhutan had entered 

into a conflict with Tibet and Sikkim, but was able to maintain her Independent existence till 

about 1730 when a civil war broke out in Bhutan involving two powerful rival lamas. On the 

plea of settling the disputes between the warring factions, the Tibetans intervened and soon 

after the protagonists of the civil war found their homeland occupied by the Tibetan forces. 

The settlement that followed envisaged that a Bhutanese representative would go to Tibet to 

pay homage and offer presents to the authorities there. The system of alliance continued till 

1950 but Tibet’s suzerainty over Bhutan was nominal in nature throughout the period. 

 It is because of her meager resources that Bhutan had to depend on import of several 

commodities from India and Tibet. Her geographical position also urged Bhutan to provide a 

trade corridor that would serve the interests of both her big neighbours. 

 In modern times the year 1772 may be considered as a landmark in Bhutan’s 

relationship with India. The accession to gubernatorial power of WarrenHastings in Calcutta 

was simultaneous with the outbreak of hostilities between Bhutan and Coochbehar, a tiny 

kingdom in northeast India. 

 In 1772 Bhutanese army invaded Coochbehar and with this began a new chapter in 

the political history of northeast India. Earlier in 1770, the Bhutanese abducted Maharaja 

Dhairjendranarayan of Coochbehar and installed a puppet on Coochbehar’s throne. On behalf 

of the captive king’s minor son, a high official of the state appealed to the East India 

Company for intervention. Very soon a British army led by Captain Jones arrived and the 

first Bhutan War started. After some reversals Bhutan signed a peace treaty with the East 

India Company in 1774. Meanwhile, the kingdom of Coochbehar had truned into a 

protectorate of the British by virtue of a treaty signed by the Maharaja of Coochbehar. The 

promptness with which Coochbehar was defended against Bhutan, points out the anxiety of 

the company’s officials to protect their territories adjacent to Coochbehar. The existence of a 

strong Bhutan and a vulnerable Coochbehar was unsuited to British colonial interests in 

northeast India. Still more important was the policy of opening up Tibet and China to British 

trade through the Himalayas. So Company’s relationship with Bhutan was dominated by this 

policy during the tenure of WarrenHastings. For this reason instead of pounding Bhutan as a 

vanquished nation after the Anglo-Bhutanese war, Calcutta wanted to court her even at the 

cost of Coochbehar’s territorial integrity. 

 It is interesting to note that for the cession of some territories to Bhutan – which 

originally belonged to Coochbehar – the East Company was to receive an annual tribute of 

five Tangar horses from the Debraja of Bhutan. This paltry tribute paid by Bhutan was 

significant since it marked the beginning of a new era of colonialism in the region. 

 Within a month of signing the Anglo – Bhutanese treaty, WarrenHastings sent 

GeorgeBogle on a mission to Tibet and Bhutan. Although Bogle’s achievement in Tibet was 

not impressive, he was remarkably successful in Bhutan. On his way back from Tibet in May 

1775 Bogle signed a treaty with the Debraja. By this treaty the Bhutanese were allowed the 

privilege of trading in the border district of Rangpore as before. They along with their 

gomkastas or agents were permitted to travel to all places of Bengal to sale their horses duty 

free. Formerly, upon entering British territory, the Bhutanese caravans paid a duty at 

Rangpur. The abolition of this duty was indeed a friendly gesture. On the other hand, the 

Debraja allowed all Hindu and Muslim merchants to travel to all parts of Bhutan. But 

European merchants were not allowed to enter Bhutan. The Bhutanese merchants were given 

monopoly of trade in sandalwood, indigo, redskin, tobacco, betel nut and betel leaf so far as 

import of these commodities into Bhutan was concerned. The fact that the European 
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merchants were barred from Bhutan had no impact on the trade between India and 

Bhutanbecause the trade between the two countries was conducted by the native agencies 

from time immemorial. 

 Besides, he authorities of the East India Company encouraged participation of Indian 

traders in Indo-Bhutanese trade for another reason. As theories of mercantilism disapproved 

export of bullion, the John Company envisaged Indian participation in the trade between 

India and Bhutan and increased flow of specie that would result from it. 

 However, it was expected that the Bhutanese merchants would visit Calcutta in-winter 

once their movement became free from restrictions and this would promote the sale of 

English broad cloth. Bogle organized a trade fair at Rangpur in 1780 where the Bhutanese did 

brisk business without paying any duty. 

 Meanwhile AlexanderHamilton led two separate missions to Bhutan in 1777. In 1779 

Bogle was once again appointed as an envoy to Tibet. But he could never undertake the 

journey for Panchen Lama, one of the top order religious and political functionaries in Tibet, 

had left for Peking to have an audience with the Chinese Emperor and GeorgeBogle breathed 

his last in 1781. 

 SamuelTuner led the next mission to Tibet in 1783. He met the Debraja in Bhutan and 

received assurances of the validity of the treaty signed by GeorgeBogle. Turner didn’t find it 

necessary to execute another treaty. This is indeed an index to Bole’s achievement. 

 In Bogle’s time, as already mentioned, Indian merchants conducted the trade since 

Europeans were barred from Bhutan. Bogle himself observed the role of Bhutanese 

aristocracy in the commercial activities of that country. The Debraja and his officials were at 

the helm of affairs. The absolute dominance of the nobility over all the resources as well as 

the economic activities of the country told upon the economic condition of the common 

people who were otherwise shut off from the rest of the world. Decades after Bogle’s visit, 

K.K.Bose found the situation unchanged. The Debraja according to Bose’s observations, 

‘traded with a capital of 40,000 rupees per annum. No wonder that the law of the land did not 

protect an ordinary merchant against the greed of the nobility. Bose did not fail to notice it. 

 If a merchant has a demand against anyone, and can by no means get paid, he can 

only go to the Debraja, or some other judge, and say, ‘such a man owes me such, pray 

collect the amount, and use it as your own’. The defendant is then summoned, and if 

the demand is proved to be just, the money is realized for the use of the judge, who on 

the other hand, if the claim is not established, takes the amount demanded, from the 

plaintiff. 

 Bose also observed how the Debraja and his officials monopolized foreign trade: 

 Besides the officers of the Government and their servants no person can trade with a 

foreign country, nor can any of the inhabitants sell Tangan mares without the 

Debraja’s permission. All horses and blankets are monopolized at a low price by the 

officer in whose jurisdiction they are produced. 

 No doubt the Indo-Bhutanese trade was not only confined to import of Tangan horses 

from Bhutan. There were several other commodities in which the merchants traded very 

actively almost throughout our period of study. GulamHussain in his Riyaz-us-Salatin, 

written toward the close of the eighteenth century, mentioned musk as one of the important 

commodities imported from Bhutan besides three varieties of Bhutanese horses, namely 

Tangan, Bhot and Bari. 
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 FrancisBuchanonHamilton’s account of Indo-Bhutanese trade during the early years 

of nineteenth century is more copious. He mentioned rice, stick lac, dried fish etc. as the 

commodities exported to Bhutan. The imports included, ponies, charas (extracted from the 

hemp in Bhutan or Tibet, blankets etc. Interestingly, BuchanonHamilton mentioned gold dust 

as one of the items exported by Bhutan. He, however, did not give an estimate of the quantity 

of gold dust exported from Bhutan. Gold was not mined in Bhutan. It was actually brought 

from Tibet to Bhutan. 

 However, many more commodities of export and import figure in K.K.Bose’s account 

of Bhutan: 

 Bhutan produces abundance of Tangan horses, blankets, walnuts, musk, chowris or 

cow tails, oranges and manjith (madder) which the inhabitants sell at Rungpore; and 

thence take back wollen cloth, pattus, indigo, sandal, red sandal, assafoetida, nutmegs, 

cloves nakhi and coarse cotton clothes of which they use a part in Bhutan and send the 

rest to Lhassa and from the latter country they import tea, silver, gold and 

embroidered silk goods. In Lhassa there is no rice produced and little grain of any 

kind on which account rice, parched rice, wheat, and flour of dhemsi are also exported 

from Bhutan to that country. The tea, the Bhuteas consume themselves; the greater 

part of the silk goods, for clothing and hangings in their temples; and with the silver 

they mix lead, and coin it into Narainy rupees. The Bhuteas also send the same sort of 

goods as they export to Rungpore, to Nepal and Assam and to the former country they 

likewise export rocksalt. From the low-lands under the hills and on the borders of 

Rungpore and Coochbehar, they import swine, cattle, pan and betel, tobacco, dried 

fish and coarse cotton cloth. 

 As mentioned heretofore, her own resources being meager Bhutan had to depend on 

import of several commodities from her neighbours. The absolute dominance of the nobility 

thwarted the growth of local industries. Bhutanese industries were primitive throughout our 

period of our study. E.T.Dalton’s observation in this respect is worth mentioning: 

 It is only the coarser description of clothes worn by the Bhutias that are woven in the 

country; their silken dresses and finer woolen fabrics are obtained from Tibet and 

China. Another art that the Bhutias have acquired is paper making from the bark of a 

tree called ‘diah’ and in addition to fermented liquor that they make from wheat, rice 

and millet, like all the  hill tribes. They acquired a knowledge of distillation, and 

indulge very freely in alcoholic drinks. 

 Because of her inability to mint coins, Bhutan had to depend entirely on foreign 

currency – particularly the currency of the Coochbehar state – for her transactions with the 

neighbors. The Narainy coins issued by the Maharaja of Coochbehar was widely circulated in 

northeast India and Bhutan before it was replaced by the British Indian currency. During the 

late eighteenth century and early decades of the twentieth century the Narainy rupee was 

among the dependable currencies in the region, Eventually the Coochbehar currency ceased 

to exist and company rupee became acceptable as the uniform currency by 1835. Mention 

may be made here of the fact that Bhutan issued counterfeit Narainy coins during the period 

to solve her own problem of specie. These were minted with the help of devices brought from 

Coochbehar as part of the war booty. An alloy of silver and lead was used to mint these coins. 

The silver was of Tibetan origin as K.K.Bose mentioned in his account. 

 Prevalence of barter was another noteworthy feature of the Himalayan and sub-

Himalayan regions. But barter was perhaps limited to the exchange of some local 

commodities only. 
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 Bhutan’s relationship with the East India Company deteriorated in the 1820s. The 

weakening of the Ahom kingdom paved the way for Bhutan’s dominance over the Assam 

Duars, the fertile plains formerly in possession of the Ahom Raj. Assam had to reconize3 

Bhutanese control over the Duars for an annual payment of ponies, blankets, knives, yalk 

tails, musks and gold dust etc. worth Rs. 4,785 and 4 annas in Narayani rupee. 

 The Duars was a prized possession for Bhutan primarily for two reasons. The fertile 

region could support her economy to a considerable extent. Besides, it was supposed to 

provide security to her southern frontiers. But the arrangement could not ensure lasting peace 

in the region since the Burmese forces overran Assam and humbled the Ahom Raj during the 

early twenties of the nineteenth century. Now Bhutan had Burma on her border as a potential 

threat to her territorial integrity. But the climax was yet to come. The Burmese in their turn 

were outgunned by the forces of the East India Company and the treaty of Yandabo ensured 

the withdrawal of the Burmese forces as well as complete political hegemony of the 

Company over the heartland of northeast India. 

 Ever since the arrival of the East India Company on the scene there were constant 

disputes over the annual payments made by the Bhutanese to the company, now recipient of 

all tributes and payments to which formerly the Ahom Raj was entitled. The volume and 

market value of the annual payments, boundary disputes and several other factors gradually 

prepared the ground for a showdown. The Company, however, made some attempts to patch 

up the fissures in its relations with Bhutan not without keeping in mind its own commercial 

interests in the region. But a mission led by R.B.Pemberton in 1838 was unable to conclude a 

formal treaty with the Debraja. Nevertheless Pemberton’s report on Bhutan, despite its lack 

of precision in many respects was among those important documents which shaped the ideas 

of future generations of British officials who dealt with Bhutan. The Duars gained more 

importance with the passage of time. Prospects of tea cultivation provided sufficient 

allurement to individual entrepreneurs. Timber and lime were among the other attractions. 

Increased cultivation of rice in the Duars could satiate the Company’s hunger for revenue. So, 

it was no longer Butan trade and trade route to Tibet through Bhutan alone that dictated the 

Bhutan policy of the Company. Relations between the Company and the Kingdom in the sky 

drifted from bad to worse as Assam Duars was annexed in 1841. 

 During the years following the annexation of Assam Duars, Bhutanese officials, 

particularly the Penlop of Tongsa who administered the region during Bhutanese occupation 

insisted on its restoration to Bhutan. For about two decades the authorities in Calcutta didn’t 

pay much attention to Bhutan. The campaigns in Afghanistan and the Punjab and finally the 

mutiny in 1857 consumed the attention of the Government of India. With the restoration of 

peace in Northern Indian plains the Government of India was again in a position to 

concentrate on Bhutan. In 1863 Earl of Elgin, the Viceroy, permitted Ashley Eden to lead a 

mission to Bhutan with a draft treaty.Eden’s mission suffered humiliation in Bhutan and 

returned empty handed. The Bhutanese authorities were not eager to make any concession to 

the British. The Government of India, emboldened by the success in Sikkim, another 

Himalayan kingdom, resorted to war. The Duar War or the second Bhutan War unexpectedly 

continued for a year due to the stiff resistance of the Bhutanese forces. An economic 

blockade, although carefully supervised, could not force Bhutan to surrender without 

resistance. Huge stock of foodgrains in the Dzongs, imports from Tibet and the low level of 

consumption of the common people helped them during the crisis. 

 The success in Duar War gave the Government of India total control of the Bengal 

and Assam Duars. It signaled the high noon of colonialism in northeast India. The wheels of 
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commerce could now move on uninterrupted even through the high ridges and inaccessible 

valleys of the Himalayas. 

 The treaty signed in 1865 between Bhutan and he Government of India provided for 

free trade and commerce Article IX of the treaty guaranteed it: 

 There shall be free trade and commerce between the two Governments. No duties 

shall be levied on Bhootanese goods imported into British territories, nor shall the 

Bhootan Government levy any duties on British goods imported into, or transported 

through Bhootan territories. Bhootanese subjects residing in British territories shall 

have equal justice with British subjects and British subjects residing in Bhootan shall 

have equal justice with the subjects of the Bhootan Government.  

 This treaty removed the anomalies of Indo-Bhutanese trade. But what were the 

anomalies precisely? Indo-Bhutanese trade had a long history as we have noticed. Even 

during the Bengal Sultanate period the commodities imported from Bhutan were widely 

known in the plains. Indeed during the late period, largely due to weaknesses of the 

northeastern states like Coochbehar and Assam, the Bhutanese showed highhandedness and 

territorial ambitions on a greater scale. The British Government of India were not prepared to 

bear with it. Planned production of commodities in the post industrial revolution Europe 

necessitated political stability of the market and undisturbed trade channels. This was 

possible through the elimination of the capricious interference of the hill nobles and 

chieftains. To this need was added the lure of the fertile plains of northeast India. The 

outcome was a restrained Bhutan. 

 The Duar War brought about some political changes in the territories adjacent to 

Bhutan. The western Duars, parts of which were wrested from Bhutan, along with some other 

territories, now formed part of the new district of Jalpaiguri within the Rajshahi division of 

British India. In less than three decades following the Duar war, communications were 

greatly improved in the Rajshahi division. A number of railways connected the region with 

other parts of British India including the Calcutta port. The Annual GeneralAdministrative 

Report of the Rajshahi division for 1886-87 mentioned the benefits of introduction of the 

railways: 

 The internal trade of the Division as carried by the Northern Bengal State Railway 

and the trade of that railway with the Eastern Bengal State Railway on the south, the 

Darjeeling Himalayan Railway on the north, the Kaunia and Dharia Railway on the 

east and the East Indian Railway on the west increased on the whole. 

The railways and the steamer services in the region facilitated the trade with Bhutan 

also. The above named document also furnished information about the articles of trade, its 

volume and the routes through which the Bhutan trade was conducted. Buxa, Huntapara and 

Ambari were the three important registering stations in the district of Jalpaiguri through 

which several commodities were exported. The divisional commissioner of Rajshahi 

reported: 

The principal articles of import was manjit, and of export were European piecegoods, 

rice, jowar and bajra, silk piecegoods, sugar and tobacco. The trade with Bhutan 

decreased in 1886. The deficiency in import of oranges alone explains the deficiency 

in the weight of import calculated in maunds. The falling off in oranges is said to be 

probably due to the frost having ruined the crop. There was also a large falling off in 

the cloth and piecegoods traffic… and whether this may be taken as an indication that 

the Bhooteas are taking to weaving their own cloth. I cannot say, but I will endeavour 

during the present year to find something more about the cause of fluctuations. 
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The road which formerly led by the valley of the Sunkos river from Haldibaree into 

Bhootan having fallen into disrepair is not now passable and consequently no traffic 

comes from Bhootan by that route. 

As regards the apprehensions of the divisional commissioner we should mention that 

the Bhooteas really did not take to weaving their own cloth. The reduced consumption of 

cloth and piecegoods in Bhutan in 1886 was a temporary phenomenon and Bhutan had no 

industry which could hep her resist the import of cloth piece goods an other commodities 

from British India. In 1887 trade with Bhutan increased again as the divisional commissioner 

of Rajshahi reported that the value of export over import was Rs. 76,074. But the most 

curious fact was that Bhutan had by this time turned into a corridor of trade under effective 

British influence linking British India with Tibet and Central Asia. The commissioner of the 

British Indian division of Rajshahi whose jurisdiction bordered on Bhutan, noticed it with 

enthusiasm: 

A market for indigenous wool for export to Europe having been opened at Calcutta, 

large quantities of it were transported from Bhootan and through Bhootan from Tibet 

and Central Asia. The wool, the quantity of which is favourably reported on, come 

principally to Buxa. The opening up of the huntoopara  road, for which purpose, I 

have lately asked for special grant, will probably tend to develop the trade with 

Bhootan. 

So in the latter half of the nineteenth century the British Indian port of Calcutta 

included Tibet and Central Asia as parts of its huge hinterland. The ever increasing demand 

in Europe for raw materials from the East metamorphosed the economies of countries like 

India and China. The accelerated pace of colonization and the discovery of new markets in 

the East provided life blood to industries in Europe. The Kingdom in the sky, like her 

colossal neighbors, India and China, fell a victim to the European hunt for markets. 
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Sikkim 

The Land of Mist 

The Indian state of Sikkim borders Tibet to the north and east, the state of West Bengal to the 

south, the Kingdom of Bhutan to the southeast and Nepal to the west. Interestingly, the 

Kanchanjunga, the third largest peak in the world is located on Sikkim’s border with her 

western neighbor Nepal. The state lies between 27.33oN and 88.62oE Lat and between 88o4’ 

and 88o58’E  Long. The coordinates of her capital Gangtok is 27.5oNLat and 88.56oE Long. 

This Himalyan state has an area of 7096 sq.km and a population of 607688 persons. Known 

for its wide and extremely fascinating variety of flora and fauna which is one reason behind 

its immense attr4action as a tourist destination besides the breathtaking beauty of her valleys, 

mountains and forests.Sikkim’s climate ranges from sub-tropical to Alpine. This is 

understandably the cause of the tiny HimalayanKingdom’s floral, faunal and to a degree 

cultural variations evident in her different regions. 

 The early history of Sikkim is cloaked in a shroud of obscurity. The word Sikkim is a 

derivative of Sukhim meaning the new house in the Lepcha language. This expression has a 

great significance in Sikkim’s history as we will find in the pages that follow: 

 Any discussion of Sikkim’s past almost invariably zooms on the Lepcha tradition. 

The Lepchas, until the earlier half of the twentieth century were the dominant tribe living in 

Sikkim. As a Mongoloid tribe, the Lepchas are closely related to the Tibetans of the North 

and the Bhutanese of the East. Interestingly, they call themselves the Rong-pa which means 

ravine folk in their language. Authorities are of opinion that in all likelihood in some remote 

past they had migrated to Sikkim from southern Tibet. Prolonged religio-political turmoil or 

upheaval in Tibet was the reason behind their migration as we learn from the oral tradition of 

the Lepchas. Legend has it that a party of three monks, dissidents as they were, fled Tibet to 

escape the wrath of a powerful and dominant clique they were opposed to. They travelled on 

foot for several days through the inhospitable and rough terrains of the Himalayas and 

ultimately reached a village in Sikkim known as Yaksun. Soon the fugitives were able to 

strike a chord with a man named PenchoNamgay, a Tibeta long settled in Sikkim,. Pencho 

lived at a village called Guntuk, situated not far from Yaksun where the itinerant monks from 

Tibet had already arrived. Very soon an alliance was formed between the stranger monks and 

the influential Tibetan settler. They decided to convert the Lepchas to Buddhism and agreed 

to make PenchoNamgay the king of the country. This man the first Chogyal of Sikkim was 

also known as PhuntsogNamgyal. This variation of spelling in the accounts left by the early 

European travelers and officials may be ascribed to different pronunciations of the name. The 

Chogyal or king was also called DenzongGyalpo. 

 Under the leadership of PhuntsogNamgyal, according to legends, the Lepchas soon 

accepted Buddhism. But to say this much only in this regard would mean lack of acuity on 

our part as legends say much more about spread of Buddhism in Sikkim and our own 

observations also necessitate addition of some more information which are fascinating and 

curious as well. 

 The Namgyal Dynasty was established in or about 1642. And the conversion of the 

Lepchas to Buddhism took place after that period. But it is widely believed in Sikkim that 

Guru Rimpoche, a famous monk of his period who lived in Tibet, visited Sikkim in the eighth 

century and predicted the period when monarchy would be established in Sikkim, was the 

earliest protagonist to set foot in Sikkim. The form of Buddhism prevalent in Sikkim, we 

should not gorget to mention, is actually Tibetan Buddhism which has its origin in Vajrayana, 

a sect of Mahayana Buddhism developed in India in the post Gupta period. The tenents of 
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Vajrayana travelled from India to Tibet and struck firm roots there. Several Indian monks 

including Atisa of Bengal (b. 980 CE) went to Tibet, received royal patronage and propagated 

Vajrayani Buddhism. Interestingly, as we notice in the anecdotes about Atisa and other 

itinerant monks, Vajrayana Buddhism travelled to Tibet in the far north at first and at a much 

later date spread to Sikkim which is nearer to the plains of northeast India. The reasons are 

worthy of examination. It would not possibly be wrong to postulate that Sikkim was a very 

sparsely populated region when Vajrayana was popularized in Tibet. The suggestion that the 

remote and small country of the Lepchas had rejected Buddhism at a period when Guru 

Rimpoche was actively carrying on his proselytizing activities also demands consideration. 

But sources of the ancient history of Tibet are so meager, at least to the extent that modern 

scholars have been able to lay their hands on, that we are not in position to comment on it. 

The old documents of the monasteries in Tibet and China, many of which are yet to be 

examined and published are above to throw light on these obscure chapters of history of 

Sikkim and Bhutan and their relationship with Tibet. 

 However, things started changing from the mid-seventeenth century and the Namgyal 

dynasty became completely dependent on Tibet. The religio-political bond between Sikkim 

and Tibet grew stronger day by day as in the case of Bhutan and most of the disputed and 

serious questions of procedure or discipline and observance of rituals were referred to Tibet 

where Dalai Lama was the ultimate authority to pronounce a verdict. There was, therefore, 

complete dominance of Tibet in Sikkim; so much so that the Rajas of Sikkim took pride in 

calling themselves Tibetans by origin. 

 Wool Silk, tea and all comforts and ornaments of life, came to them from Tibet; while 

intercourse with other countries was difficult. Small wonder, then, that their continual effort 

was to show themselves to be thorough Tibetans; that the Tibetan language came into use at 

their court, and that their chief advisers were drawn from Tibetan monasteries. In course of 

time this connection grew to be closer, and the last three Rajas have married Tibetan wives, 

and have held landed property and owned herds of cattle in Tibet. Such marriages introduced 

a new and important factor into Sikkim politics. Women brought up in the dry keen air of 

Tibet could not stand the moist warmth of the Sikhim hills, drenched by the immoderate 

rainfall which prevails on the southern slopes of the eastern Himalays. There influence 

coupled with the Tibetan proclivities of their husbands, promoted by the Nepalese invasion of 

their country, induced the Rajas to transfer the headquarters of their government to the valley 

of Chumbi, one march to the Tibetan side of the Jelap pass. The prolonged residence of the 

chief in Tibetan territory had the worst effect on the internal administration of the state. 

 The princedom of Sikkim was therefore ruled by a Tibetan family from the 

seventeenth century who lorded over the people of a number of tribes of which the Lepchas 

were the single largest group. In fact, the Lepchas were in an overwhelming majority in 

Sikkim compared to other tribes when the Namgyal dynasty came to power. In course of time 

they lost their dominant position in Sikkim and gradually turned into a minority with little 

hold on the polity of Si9kkim. In fact they yielded their place to the Nepali migrants from the 

west. Migration of the Nepalese was ceaseless; their improved methods and technique of 

agriculture supported them to a great extent in the newly settled land. 

 The annals of the kings of Sikkim have many more fascinating episodes in store for 

the lay followers and scholars as well. We have already mentioned the Tibetan connection of 

Sikkim’s Royal Family. But the original inhabitants of Sikkim like the Lepchas religiously 

believe that the kings of Sikkim came of Indian origin by descent through the first king of 

Tibet, namely Nah-Thi-Tsanpo. 
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 Legend has it that the fifth son of kind Prasenjit of Kosala in Northern India had some 

inborn physical features that marked him as an extraordinary person. The Royal couple was 

alarmed by the uncommon signs the new born baby bore on his physique and decided to 

leave him to his fate. So, they put the baby in a copper vessel and set it afloat on the Ganges. 

A pppr man, a cultivator by profession rescured the baby and brought him up. As the prince 

grew up he felt that he was capable of achieving greatness in life; so he proceeded to the 

mountainous country in the north. This country was Tibet whereof the people were very 

impressed by his extraordinary looks and thought that a god had descended on earth to bless 

them. They carried him on a chair on men’s back’ to a place called Yumbu Lagan near Lhasa. 

Soon he became the king and lovingly called Nah-Thi-Tsanpo or Chair borne king by his 

subjects.  

 The kings of Sikkim, according to this legend, were all descendants of this Nah-Thi-

Tsanpo. Rislay observes: 

 The alleged Indian origin of the early Tibetan kings is without any real foundation, 

and is in itself a proof of the modern manufacture of their history, as it is merely an invention 

in common with the other Buddhist kings to affiliate themselves to Sakya’s stock”. 

 We have virtually no evidence to support the claim of Sikkimese kings to Indian 

origin. We should better examine the casual relations and impact of this legend on popular 

psyche. 

 The above legend in fact emphasizes the theory that in Sikkim almost everything in 

the religio-political life is ascribed to India and Tibet. The axis comprising India, Tibet and 

Sikkim with Buddhism as its binding force is quite palpable in every aspect of social and 

religious life of the people. It is no different in Bhutan also. But another interesting facet of 

this phenomenon is that the Indian influence in Sikkim had no political background. The 

Indian rulers, be it the Mauryas, Kusanas, Guptas or Palas had no political ambition that 

could have dragged them into the politics of Sikkim and Bhutan. The Indian concept of an 

empire did not envision the inclusion of the mountainous regions particularly the Himalayas. 

The lofty mountains were considered as the abode of the gods and refuge of the sadhus and 

the mortal beings like the kings and the emperors had no business to encroach on those 

regions. No wonder that the attitude of the Tibetan rulers who lorded over a mountainous 

country was not the same. There were numerous expeditions and campaigns from the Tibetan 

side as it was firmly believed that Sikkim was part and parcel of Tibet. The basis of this 

conviction was the binding factor called Lamaism; but this was again a revised version of 

Vajrayana Buddhism of Indian origin. Still more curious was the fact that Padmasambhava or 

Guru Rimpoche as the Tibetans fondly called him was the Indian Buddhist Monk revered as 

the founder of Lamaism. Another stalwart of Lamaism, often regarded as the founder of the 

particular form of Buddhism in place of Padmasambhova was Atisa, a monk from Bengal 

who lived in the tenth/eleventh century and visited Tibet at the invitation of the Tibetan king. 

So Tibet’s claim to suzerainty over Sikkim virtually rested on her acceptance of the branch of 

Buddhism popularized by some Indian Buddhist monks in Tibet. 

 Modern scholars, not accustomed with the ancient Indian concept of frontiers or 

territorial limits of a state would find in the politics of Sikkim; it would appear all the more 

curious because the ancient South West Silk Route passed through Sikkim and connected 

Lhasa with the ancient port of Tamralipta in southern Bengal, a distance of about 900 km. 

This Silk Route as is widely known, comes from Lhasa, crosses Chumbi valley, enters 

Sikkim either through Nathu la or Jalep la passes and then takes a southwesterly direction 

touching the hamlets of Nathang, Longthung, Padamchen, Rangly and finally Rangpo before 

entering the territory of the modern state of West Bengal. It also connects the modern town of 
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Kalimpong, a little southwest of Rungpo. It must also be remembered that the Silk Route was 

not a single road; instead it was a network of numerous roadways and paths. These roads 

connected various marts in China, Tibet, India and Myanmar. However, there are references 

to the offshoots of the Silk Route reaching Myanmar, Assam and Bangladesh. The District of 

Bogra in Bangladesh figures in some references reminding us of the fact that the ancient 

Mauryan city of Bengal, namely Pundravardhana is located in this district. Chinese pilgrim 

Xuanzang visited this region in the seventh century and left an account of Karnasuvarna on 

the Bhagirathi, the main course of the Ganges in his times and Pundravardhana located 

further east. The offshoot of the Silk Route linking Sikkim and Tamralipta, a distance of 

barely five hundred km as the crow flies, in all likelihood passed through the city of 

Karnasuvarna as that would be most logical since the western Bengal part of the lower 

Gangetic plains was always conducive to movement of commodities instead of the rough and 

densely forested terrain of the Chotanagpur plateau to its immediate west. 

 Although no conclusive evidence has yet been found, we are not in a position to rule 

out the suggestion that the ancient cities of Pundravardhana and Kotivarsa as well as the 

ancient and medieval city of Gauda (Gour) were connected by the Silk Route. The site of the 

last named city, the metropolis of medieval Bengal was at a distance of about 250 km to the 

South of Rungpo and it would be quite reasonable to think that the route touched the big city 

situated due South of Rungpo instead of taking circuitous path as the basic reason behind the 

extension of the Silk Route was connectivity of the markets. Our hypothesis is further 

strengthened by the fact that the medieval city of Gaur (Gauda) has yielded huge quantity of 

pottery, ceramic and celadon ware in particular, unhesitatingly ascribed to import from 

China. 

 We may now move on to the political history of Sikkim in modern times in a nutshell 

and the imbroglio the tiny princedom had to undergo during the last few hundred years and 

the question of Silk Route that played a significant role in shaping her future. Extension of 

British colonial interests to Sikkim was the most crucial aspect of the later phase of the 

period. 

 Sikkim had to be on her guard against the Nepalese and Bhutanese intruders time and 

again.  Trouble started in the seventeenth century itself as king Phuntsog was succeeded by 

his son Tensung. Tensung was dethroned by another scion of the Namgyal family, namely 

Chakdor. But his rivals did not accept it peacefully and invited the Bhutanese to interfere in 

Sikkim. As a result the Bhutanese invasion took place and most part of Sikkim went under 

the control of the occupational forces. King Chakdor took refuge in Tibet and after much 

trouble succeeded in driving out the Bhutanese with the help of the Tibetans. But peace was 

short-lived. As late as 1717 his son Gyurmed became the king when his state was under 

attack from the Nepalese. The Nepalese captured his capital Rabdenstse while the Bhutanese 

were also making frequent inroads. Sandwiched between Nepal to her west and Bhutan to her 

southeast, two powerful neighbors, Sikkim was in turmoil throughout the period. There was 

constant warfare between Nepal and Sikkim which led to a second exile of the Chogyal into 

Tibet in 1788. This time Tibetan and Chinese intervention restored the rule of the Chogyal in 

Sikkim. That too was not a permanent arrangement as both Lhasa and Peking were far off 

and their military presence in the vicinity of Sikkim was not much dependable. Far superior 

however was the Company’s army equipped with modern technique of warfare as well as 

arms and armaments. Eventually Sikkim became a close ally of the East India Company as 

Nepal was a common enemy of both. 

 The rivalry between Sikkim and Nepal was one of the factors behind the Anglo-

Nepalese or Gurkha war of 1814. The consequence of this war was the treaty of Sagauli 
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between Sikkim and Nepal and the treaty of Titaliya between Sikkim and the East India 

Company. Nepal was forced to give up the territories wrested from Sikkim. Company’s 

Sikkim policy was determined by its interests in the Silk Route through Sikkim and the 

avowed intention of opening up of Tibet and Central Asia for trade. A third factor was the 

fear of advancement of Tsarist Russia in Central Asia. This was considered a grave threat to 

the British Empire in India. The Afghan policy of the British had similar ingredients; and was 

comparable with that for Sikkim. 

 Although Sikkim came closer to British India there was good deal of ambivalence 

about Anglo-Sikkimese relationship on both sides of the Himalayans. As mentioned earlier, 

Sikkim’s ties with Tibet were too deep-footed to be ignored by a foreign power. Sikkim’s 

willy-nilly acceptance of Company’s protection led to bizarre consequences. 

 In 1835, consequent to much diplomatic maneuvers, the Chogyal gifted a big chunk 

of Sikkimese territory called Darjeeling to the governor general of British India. The Chogyal 

expected that a reciprocal gift would come his way from the British. This never happen3ed 

and the relationship between Sikkim and British Government of India worsened. In 1849, 

DrCampbell, the superintendent of the newly acquired territory of Darjeeling and Dr.Hooker 

a botanist of repute visited Sikkim. Both of them were imprisoned. This unsavory incident 

had a bitter aftermath. In retaliation the British annexed Darjeeling and some other territories. 

A military expedition was sent to Sikkim and the annual grant of Rs. 6000/- paid to the 

Chogyal was also stopped. The turbulent situation resulted in a war within a few years which 

Sikkim lost miserably. The British forces had reached Tumlong, the capital of Sikkim in 

1861. The next year a treaty was signed with Sikkim that ended the war. 

 This tumultuous time witnessed many untoward events. The Tibetans wanted to assert 

their authority over Sikkim. In 1886 some Tibetan militiamen occupied Lingtu near the Jelep 

la Pass as they were apprehensive of the consequences of the British effort to build roads near 

the border. The British retaliated and the Tibetans were pushed back. This was also the time 

when as a counteroffensive, the British encouraged the Nepalese settlers in Sikkim to 

consolidate their position as they were loyal to the British. This was a crucial factor 

determining the ethnic geography of Sikkim. Demographic changes had eventually turned 

Sikkim into a Nepali majority state. 

 As  many as twelve Chogyals who were of Bhotiya or Tibetan origin ruled over 

Sikkim, a land where the Lepchas were predominant, at least where the Lepchas were 

predominant, at least for nearly three hundred years after the coronation of the first Chogyal. 

The inherent weaknesses of the dynasty, their diplomatic incapacity to handle powerful 

neighbours like Nepal and Bhutan, their failure to integrate with the masses of people who 

were racially of a different stock made it difficult for them to build up a concept of Sikkimese 

nationhood. The sovereignty of the state of Sikkim was virtually as fragile as the China vases 

imported through the Silk Route. In the beginning, actually for more than a century or so, it 

was more a Tibetan protectorate than an independent state. Increasing British influence 

forced her to tilt to the more powerful. The so called sovereignty she was enjoying was 

reduced to a plaything. When the Tibetan kings of the Lepchas allowed the Nepalese 

immigrants to stay in Sikkim who became a majority within a short period, the fate of the 

Namgyal dynasty was sealed. 

 Withdrawal of British government from India passed on its duties, obligations and 

legacies to the government of independent India. On December 5, 1950 Sikkim signed a 

treaty with India which clarified Sikkim’s status as a protectorate with the Chogyyal as the 

ruler of Sikkim responsible for the internal administration of the state. Defense and foreign 

affairs currency, coinage and the postal system were to remain under the control of the 
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Government of India. The resolution of the Sikkim assembly adopted on April 10, 1975 and a 

referendum conducted earlier paved the way for merger of Sikkim with India. 



223 
 

Sikkim and Darjeeling 

The Story of an Estranged Daughter 

The Raj was not built in a day. Several generations of British traders, soldiers, missionaries, 

adventurers and officials contributed to the growth of the possessions of the East India 

Company in India. They were the men who at the sacrifice of their lives gradually raised the 

British Indian Empire to its state of stability and eminence. They had to endure the vagaries 

of a tropical climate, particularly the dreadful summer and monsoon of the Indian 

subcontinent and numerous other disadvantages that plagued their lives throughout their stay 

in India. The climate was a veritable menace to European life in India. Lt General 

ReginaldSavory, an officer of the British Indian Army offers us a fitting description of a 

dreaded summer in India. 

The wind drops, the sun gets sharper, the shadows go black and you know you’re in for five 

months of utter physical discomfort. Mentally you have to battle against this heat. Physically 

you try and shut it out … Hurdles of dried straw called Khas Khas tatties were put across the 

open doors and the verandah and a man would be kept outside to fling water on them now 

and again, so that such air as did come into the bungalow was mildly cooled. 

The dreaded summer and nagging monsoon took their toll every year. Myriad burial grounds 

in India meant for Europeans, stand to this day as a testimony to this. Although death rate of 

Europeans in India was alarmingly high, in the early days of the company’s rule they had 

virtually very little means to escape the scourge of death. KhasKhas tatties, the Punkhas and 

large bath tubs filled with cold water were no real weapons with which the Europeans could 

fight out the dreadful Indian summer. The only sure way of beating the hot weather entirely 

was to avoid it by way of taking refuge in the Hills. This was precisely the reason for which a 

lot of hill stations were ushered into existence in the Indian subcontinent. The prominent hill 

stations so created were Darjeeling, Shimla, Musoorie, Dalhousie, Ooty, Nainital, Shilong, 

Cherrapanji etc: 

The time-honoured custom of taking refuge in the hills persisted till the Second World War. 

Central and state secretariats retired annually to the nearest hill stations and wives and 

children followed suit, with a number of husbands taking local leave to join them for a month 

or two. 

The story of incorporation of the Darjeeling hills in the eastern Himalayas into the 

Company’s territory and its subsequent development into a district known for tourism, tea 

and timber is very fascinating. In the 17th and 18tjh centuries upper northern Bengal and the 

regions adjacent to it had a completely difference political geography. Independent and semi 

independent states like Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim, Coochbehar, Baikunthapur etc. 

frequently fought with each other for political supremacy over the region. Prompted by her 

colonial interests the East India Company was drawn into this vortex. A prolonged conflict 

between Bhutan and Coochbehar in the second half of the eighteenth century resulted in the 

arrival of the East India Company in the political arena of northeast India as an ally of the 

kingdom of Coochbehar. Coochbehar turned into a protectorate of the East India Company 

after signing a treaty in 1773. The minor Maharaja of Coochbehar, namely Dharendranarayan 

became a protégé of the Company. Bhutan also signed a treaty with the company recognizing 

the new arrangements and agreeed to give up some of her possessions in Coochbehar. 

Already in 1772 the state of Baikunthapur, a former vassal of Coochbehar, was annexed by 

the East India Company. 
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The political influence of the Company in the region grew with the passage of time. In a 

conflict between Sikkim and her neighbouring Gurkha state in 1817, the Company aided with 

Sikkim. By the treaty of Titaliya Sikkimese occupation of a large tract of land between the 

Mechi and the Tista rivers was recognized. The treaty also provided for arbitration by the 

Company in the event of any dispute between Sikkim and her neighbouring states. On the 

other hand, in 1814, the treaty of Sagauli that ended the Gurkha war, empowered the 

Company to control the foreign relations of Nepal. 

A decade after the treaty of Titalya was signed, frontiers of Sikkim and Nepal spewed 

disputes again and two officers of the Company, namely, MrGrant and Captain Lloyd were 

sent to mediate. Lloyd stayed for a few days at a hamlet named Darjeeling in Sikkim in 

February, 1829 and was fascinated by its climate. It occurred to his mind that Darjeeling 

could well be chosen as the site for a hill sanatorium. His associate J.W.Grant recommended 

Darjeeling as a possible military base near the Indo-Tibetan borders. 

Mention may be made here of the fact that some of the well-known hill stations of India came 

into existence even before 1829, the year of Lloyd’s first visit to Darjeeling. All these hill 

stations were far away from Calcutta, the capital of the British Indian Empire. So the need of 

setting up a hill station nearer to Calcutta was constantly felt. The authorities in Calcutta also 

expressed their eagerness in this respect. In the early years of the nineteenth century, efforts 

were made to develop Cherrupunji in Assam as a hill station. But the project did not 

materialize because of excessive rainfall at Cherrupunji. Nevertheless, the idea of setting up a 

hill station not very far from Calcutta was not given up. At long last the recommendations of 

J.W.Grant, in favour of Darjeeling, bore fruit. Grants recommendations were given due 

weightage because of his vast experience and admirable expeditions. Since Grant’s views 

found favour with the authorities in Calcutta. Deputy Surveyor-General Captain Herbert was 

sent to Darjeeling accompanied by Grant himself for a fresh round of inspection. During the 

same period captain Lloyd was instructed to carry on negotiations with the king of Sikkim for 

transfer of the Darjeeling region to the East India Company. While mediating in a boundary 

dispute between Sikkim and Nepal in 1834 Lloyed chanced to inform the ruler of Sikkim 

about the intentions of the Company with regard to Darjeeling . The king was also told that 

the Company was ready to go to the extent of paying for the deal or to compensate him by 

way of transferring some territory in then possession of the Company in lieu of Darjeeling. 

But the king had something else in mind. An official of the king named RamuPradhan had 

misappropriated revenue collected on behalf of his government and went into hiding. The 

Raja was under the impression that Ramu took refuge somewhere in British India. He wanted 

him to be arrested and extradited to Sikkim. Even more untenable was his other demand. He 

wanted a mouza named Dabgram, earlier ceded to British India, to be restored to Sikkim. The 

proposal for the restoration of this fertile and populous region in exchange for the sparsely 

populated and infertile hills of Darjeeling was destined not to receive any favourable 

response from the authorities in Calcutta. Furthermore the Dabgram area was given to the 

Raja of Baikunthapur in 1828 as a prize for that Raja’s co-operation with the Company 

during the period. Now both the proposals of the Raja of Si9kkim being unacceptable 

Lloydwas instructed by the authorities to put an end to the negotiations on transfer of 

Darjeeling. But the instructions from Calcutta took a long time to reach Lloyd who was 

stationed in the distant hills. Meanwhile, in February 1835, the Raja of Sikkim signed a deed 

of grant without waiting for a response to his proposals. 

The Governor General, having expressed his desire for the possession of the hill of 

Darjeeling on account of its cool clime, for the purpose of enabling the servants of his 

Government suffering from sickness, to  avail themselves of its advantages, I, the Sikkim 
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Puttee Rajah out of friendship for the said Governor General, hereby present Darjeeling to the 

East India Company, that is, the lands south of the Great Rangit river, east of the Balasun, 

Kahail and Little Rangit rivers and west of Rungpo and Mahanadi rivers. 

Indeed Lloyd had informed the Raja about the latest instructions of the authorities in Calcutta 

asking him to stop the negotiations. In response to this the Raja declared that the grant was 

unconditional. The situation now became more confused. The Raja was not in a position to 

take back the deed of grant for that would be an action diplomatically unsound which might 

cause the displeasure of the company, the strongest ally of the tiny Himalayan kingdom 

surrounded by powerful foes. Besides the Raja of Sikkim was not also eager to play the role 

of an Indian giver for the idea of taking a gift back would be despicable to an oriental 

monarch. But quite compatible with his oriental psyche was his expectation of a reciprocal 

gift from the Company. But his expectation was never fulfilled. FredPinn offers an interesting 

interpretation of the situation: 

Col. Lloyd whose lack of sensitivity in human relations was one of his least attractive traits,at 

last forwarded the deed to Calcutta with the information that the grant was an unconditional 

gift. He did not point out that one gift deserved an equally precious gift in return and t he 

damage was done. The Rajah was not going to forgive such an insult. In fairness to the 

supreme council in Calcutta, it must be stressed that they had been misled by Col. Lloyd in 

whom they had absolute trust and who as their agent was their sole informant and adviser on 

Sikkim affairs. Moreover, neither side had foreseen the complications which might arise. 

But Pinn’s interpretation does not appear to be irrefutable. The so called oriental practice of 

exchange of reciprocal gifts could not be unknown either to the supreme council in Calcutta 

or to Lloyd himself. The official of the Company had for generations learnt lessons of India 

psyche in the courts of the Indian rulers as well as through numerous diplomatic maneuvers 

that helped them prosper since the days of the great Moghuls. A seasoned official like Lloyd 

possibly had his reasons to ignore the expectations of the ruler of a weak kingdom, 

surrounded by hostile neighbours and so much dependent on Calcutta for her existence. 

Indeed this did not augur well for the relations between Sikkim and Calcutta. The raja of 

Sikkim never expected that Darjeeling would be incorporated into British India as its integral 

part. Issue of land grants was a commonplace in the administrative activities of an oriental 

potentate. But this would not involve infringement of his sovereign rights over his territories. 

As a matter of fact the Raja of Sikkim thought that a few bungalows would be constructed at 

Darjeeling and these would constitute a sanatorium for the soldiers of the East India 

Company. But he discovered to his dismay a sovereign state within his state. As a result there 

was mutual mistrust and ill feeling. Campbell, the superintendent of Darjeeling appointed in 

1859, informed the Governor General that the Raja of Sikkim dissuaded his subjects from 

visiting the territories of the East India Company for commercial purposes. Realizing the 

gravity of the situation the Company offered to pay an annual compensation of Rs. 1000/- if 

the Raja agreed to allow free intercourse between Darjeeling and interior of Sikkim. Since the 

amount was considere3ed as meager, it was raised to Rs. 3,000/- per annum in 1941. But it 

was not until 1847 that the Raja received the arrears of compensation from 1835. 

But the relations between Sikkim and the Company drifted from bad to worse. The payment 

of arrears of compensation did not achieve anything substantial. It was alleged that the Raja 

was unwilling to surrender the criminals who took refuge in Sikkim to dodge the law 

enforcing authorities in British India and prohibited the people of Bhutan from visiting 

Darjeeling or settling there permanently.  To make matters worse the Raja declined to sell to 

the British the lime deposits of Sikkim. This was not conducive to the promotion of British 

commercial interest in the region. So negotiations followed and the Raja of Sikkim was 
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pressurized to revise his decision. The British secured the right to purchase the lime deposits 

in Sikkim. On the other hand the annual allowance enjoyed by the Raja for the cession of 

Darjeeling was increased from Rs. 3000/- to Rs. 6000/-. 

Even this arrangement failed to produce any lasting solution. In the court of the Sikkim Raja 

there were two major rival groups namely, the Bhotia and the Lepcha led respectively by 

TokhangDonyarNamgyal and Chebu Lama. The latter was pro-British and received liberal 

patronage from his benefactors in subsequent years. 

Each clique intrigued for the purpose of getting a person of its choice installed on the thorne. 

The Bhotia faction or its leader remained anti-British and incurred the wrath of the Company 

officials. Things took a new turn when a British naturalist named JosephHooker was refused 

entry into Sikkim causing further displeasure of the authorities in Calcutta. As in the case of 

sale of lime stone deposits to the British, Sikkim eventually succumbed to the pressure 

exerted by the Company officials and Hooker was allowed to travel in Sikkim,. But Hooker 

and his companion Cambell had to suffer humiliations at the hands of the Sikkimese officials. 

They were arrested and detained for sometimes at Tumlong, the capital of Sikkim. This 

humiliation of British subjects combined with border disputes and raids in British territory by 

Sikkim led to the escalation of tension. In 1861 an army contingent was sent against Sikkim. 

The expeditionary force reached Tumlong in March, 1861. The Raja of Sikkim was forced to 

abdicate in favour of his son. In the same year a treaty was signed between Sikkim and 

British India which ended the border disputes. 

Ever after Sikkim remained in friendly terms with British India.  
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Quite anciently, the region developed relation with Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim & Myanmar, Tibet 

and China on the one hand & other parts of India on the other. 

History 

The Mahabharata after a fascinating account of Bhagadutta, the king of Pragjyotisa, a region 

which afterwards came to be known as Kamarupa that forms the heartland of Northeast India. 

The epical king fought alongside the Kamravas against the Pandavas. Two is incidentally one 

of the earliest references to northeast India in Indian literature. 

The Raghuvains of Kalidasa in delay considers a classic, narrates the story of king of Raghu 

who crosses the Lohit or Bhramaputra and subjugated the king of Pragjyotisa. The 

vanquished king offered him a trilute of many elephants Pragjyotisa or Assam, in fact almost 

the whole of northeast India, still now abounds in elephants as is well known. So there should 

be no qualms about the identification of Pragjyotisa of the Raghwarisa’s description. The 

Brahmaputra on Lohit has also there in the narrative to caroborate the evidence. 

The Maurnryan – Brahmi inscription discovered for Pundravardhana (Bogia, district 

Bangladesh)1, the artifacts found from Asuragarh, Bangarch on Kotivarsa in West Bengal 

have established the fact the civilization, flourished in the region much before the beginning 

of the Christian era. 

Classics of ancient Indian literature like the Arthasastra of Kautilya, Kamasintra of Vatsyana, 

Gandavaha, of Vakpati, Dasakumara arita of Dandi to name a few are replete with references 

about Gauda as well as Pundra. The people of Manipur, Nagaland and Tripura were also not 

unknown to the rest of India from the early history period. 

The identification of Manipur of Princess Citrarangada is still debated but in the relevant 

episode of the Mahabharata what we miss to note is that when Arjuna unknowrongly fought a 

battle against his son. Babhravahara & fell unconscious, another wife is Arujuna, name by 

Ulupi the Nagakanya (the daughter of the Na gas), nursed the her to recovery. Is it farfetched 

to a comment that the Naga country and Manipur when two adjacent princes as in the modern 

times of the geographical proximity of these princes was known to the another of the epic. 

Otherwise the Nagakanya would not be mentioned in the Manipur episode. No me can 

possibly ignore the question of circumstantial associated of the Nagas and Manipur 

Characters in the epic who are still close neighbors in India. 

We have evidence that in the Gupta & post- Gupta periods large part of northeast India was 

intimately associated with the rest of India as part and parcel. That at times it belonged to the 

same state as northeast India is also undisputable. The Allahabad Pillar Inscriptions of 

Samudragupta mentions Kamrupa as a prince paying tribute to the forth century Gupta 

Empire. There are still more evidence. The Apsad Inscriptions recorded another Gupta ruler 

Maha Sengupta’s conflict with Susthithavarman, a king of the Varman dynasty of Kamarupa. 

These two kings, fought a battle on the shores of the Lanhitya (Brahmaputra) river. The 

evidence furnished above demonstrated that the people on the Kingdoms of northeast India 

had the military might to take part in the power game of northern India. It became more and 

more obious with the passage of time. The Nidhanpur Copper place of Bhaskaravarman 

declares the occupation of Gauda by this illustrious king Earlier he had taken part in power 
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strongly of Northern India being an alloy of Harsa of Kananj & fought against Sasanka the 

king of Bengal & Ganda, his immediate neighbor. Bhaskara’s occupation of Gande was 

possibly short lived but it confirmed his ability to rule over a vast kingdom which at least had 

an area of 200,000 squares miles it not more, extending in the Bhramaputra valley in the east 

to the shorts if the Bhagirathi in the west. 

From the eighth century onwards, there was a kind of reversal of fortunes for the kingdom of 

Pragjyotisa. The imperial Palas of Bengal held survey area a vast region in northern & eastern 

India. Kamauli grantstwelfth century copper plate inscription of Vaidyadeva, a minster of the 

Pala. Emperor Kumarapala declares his occupied of Kamrupa for which a fierce naval battle 

was fought. 

North East in Retrospect (Bhutan Sikkim & Beyond) 

In Bhutan Sikkim & Beyond summons up the past of entire region comprirising the medieval 

Himalayan States of Bhutan, Sikkim & other immediate neighborhood known as northeast 

India. His observations critical  of many age-old ideas, are immensely  captivating. The 

present world brings to height the contributor of the Mangoloids as well as indo-Mangoloids 

to the Indian civilization. The Indianness of northeast India is a phenomenon yet to be studied 

thouroughly. The basis of this Indianness was actually formed by interactions but so called 

Aryans, Dravid & the Indo-Mongoloids  in the remote past & evidence from the epics, the 

purans, the epigraphs. Myanmar & some other countries & their neighbouring Indian 

provinnces, deals with the economy of the region either. The system of communication in the 

region & trade and commerce that played a dominant part in the life of its people in medieval 

& early modern periods. Archival materials have been expansively used for this part of the 

work. 

The well known South west Silk Route, that passes through Tibet & Sikkim & became 

seaborne at the ancient Bengal port of Tamluk or Tamralipta in Bengal to connect distant 

lands like Srilanka, Java, Sumatra, Bali etc. is a unique aspect here. The histography of the 

northeast India or its neighbours like Bhutan & Sikkim has in fact ignored it so far. No 

excavations has yet taken place to trace the offshoots of the silk route in Bengal Assam on 

Myanmar. But some archaeological finds, evidently of Chinese origin, thrown up by some 

sites like Gaur (Gauda) in West Bengal, located halfway between Rump the border town of 

Sikkim through which the South west Silk Route entered into Bengal & the port of Tamluk 

almost due south of it are mind boggling.  

1. Namgyal Institute of Tibetology Gangtok. 

2. Kuensel(The national newspaper of Bhutan) 
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Northeast in Retrospect 

Relation with Thailand, China and Myanmar 

In the present work I have sought the attention of the readers to the question if identify of the 

northeastern people & the process of their integration with the concept of Indianness. Then to 

focus on their economic life. Their immediate neighbors like Bhutan & Tibet have come in 

their our purview. For the same reason in a future volume neighbors like Myanmar & 

Thailand, will come into our focus. Bengal was the region through which northeast India and 

her northern neighbors like Tibet, China & Bhutan interacted with India other States in South 

Asia like Myanmar also had to interact with India through the ancient PragJyotisa in Assam 

& Karnanta - Harikela – Samatata subregion of eastern & south eastern Bengal. The last 

named sub-region had Ganda or Pandra to its immediate north. Thus was connected with 

each other a number of kingdoms in Southeast Asia. But unfortunately as yet we known very 

little of their political economic & cultural intercourse in ancient time. The present work with 

on episodic structure is merely an attempt to weave a story out of disconnected tidbits of 

information about northeast India & her immediate neighbours. 

Both Bhutan & Sikkim are also among the trust areas considered for the present study. These 

two Himalayan kingdoms were inseparably linked with northeast India as well as those 

beyond the Himalayas like Tibet & China.  

This project focus on the history & culture of northeast India & her immediate neighbours 

like Bhutan, Tibet, Myanmar & China, Although the region known as northeast India made 

significant contributors to Indian civilization, its role in shaping the course of Indian history 

had been ignored to a certain extent. In modern times the region was out off from the 

mainstream of Indian culture for many known & unknown reasons. Such isolate as is well 

known has caused inmemorable problems that affect society & polity in northern India.  

Religion: The socio-cultural life of the people of northeast India manifests several cross-

regional cultural elements. Buddism & Hinduism in their several form, a variety of religious 

rituals observed by the people have all left their marks on the rich mosaic of life of the people 

of the region. Quite anciently, the region developed relations with Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim & 

Myanmar, Tibet & China on the one hand & other parts of Indian in the other. The racial 

affinity of the people of this region with their neighbors we have named is an intriguing 

question. But the ever changing problems that affect the region & the void left by the 

misdirected & abortive efforts to tackle them leave enough scope for the modern scholars to 

deal with the region. Interaction with the rest of India through Bengal is another part of the 

history of the region. All these had begun in previous times. 
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Conclusion 

The research focuses on a vast region of India known as northeast India as well as its 

immediate neighbors, namely the kingdom of Bhutan, the Indian state of Sikkim and the 

northern districts of individual Bengal like Rajshahi, Dinajpur, Malda, Rongpur, Bogu& 

Pabna. Exclusive of the kingdom of Bhutan the region has approximately an area of 317700 

sq. km. inhabited by more than a hundred million people. One of the promiinent issues 

involved in the present study is the ethnic identity of the people of the region. The indo-

Mongoloids are the architects of the civilization of northeast a brief discussion of the denary 

of the people of northeast & their Indianness has been incorporated in the research study. For 

conceivable reasons the Indo-Mongoloids in as much less in the plain of Bengal & Bihar. 

Without Tibet & her multifarious influence the politics religious & economic life of the 

northeast India / or the kingdom of Bhutan / or the State of Sikkim in its neighborhood would 

have been completely different. How the Indian State of Sikkim & the kingdom of Bhutan are 

related to Tibet ethnically, religio – politically & economically are known to many of our 

readers. Another permanent player in the political arena of the region in the medieval & early 

modern period was the Kanta-Koch kingdom ruled over sucessively by the Khen & Koch 

kings. The intemplay of these regional political powers, their rise & decline were immensely 

important; so much so when the relatimonship between Coochbeahr & Bhutan drifted from 

bad to worse in the late eighteenth century it powerd the way for British colonialism. 

Indo-Mongoloid connection of the entire region is a big question. In ancient times a 

prolonged & ceaseless interaction of several races tobe the Kiratas, Asuras, Dasyas & the so 

called Aryas laid the foundation of the civilization of the east or northeast. We are yet to 

identify precusely the various element involved in the huge reaction that gave birth to a new 

civilization which was in intrinsically different from that of north & South India in many 

ways but showed remarkable similarly with then in many respects because of certain 

common ingredients. The similarly we can use the term Indianness. But never ever any 

attempt was made to understand the relationship that existed between the people of the region 

&them neighbors in the ancient world. There was a cultural conflict leading to assimilate I 

have spoken of at a certain point of time. Our historiography evaded many crucial  questions 

as involving the economy politics & culture of the entire region. The ethnic identity of the 

tribes & communities living in the region is the key to our understanding of the history of 

northeast India & her neighbours. But main important was the question of ancient economic 

ties that existed between the states of the regions their neighbors. Much of the economics of 

the states in the region depended on the South-West Silk Route. 

It has been pointed out that the offshoots of the South West Silk Route reached Mayanmar, 

northern Bengal & even the part of Tamluk on the shores of the bay of Bengal where the Silk 

Route so long traversing land route became seaborne. 

Thus was connected the distant islands of Java, Sumatra & Bali & Srilanka with Central Asia. 

The Indian part of the Silk Route that falls in Bengal, Assam & Sikkim has not yet been 

properly explored. 
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The sonrees for the present study include the epigeophic records, archival materials & a 

variety of secondary sources as well as oval traditions. Here, we focused on commence as 

well as economy of the region that in fact bound them together in spite of political 

differences. Some attend has been paid to the question of ethnicity without which it is hard to 

understand the ethos to the people. 
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