
CHAPTER - FOUR 

SOCIO- ECONOMIC LIFE 

The medieval Nepalese people were engaged in different 

occupations. Most of the occupations were of community nature. 

The basic ground of the caste system of the period was also 

economic to a great extent. The formation of the caste system 

has been dealt in the chapter on 'Social Structure'. In fact, 

Jayasthiti Malla did not create a new caste system. He is 

to be credited only with its revival based on the traditional 

occupations. Later on all these functional groups were 

recognized as castes. It is thus that the medieval occupations 

were of a hereditary and community nature. The priest, 

astrologer, Vaidya (medical man), Dhobi, barbar -all had a 

community character. 

The priest and the Brahmanas were numerous, and had much 

influence in the country as the people used to spend considerable 

time in religious functions. The priests had lands assigned to 

them. Each family had a special priest whose office was 

hereditary. The Rajaguru (royal priest) was a wealthy and 

influencial person in the state. He had a handsome income from 

government lands and the fines imposed on those v6ilated caste 

rules. 
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Vaidyas (medical man) Josis (astrologers) were also 

numerous in those days. Astrology was a profitable pursuit. 

No well-to-do person thought of setting out on a journey or 

undertaking any business, what ever, without finding out an 

auspicious moment. Similarly, the Vaidyas were also well 

off as there were no public hospitals or dispensaries, nor 

any means provided for the relief of the sick. The people 

had to contact the Vaidyas directly for their necessaties. 

The Malis (gardeners) did gardening and used to sale 

flowers for their livelihood whereas the Podyas earned their 

livelihood by catching wild birds and selling them in the 

market. They charged one dam (one-fourth of a paise) per 

corpse as a duty. To receive their livelihood the Kusulyas 

served high caste people through musical performances on 

auspicious occasions. Occupations such as shaving, domestic 

services, washing of clothes, etc. gave livelihood to limited 

people who received payment on periodical or annual basis. 

Some people were engaged in government services either in 

civil or in army. All the higher officers, including the 

Chautara (Chief-minister), were granted land as their 

remuneration. The lower government servants possibly received 

cash payment for their service. 

From the chronicles we learn that the state enjoined on 

people of different castes to fulfill their social obligations 
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to other castes and if some one failed in doing so fines were 

imposed on him, part of which went to the aggrieved party.l/ 

Besides these occupations, people resorted to a series of 

economic activities for their livelihood. These included 

agriculture, labours, animal husbandary, industries and trade. 

These occupations were important both for government revenue and 

the subsistence of the people. We discuss below the position 

of these economic activities. 

Agriculture:-

Nepal was since very early times, as it is at present, 

a predominantly agricultural country. Agriculture was the 

main occupation of the people and a large percentage of the 

population was engaged in it. Some inscriptions of the 

Lichchhavi period show the importance of agriculture during 

that period. The Lichchhavi kings were also interested in 

the development of agriculture. Irrigation canals, known 

as Tilamaka, were constructed by the kings and necessary 

df h .. YA· arrangements were rna e or t e1r maJ.ntenance. grJ.cultural 

land was, thus, the most important national resource in that 

period. 

1/ See chapter on Social Organisation for a detail information. 

Y D.V. Vajracharya, Inscriptions of Lichchhavi Period ( in Nepali), 
pp. 266-70, 401-2, 472,543-4. 
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In the medieval period also a great bulk of the population 

was employed in agriculture. In this period also the state took 

interest in promoting agriculture which is evident from the 

attention paid to the construction and maintenance of irrigation 

canals. King Pratap Malla (A.D. 1641-74) built a canal which 

d ' . h f S' ' . ZA/ rew 1ts water from a spr1ng at t e foot o the 1vapur1 H111.--

It irrigated the areas from its source down to the northern 

suburb of Kathmandu. An inscription of Srinivasa Malla 

(A.D. 1661-84) records his order about dividing water through 

two conduits situated at two levels and also for diverting it 

into channels for irrigation. 3/ The Bhaktapur Palace inscription 

of king Jitamitra Malla (A.D. 1673-96) dated A.D. 1684, gives 

detailed information about the irrigation system of the period.1/ 

It is learnt that arrangements were made for the maintenance of 

the canals and for carefully regulatino the rights to use 

irrigation facilities. The person appointed to look. after the 

maintenance of the canal was called Qhalapa, literally meaning 

he who guarded the Dhala (canals or drains). 5/ 

2A/ D.R. Regmi, Medieval Nepal, Part two p. 519. 

3/ Ibid, p. 517 

4/ Bholanath Paudyal, "The state-owned irrigation chanel of 
Bhaktapur" (in Nepali) , PiiriJ.ima No.4, ( 1965) , pp. 46-8. 

5/ Ibid. According to the inscription the distribution of water 
from the public canals was to conform to the standing rules. 
The water was to be used at the rate of 1 dam to irrigate the 
field of a Ropani. The Qhalapas were further to take care that 
in the distribution to water the order of receiving water was 
not broken, none was to be discriminated favourably or unfavou
rably because of his status. If the Qhalapas failed to do their 
duty they were fined 6 Mohars. Everybody concerned was to 
contribute annually a day's labour for repair the canals. 
Otherwise he was fined 3 dams. 
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• Classification of Land:-

The fertile land was classif.ied mainly in three ways:-

(a) according to the system of tenure/ownership, 

(b) according to the productivity of the soil which depended 

on the irrigability of the plot, and 

(c) according to the type of crops cultivated in the field. 

The system of ownership was used for the nomenclature of 

three principal varieties of lands:- Rajak~etra, Virta and 
SA/ 

~~· Accofding to the traditional land system the king was 

considered to be the owner of all the land within his domain. 

A verse in the Manusmrti suggests state ownership of all land, 
§/ 

including the cultivable one. Bhattasvamin, the commentator 

on the Arthasastra, quotes a verse saying that a king is declared 
I-

by those who are proficient in the Sastras to be the master of 

land as well as water. But there is difference of opinion among 

scholars on this issue. The Mimamsa writers, and following 

I- ' ' them some of the Dharmasastra wr~ters have expressed the v~ew 

that although an emperor is the lord of the entire earth, the 

ownership in different fields belongs to their several private 

owners and not to the king. K.P. Jayaswal also maintained that 

~ These terms are frequently used in the medieval records. 
See Sankarman Rajvamsi Bhumi Sambhandhi Tamasuka Tadapatra 
3 Vols. ( Kathmandu: National Archives 2040-42). 

£/ Manusmrti VIII.39. 
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'nothing is so distant from Hindu law as this theory.§!! 

Prof. L. Gopal has collected rich mate~ial and proved that 

private ownership of the land was sanctified both by law and 

tradition.ll He says that the king, as the universal sovereign 

of every thing in his state, had a different type of claim 

over the land. He received revenue from the peasant and this 

right had its own implication. But in Nepal, there is 

considerable evidence to support the view that royal ownership 

of the land was sanctified both by law and tradition. Thus, 

the king was a landlord entitled to receive rent from the 

cultivators. Other types of land system emerged only when 

the king divested itself of ownership either by sale or through 

a specific grant. 

In the medieval Nepal most of the agricultural land was 

owned by the state. In such cases there existed no intermediary 

between the tiller and the owner. Such lands were called 

Rajak§etra.~ The category included cultivated land, forest 

land, deforested land, barren land and pastures. On agricultural 

land of the type of Rajaksetra the peasants cultivated the 

6A/ K.P. Jayaswal, Hindu Polity, p. 330 

11 L. Gopal, Aspects of History of Agricu~~in Agqi~nt India, 
pp. 42-89. 

2l!.l After A.D. 1768 it was named Raikara, probably derived from 
the Sanskrit words R~jya (State) and li~ (tax). In the words 
of M.C. Regmi, "Raikara is land which the state retains 
under its ownership and taxes the private individuals who 
operate it. uM.C. Regmi, Land Tennure and rraxati.2n..~,. p. 17. 
But now-a-days the term Rsikara is used to denote the lands 
of private ownership. 



153 

field in the capacity of tenants and made payments directly to 

the state. 

The king often used to sell or mortagage land to individuals 

for meeting different requirements. This created private 

owership in certain land. 

'l'he next type of land viz. QldtJ1.i emerged from the grants 

made by the king or other people. Guthi means trust property -,---

set aside for religious purposes under the care of some persons 

who could use it for the specified purpose without acquiring 

any kind of alienable rights. fl./The term (:::uthi was derived 

from the Sanskrit word Gosthi meaning family connections, .. 
fellowship in the management of property to be used for 

religious purposes. 9/ It is a very old institution which 

is mentioned in the name of Gosthika in the Lichchhavi records.121 

Thus, land granted by anyone to temples or monastries for 

religious rituals or any other work of social welfare was called 

Guthi land. It was a tax free land and rents from it were 

utilized to maintain different activities for which the trust 

was established. 

------------------------------
~ D.R. Regmi, ~edieval Nepal Part two p. 735. 

9/ D.V. Vajracharya, "The position of Go9thi in the social life 
of the Lichchhavi period", ( in Nepali) Ptiroima no. 13(2024) 
pp. 1-6. 

1QI Vajracharya, op.cit. (f.n.l) pp. 284-9. 
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Virta, the term for the next category of land, originated --
from the sanskrit word Vritti meaning livelihood. In ancient 

and medeival periods Virta meant an assignment of income by the 

state in favour of individuals for providing them a livelihood. 

Virta lands were endowed for a variety of purposes. 

Among them the Jagir system was very important. The system 

to donate land assignments to government employees and 

functionaries was prevalent in the ancient period.ll/ In the 

medieval period all the high government employees, including 

the chief minister, were granted land as their salary. But 

it was a temporarv assignment that lasted until the death 

or termination of service of the employee. The land which 

was reserved for Jagir was called Betaligrama .11~ It was 

tax free, and sometimes the inhabitants of the concerned areas 

were supposed to be under the Virta holder.ll/ 

Besides the Jagir land, some other types of Virta and 

are also known from medieval documents. Virta could be qranted 

to any one for a special purpose. Ghansa Virta (Grass land) was 

endowed for pastures. 13/ The land granted to Brahmanas was 

ll/ Ibid, pp. 248,419. 

j1A/ D.V. Vajracharya and T.B. Shrestha -An Outline History 
Q!_Qolakha (in Nepali) p. 53. 

w !J2!d. 

111 Appendix no. 9. 
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called Suna Virta (land given in the fbrm of gold) or Kusa Virta 

(land given in the form of Kusa). 14/ ~sa Virta was also granted 

to the Lamas.~ Assignments of the proceeds of judicial fines 

were also sometimes called V~a.l§/ 

Virta lands were tax-free lands, mostly owned by the non-

cultivating land-owners who gave them for tillage to the 

peasants either on a rental or crop-sharing basis. But 

individual ownership of land in the form of Virta was conditional 

and lasted until the owner failed to fulfil the duties for which 

the Virta land was granted. 17/ 

On the basis of irrigation facilities and productivity, 

land was classified into four types: ~. Doyam, Sim, and 

Chahar. 181 Their value was determined by the number of cubits 

they contained. 

Abal:- It was a high quality land with good and moist soil. The 

entire plot could be irrigated by channels and other 

devices, and retained moisture for three or four days 

if irrigated once. This type of land was brought 

under a ceilling of 95 cubits of perimetre equivalent 

to one Ropani ( 0.05 hectare). -------------·--
14/ D.V. Vajracharya and T.B. Shrestha, ~ll.O'\:!t.line I:Iis't,qu_qf 

Nuwakot (in Nepali), p. 95. 

15/ Ibid. 

16/ Samsodhan Mandal, I~iha~-E~akash Vol.~, no.2,(1956), p.48 

11/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, 22~cit. (f.n. 14), p. 94. 

~~/ D.P. Lamsal, ]hasa Vamsavali, part two, p. 38. 
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It was an intermediate variety of which only three

fourth of the plot could be irrigated by channels and 

other devices,and in which water used once stayed 

on the land for two or three days. This type of 

land was brought under a ceilling of 103 cubits of 

perimetre equivalent to one Ropani. 

Sim was that type of land which had some possibility 

of irrigation and whose only half of the area could 

be irrigated, and in which water used once stayed 

for only one day. rrhis type of land was brought under 

a ceilling of 112 cubits of permetre equivalent to 

one Ropani. 

The fourth type of land Chahar was situated on a 
. --

higher elevation which could not be subjected to 

irrigation. The land was dry, stony or sandy and 

used for dry crops only. This type of land was 

brought under a ceiling of 125 cubits of perimetre 

equivalent to one Ropani. 

The third classification of land was based upon the type 

of crops cultivated in the land. According to this, there 

were 4 types of lands: Khet, Bari, Parti, and Pakho. The first, 

Khet was for the cultivation of paddy and whea.t, whereas the 
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second, Bari, was for dry crop. The third Parti land was 

uncultivated or waste land which was generally used for 

pasture, whereas the fourth, Pakho, was uncultivable slope land. 

Peasants were encouraged to extend the cultivated area 

through initial tax exemption and other facilities.l~/ But 

eventually land reclaimed in this manner was brought under 

Rajaksetra or Virta tenure, under which the cultivators 

were reduced to the position of tenants. 

M~asurernent of land:- Land measurement in medieval Nepal 

was based on natural units such as finger breadths, span and 

cubits. One cubit was equivalent to one Hata (hand) and one 

~ was equal to 24 lengths of the first joint of the thumb. 

Before the advent of Jayasthiti Malla on the political scene 

of Nepal,land was measured with a bamboo staff of ten and 

a half cubits. The length was reduced to 7~ cubits by 

Jayasthiti Malla. 

The biggest measurement of land was called RQ or Ropani. 

For Sanskrit Ropanika (from root Ropa, meaning to plant) the 

term used in our period was Ro or Ropani. The expression 

19/ Regulations promulgated by King Ram Shah of Gorkha (A.D.l606-36) 
prescribed that rents should be assessed on newly reclaimed 
lands after 3 years exemption. 
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occurs first in an inscription dated A.D. 1178.lQ/ Before gopani 

gained currency Bhumi was the form to signify the highest 

measurement and was equivalent to Ropani. 

This standard of land-measurement is found only in the 

Nepal Valley. Neither any classical text nor any other record 

of India ever use this expression for land-measurement. So what 

exact area was covered by a Ro is not known. There are many 

references to this measurement in the historical documents 

and the reports of Italian missionaries' journey. But their 

description is confusing. Kirkpatrick, who visited the Nepal 

Valley in A.D. 1792, defined the gopani as equivalent to three 

Cottahs and three quarters of a Bengal Bigha. 21 / This would equate 

13 :!;iopanis to a Bigha (4840 Sq. Yards). Thus in the measurement 

of land a ~og~nika covered about one-thirteenth of an acre. 

Ropani was followed by J_aw(!. Each ~C!!{.a measured one-

fourth of a go12an:!,_. One-fourth of a ROJ2ani was also called 

Chula, fhul£hi, or Paoa. Again, another measuring unit in 

the period was named Karea derived from the Sanskrit root 

~· It was equivalent to one-fourth of a Ropani.ll/ 

.£QI Samsodhan Mandal, Abhilekha Sangraha, Part-2, p. 13. 

l1/ W. Kirkpatrick- ~~ccount of the Kingdom of Nepaul,pp. 95-6. 

22/ Sankarman Rajvamsi- "The meaning of Karsa", (in Nepali) 
Ptirnima no. 1 (2021), p.33 
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Principal Crops:-

The main agricultural crops known from different sources 

were paddy, wheat, pulse, millet, barley, maize, oiled crops, 

fruits, vegetables etc. Father Desideri mentions paddy as the 

principal crop of Nepal. He writes.~ 

"Nuch rice is grown as well as wheat, 

millet, sugarcane, vegetables and 

fruits such as pears, pine-apples, 

lemons and oranges". 

Paddy was the main crop in lowlying areas and was planted in 

the monsoon season. Eight varieties of paddy,lil including 

M~_r_si, J_ir_§.era._, Jughya, Ghaiya and Chhyabr i, were popular . 

Paddy was converted into two kinds of rice, Jaki and ~kuwa. 

The first was simple rice whereas Hakuwa was a treated rice 

prepared by putting the paddy inside a pit for sometime. It 

was consumed widely although it was not considered to be of 

a good quality. This had a ritual value in medieval Nepal; 
. 
lt was generally believed that when cooked it increased in 

t . 2 5/ d . - f h . h quan ~ty.-- Another type of paddy was name Gha~ya or w ~c 

no plantation was necessary. 

harvested in July-August. 26/ 

Its seeds were sown in .Harch and 

l,1/ Fillippo De Fillippi, (ed), ~CCO!ffiLQ~_'t:i):~.ei;_!__~he_ _'r:r_ay~l_!§. 
Q!.~Q.l.i tq_Dee_id~i- o_f __ P_i_~i;,Q.rJ_a ,__§_. J. 171..2-!.'Z.fl..t. p. 314. 

li/ Kirtipur Khasibajar Siva temple inscription dated A.D. 1660. 
Preserved in the personal collection of D.V. Vajracharya of 
Kathmandu. 

~/ G.s. Nepali, The Newars, p. 47. 

26/ Regmi, .Qp.cit. (f.n.8), p. 515. 
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Next in importance were wheat, barley and pulses. Although 

Father Loro says that wheat was scare and ibere was prohibition 

d . t' . . w f . d h on ~s 1111ng 1t, other sources o the per1o clearly s ow 

that wheat was produced widely in the period.lft/ 

Pulses were of many varieties such as green gram, horsegram, 

bean, soyabean, lentil, gram, pea, cowpea etc. All these were 

autumn or winter crops. 

D.R. Regmi mentions maize as an important crop next to 

paddy in the middle ages.121 But this crop was not known to 

Nepal Valley till the beginning of the seventeenth century. 

According to the chronicles maize was introduced in Nepal around 

the first quarter of the seventeenth century, but the peasants 

thought it to be an unfavourable and ill-omened crop. So the 

maize seeds were sent back.1Q/ Thus the crop was probably 

introduced in the hilly regions of Nepal after the first quarter 

of the seventeenth century. It became common around the last 

d d f . 31/ . d' . eca e o the e1ghteenth century.-- Even 1n In 1a 1t was 

probably unknown in the seventeenth century. 321 'rhe protuguese 

are given credit for introducing maize in India. 331 

11/ Quoted in Regmi, Ibid, p. 494. 

28/ Fillippi, op.cit. (f.n.23), p. 314. 

29/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.8), p. 455. 

30/ P. Dahal, History of Malla period (in Nepali), p.113 

11/ M.C. Regmi, A Study in Nepalese Economic History, pp. 17-8. 

11/ Irfan Habid, !h§ Agrarian System of Mughal India, p. 38. 

11/ W.H. Moreland, India At the Death of Akbar: An Economic Study, 
p. 283. 



• 

161 

Oiled crops cultivated in Nepal included sesame, mustard 

seed, linseed and almond. There was a separate caste known as 

S - . 34 / h . f h d . . 1 bl . ayam1~w o made 011 rom t ese crops an made 1t ava1 a e 1n 

the market. 

Fruits were of various kinds, such as mango, bannana, plum, 

cucumber, guava, peach, jackfruit, citron, myrobalan, pemegranate, 

orange, strawbe-y and sugarcane. Drinking sugarcane juice was 

also popular in those days. From sugarcane juice Chak~ 

(sugarcandy) and Sakhar(sugar) were also prepared.~4A/ 

Among the vegetables pumpkin, radish, onion, garlic, 

bringal, ginger, sweet potato, marrow and chilli were in common 

use. Leafy vegetables like cham~, palung and pachhai were 

also popular during the winter. Dr. Regmi 35/mentions 'potato' 

as the most important vegetable in the middle age, but it was 

probably unknown in Nepal in the early part of the eighteenth 

century. 361 Kirkpatrick who visisted Nepal in A.D. 1792 mentions 

that potato seedswere imported from Patna (India) every year 

for sowing in Kathmandu Valley.lZI 

----------------------------·------li/ Now this caste is known as Manandhar. 

~I Sugarcane was crushed for juice and put over a can; the juice 
was then boiled for sugarcandy, and less for unrefined sugar. 

12/ Regmi, £p.cit. (£.n.8), p. 515. 

1§/ J.D. Hooker, tli~alayan Journals; Notes of a Naturali§i 
in Bengal, The Sikkizn...s.ng NeQC!Lfi.:hmalC!Y.?!§., etc., p. 16. 

11/ Kirpatrick, Q~~it. (f.n.21), p. 80 
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The important cash crop of the period was cotton. There was 

a considerable influx of cotton, both raw and ginned, and of 

. . . . . v 38/ cotton yarn from the adJO~r.Qng h~ll areas 1nto Kathmandu alley.--

'rhis made it possible to meet the cloth requirement of the lower 

and middle classes which was to be done solely through indigenous 

production.W 

Regarding the method of cultivation it is learnt that the 

cultivators of Nepal Valley did not use the plough nor were they 

following systematically the elaborate stages in cultivation 

as practised in India. Cultivation was done mostly through 

human labour and with the help of a digging ~ called ~.iQ/ 

Hamilton considered it to be a very awkward instrument. The 

blade was fixed by a long neck, so as to stand parallel to the 

short handle at about the distance of 6 inches. According to 

him a labourer could dig a Bopani of land in three days. 41 / 

1be absence of plough is to be noticed in the ancient 

period also. Hsuan Tsang, the Chinese traveller, says that the 

Valley people were ignorant of the use of oxen.111 We do not 

know the cause of the non-employment of plough. Chattopadhyaya 

38/ Regmi, op.ci~., (f.n. 31), p. 18 

~~/Francis Hamilton- An Account of the Kingdom of Nepal, p. 232. 

40/ Ibid, p. 221 

.11/ Ibid. 

~ s. Beal, Buddhist Records of the Western World, Vol.I,pp.80-1 
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attributes it to the technological backwardness as the plough 

was not known to the inhabitants of the valley. 43/ There is a 

tradition that the non-.employment of oxen has been due to the 

fact of bull or Nandin as the vehicle of Lord Shiva being 

present in the Pasupatinath temple iMthe Valley. 

b.2nd Taxes:-

In the medieval period there was no fixed rate of land-

tax. It differed from place to place and time to time. The 

~ lands were originally assessed at half of the crop, This 

system, called Adhiyan, was in common use in medieval Nepal. 

Besides this, a contractual system of taxation called E~ 

was also introduced in different areas. Under this system, 

each tenant agreed to pay a fixed amount of his crop in tax. 

As stated above, no fixed rate of ~~ was announced in those 

days and it differed from area to area, but in generally one 

Muri (80 k.g.) of rice was charged from one Ropani of~~ 

land whereas fifteen Pathis (one-twentieth of a Muri) from 

Doyarn, twelve Pathis from §diD and 10 Pathis from Cha~ land. 

But these ~ or tenancy contracts were renegotiated from time 

to time in order to maximize the revenue yield. Tenants, who 

~/ K.P. Chattopadhyaya - An Essay on the History of Newar 
Culture, pp. 39-40. Reproduced from JASB Vol. 19. 
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who refused to pay the increased rates, were obliged to give up 

their right to farm the land in favour of the tenants who were 

willing to accept the new rates. This way the ~ was always 

fixed in favour of the landlords. 

The ~ or tax could be paid either in cash or in kind 

or in any other things as per the agreement. Umaravs (officer) 

were appointed to collect the land tax of Rajaksetra lands.1i/ 

Animal Husbandary:-

Animal husbandary was also an important occupation of 

the medieval people. From very early times this has been 

taken as one of the main resources which had to bear a major 

part of taxation in ancient times. Some of the Lichchhavi 

inscriptions clearly indicate the economic importance of animal 

husbandary. Among the three important taxes of the period 

Bh . d b . 45/ h h oga tax was ~mpose on cattle reed~ng;-- t e ot er two 

Bha~ and 1S£s being connected with agriculture and trade 

respectively. In medieval period animal husbandary was so 

popular that besides the traditional cattle breeders, other 

1i/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, o2.cit. (f.n.11), pp. 165-6. 

45/ Vajracharya, o2.cit. (f.n.1), pp. 92,97,514. 
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groups of people were also engaged in it. One document of 

Na1a4§/ notes that even Brahmal).as and h'~atriyaswere engaged 

in this pursuit. Land was granted by the kings, 47/and any 

one who created any difficulty for such grants, was subjected 

to punishment. The important medieval towns, such as Dolakha, 

Nuwakot, Kirtipur, Pharping as also the three central towns 

(Kathmandu, Bhaktapur and Patan) were famous centres for animal 

husbandary. The main domestic animals of the period were cows, 

buffaloes, sheep, yaks, pigs, horses, goat, geese, hen etc. 

Besides these, a few people raised hogs, rabbits and different 

wild birds too. 

Cows were kept mainly for their milk. Every house, in 

medieval society, had a cow as a mark of devotion, as pointed 

t b I . . . . 48/ h .. ou y an ta11an m1sS1.onar1.-- T e government also part1c1pated 

in this activity. There were many cow-sheds of government 

in Nuwakot.1V While passing from Balkot Kirkpatrick was 

struck by the good appearance of the cows which shows that they 

were of a good bread.2Q/ The cow was worshipped as the goddess 

.i§/ Nayaraj Pant, Sri 5 Prithvinarayana Shah Ko Upadesh, p.l82 

11/ Appendix No. 9 

~ Cf. Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.8), p. 538. 

49/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.14), p. 96. 

50/ Kirkpatrick, gQ.cit. (f.n.21) p. 179. 
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of wealth. Maiming cows was punished by imprisonment for life 

while other acts of voilence to cows were punishable with impri-

sonment or fines. Killing a cow was one of the Panchaparadha 

(five great crimes) for which the punishment in the period was 

death. 51/ In A.D. 1729 king Jagajjaya Halla on receiving report 

about such a crime, immediately sent a commission to examine 

the case. He ordered the commission to bring the criminal with 

his total property to the palace, if the report was found to 

be true • .2Y 

In the medieval period selling milk gradually became an 

important occupation of the unclean caste, the Kasai, whose 

main occupation was to sell buffalo meat.21/ Buffa~Ql thus, 

were kept both for milk and meat. Since very early times 

people and the government both were }{eenly interested in buffalo 

breeding. 54/ In medieval period there were many buffalo-sheds 

of the government in different parts of the country. 55/ 

Male buffaloes were used for meat. In Durga puja, hundreds 

of male buffaloes were sacrificed to the goddess 2aleju and even 

more were slaughtered in the marriage ceremony of a king or a 

crown-prince. The buffalo-breeder had to bear some share of 

----------------------------21/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.8), p. 538 

2lf Cf. Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.ll), p. 48 

5d/ Lamsal, op.cit. (f.n.18), p.46 

54/ Vajracharya, QQ~Git~ (f.n.l), p. 348. 

55/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.l41p.97 
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taxation. 56/ The ,buffaloes were also given to the Brahmanas 1n 

gift. 57/ 

The Himalayan region of Nepal then, as now, contained 

extensive pastures for sheep and yak husbandary, and was 

therefore famous for its wool and dairy products. In the 

medieval period, the people of this area kept numerous flock of 

sheep in the lower mountains and valleys in winter and in the 

alpine regions in summer and wove wool into cloth.2Q/ Although 

some foreign writers have reported that wool manufacturing was 

'inconsiderable in quality' and 'insignificant in quality•, 591 

it is noteworthy that Nepal was famous for wollen products 

f . 60/ . . rom \ery early t1mes .- There was consJ.derable trade J.n 

woollen blankets in the ancient period for which the first 

reference is found in hautilya•s Arthasastra (fourth centry 

B.C. ).§1/ 

Sheep were kept for their meat and also as the means 

of carriage. They carried with ease over the craggy mountains, 

1 d f f . b . 62/ a oa ourty 1ve 1 J.n an average.--

2§/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, ~s!i· (f.n.ll), p.55. 

57/ M.P. Khanal, Inscriptions of Changunarayaoa (inNepali), p.317. 

58/ Hamilton, op.cit. (f.n.39) p. 75. 

22/ Kirkpattick, op.cit. (f.n.21), p. 134. 

&QI Vajracharya, op.cit. (f.n.l), p. 310. 

§1/ R.K. Mukharjee, Chandra Gupta ~aurya and his times, p. 211 

§61 Kirkpatrick, op.cit. (f.n. 21), p. 134. 
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Horse breeding was also common since very long.§]/ The 

care bestowed up on a proper maintenances of horses is clear 

from the great attention paid to copying and preserving the 

manuscripts on horse husbandary. 64/ The rulers and noblemen 

were specially interested in horses. The Malla kings were so 

keen about having good horses that they made demands for horses 

even from Tibet.§2! They received manyhorses in presentation. 

One such presentation of 1038 horses by the king of Udayapur to 

king Jayaprakash Malla of Kathmandu was captured by the Gorkha 

army.§§! Horses were also exported to India which was subject 

to taxation. 67/ The price of a horse was very high, ranging 

between Rs. 50/- and 95/- whereas the maximum price of a slave 

was not more than Rs. 16/-.~ 

Kings and wealthy men tamed elephants which they got 

either as presentation or by operating Kheda (hunt for 

catching) in the dense forests of Terai, the southern outpost 

of Nepal. A gold plate inscription of Bhaktapur palace court-

yard speaks of king Bhupatindra Malla • s ,!iheda operationin in 

A.D. 1712, in the company of Maniksen of Hachwanpur . .§2/ 

63/ The inscription of Ganadeva dated A.D. 620, notes the export of 
horses. Cf. Vajracharya and Shrestha, ~cit. (f.n. 14), 
Ins. no.l. 

64/ Numerous manuscripts on A~vap~~ (horse breeding) of 
the medieval period are preserved in National Archives and 
Nation libraryof Nepal. 

§~/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op!!..c;_i~~- (f.n.ll), p. 54. 

66/ Pant, op.cit. (f.n.46), p. 407. 

67/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.11), p. 143. 

~ Ibid, p. 54 • 

.§2/ D.V. Vajracharya, et.al. (ed), Itihas Samsodhan Ko Praman 
~~ p. 176. 
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In A.D. 1696, king Bhupalendra Halla of Kathmandu and the queen-

mother Riddhi Laxrni went on an expedition to catch elephants and 

brought three elephants with them. 701 Elephants were caught by 

•snares or nooses thrown over their necks by a Mahoot seated on a 

decoy elephant. The rope being immediately drawn, the end of 

it was secured round a hree, from which it was easy to conceive 

that they after broke loose and were not unfrequently strangled 

in their struggles.• 711 It was not an easy task to catch an 

elephant from the dense forest, and hence was supposed to be a 

brave deed. King Bhaskara Malla of Kantipur bore the title 

'Svavikramo Parjita Varanakara Samudbhuta Gajendrapati 72/which 

1 terally means one who had sat on the l<ing of elephants 

conquered by his own prowess. He bears the title of Gajapati 

in some inscriptions. 73/ 

Elephants were given to Brahmanas in qift. This was 

supposed to be a great religious donation. l,inc J i tami tra ~'lalla 

of Bhaktapur bore the titles Brahmanasatkrtamatta Gajend~ and 

Patrasatkfta Gajendra as he awarded elephants to the priests 

d 
. 74/ an court1ers.--

70/ Ramji Tweari, "Bhupalendra Malla" Plir:oima no. 3 (2021) p.40. 

1!1 Kirkpatrick, op.cit. (f.n.21), p.l8. 

11/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.8), p. 171. 

]1/ M.P. Khanal, Abbilekha Sankalan, p. 51. 

W Sankarman Rajvamsi, "The Copper Plate inscription of 
Mahindra Singh" (in Nepali) Ptirp.ima no. 2 (2021) p. 58. 
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Many manuscripts on elephant husbandary are preserved in 

different libraries and archives of Nepal. 

Goats and pigs were raised for their meat. Male goats were 

' f ' d h T . 7 5/ h ' . d sacr1 1ce to t e goddess aleJu.-- T e p1gs, 1n mo ern 

times, are supposed to be unclean and their flesh, pork, is 

taken only by the untouchable people, but we have one record 

of medieval period which says that Brahmanas were also 

offered pork either in meal or in gift. 76/ 

Duck, hen, pigeon etc. were also raised for their meat. 

- f . 77/ . Donkeys were tamed or carr1aqe.-- Some people tamed w1ld 

boars, rabbits, deers, himalayan dogs and different wild birds 

such as wild-cook, parrot, maina, pheasant, dove and hawk 

etc. which all were exported outsides. 

In this way animal husbandary had an important place in 

the economy of the country~ was the main occupation of 

a large number of people. 

75/ Samsodhan Mandal, Abhilekha Sangrah, VII, p. 29. 

' 1§/ Dharapau, preserved in National Archieves, Nepal, no. 2255(4) 

77/ D.V. Vajracharya and Gyanmani Nepal, 'Jaya Ratnakara Natak, p. 10. 
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Crafts and Industries:-

There were many cottage industries in Nepal during the 

medieval period. The export damand for some of the products 

and manufactures of those days was very high. Among such 

products of Nepal wool or woollen clothes and metal handicrafts 

were most important. 

Nepal was famous for the production of wo~ven in pre 

. . . h ,_ 1Y ::V1auryan per J.od, as reported J.n EautJ.lya • s Art asastra. 

The Lichchhavi inscriptions throw light on the export quality 

woollen products of Nepal. 791 In the medieval period, Nepal 

maintained a monopoly of handloom industry. It produoed its 

own cotton span, its own thread and wove the cloth~:quired. 
Every Jyapu and Gdas household had its own handloom,~Q/ and 

according to hirkpatrick, they fabricated very coarse type 

of clothes partly for home consumption and partly to export 

abord specially Tibet. 811 The Malla kings realised the impor-

tance of this industry. They encouraged the people to continue 

their handloom and produce refined clothes of high and export 

quality.lil' 

1JJ./ .R.K. Mukharjee, Chandra Gupta Haurya_and his ti~, p. 211. 

79/ Vajracharya, op.cit. (f.n.1), p. 310. 

80/ Talatetol inscription (patan) dated A.D. 1686. (unpublished) 
preserved in the collection of D.V. Vajracharya of Kathmandu. 

JU/ Kirkpatrick, op.cit. (f .n. 21), pp. 209-10 • 

.§1/ Yogi Naraharinath, Diyya Upadesa, pp. 22-3. 
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Of the clothes they fabricated, Panga, Radi, (both blankets), 

Chhat~sa (large cloth), Khaficti, (rough coarse) were exported 

abroad. 

For the production of wool,breeding of long haired sheep 

was carried on at high altitudes of the sub-Himalayan ranges. 

Nuwakot was one of the main centres of wool production. 831 

Nepal was famous for its bronz~products, which were exported 

to Tibet and India. The use of bronze items in temples and 

in other art forms indicates that the medieval artists paid a 

serious attention to producing bronze wares. In those days a 

separate class of people was engaged in this pursuit who, later 

on, came to be known as lSans§,}Sara, 'ramrakara, Lohakarmi etc. 

From the early medieval period Nepalese brass wares and other 

artforms were beina exported to Tibet. The demand in the Tibetan 

markets was so high that a sizeable number of weavers, metal 

workers and other atrisans were engaged in producing such 

commodities to meet the import demand in Tibet, India and 

China. Christian missionaries refer to the existence of large 

colonies of Nepalese craftsmen and artisans in Lhasa. Father 

Desideri reported in A.D. 1716 that he saw a good number of 

artisans from Nepal working in Lhasa and earned a substantial 

income out of their profession. 84/ Bronze figures were produced 

83/ Kirkpatrick, ~cit. (f.n. 21), p. 134. 

~ rillippo De Fillippi, pp.cit. (f.n. 23), p. 312. 
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by the method of Cire•perdus or lost wax process, 85/ and apart 

from export were used for regular worship as well as on festive 

occasions. 

// 

r--'' 

Gold and silver were in great demand in the medieval 

period for being donated to religious institutions and for 

meeting the luxurious needs for ornaments. They provided 

ample opportunities to the goldsmiths to display their gold, 

pearls and precious stones. The Halla records supply the 

information that kings and queens dedicated to deities many 

gold and silver oranaments and other valuable objects either 

to show their devotion or to perpetuate the memory of their 

deceased family members )iq/ 

_,,,_,/ 

Nepal was also famous for its copper and iron products 

which were exported to India in large numbers. As LirJ.<;_patr ick 

reports86A/ ·~epali copper fetched a higher price than European 

copper in the markets of Calcutta. The iron of Nepal was not, 

perhaps, surpassed by that of any country'. .-Jepalese weapons, 

85/ Department of Archaeology, Nepal~~ p. 28. 

86/ Such donations are still preserved in the different temples 
of Kathmandu Valley. 

~Kirkpatrick, Q~ cit. (f.n.21) p. 176. 
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particularly the swords, were in great demand in India from the 

early medieval period. 87/ 

Ore was extracted and processed on a cottage industry 

basis. The general practice was to make grants of mining 

land to individuals against payment of rent in the form of 

metal.~ According to Hamilton:-

"The copper mines seem to be quite 

superficial, and the ore is dug from 

trenches entirely open above, so that 

the workmen cannot act in the rainy 

season. 891 

Iron ore too was extracted from 11ear the surface. 

l'1en who worked inihe mines were called ~kare (Sanskrit 

~kara; and general! y belonged to Magar and Suna'\var ethnic 

qroups. 90/ The ruling families were also involved in this 

industry.W In those days, Nuwakot, Kitani and Chitlang were 

famous for their copper mines. 

§.1/ P.C. Ray, l:!istory of Chemistry in Ancient and Ivledieval India., 
p. 216. 

88/ Regmi, gE.cit. (f.n.31), p. 19 

~Hamilton, op.cit. (f.n.39), pp. 76-7. 

90/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, ~cit. (f.n.11), pp.59-60. 

91/ Ibid. 
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Paper industry also seems to have been developed in medieval 

Nepal. It is believed that India learnt the skill of manufacturing 

paper from Nepal in the tenth century.21f Nepalese paper was 

highly demanded in Northern India and Tibet. A village in Nuwakot 

manufactured high quality paper during the late medieval period.~J/ 

Pottery making was also no less advanced. :~epalese potters' 

services were in demand in Tibet and other neighbouring 

. . . . 93A/ . prJ.nCJ.palJ.tJ.es.-- Some people were engaged 1n the work of 

collecting wax, honey, herbs and drugs. 94/ The use of wine 

with which the people were so much acquainted must have inspired 

them for having several distilleries. 

Trade with India:-

Nepal is linked up with India by cultural and commercial 

ties from times immemorial. The commercial relation between 

these two countries may reasonably be said to date from the 

earliest times of Indian history. s. Levi has drawn our 

attention to some references in 'hulasarvasti vada_Vinaya 

Samgraha which mention that a group of Indian merchants visited 

Nepal during the life time of Gautama Buddha. 94A/ Some Nepalese 

scholars suggest that the beginning of India's commercial 

92/ Roy, op.cit. (f.n.87), p. 234. 

93/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.31), p. 18. 

93A/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.11), p. 59. 

94/ Ibid, p. 60. 

~/Sylvain Levi, ~Nepal, Part 11, pp. 181.5. 
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relations with Nepal and Tibet can be traced back to more than 

five hundred years before the Christian era. 95/ Kautilya refers 

toWJollen blankets from Nepal which were available in the 

markets of Magadha.2§1 Przyluski suggests that from the 

Hauryan age onwards there was a northern route from Pataliputra 

to Nepal via Vaisali and Sravasti.21/ S.K. Chatterjee quotes a 

reference from Chinese history which also supports the suggestion 

of Przyluski. 981 In the early years of the seventh century 

AI!lsuvarma (A. D. 605-21) on ascending the throne of Nepal paid 

serious attention to the development of ~epalese external trade. 

The Tistung inscription of A.D. 607 testifies to the development 

of Nepal's trade with India during that period. 92/ 

In the medieval period too Nepal maintained close trade 

relations with India. Hany Indian scholars, monks and even 

merchants took shelter in {\Jepal following the l'·luslim invasion. 

hany Indian monks proceeding to Tibet passed through Nepal. 

Nepal's commercial relation with India also developed in this 

period. A copper plate inscription of Tasgaun in south India 

suggests that during the middle of the thirteenth century 

95/ B.C. Sharma, An outline History of Nepal (in i'~epali) p.48. 

2§/ Mukharjee, QP.cit. (f.n. 78), p. 211. 

97/ Haripad Chakravarty, Trade and Commerce in ancient India. 
p. 23. 

98/ S.K. Chatterjee, "Kirata Jana Kriti_:':, Journal oLthe 
Asiatic Society of Bengal. Vol. 16,2 (1950), p.23. 

99/ Vajracharya, op.cit. (f.n.l), p. 310. 
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Nepalese musk and white Ch~ (fly flap) were much in demand 

in far south India.lQQ/ During the Mughal rule in India, Nepal 

maintained close commercial relation with her. King Mahendra 

Malla (A.D. 1560-74) of Nepal issued silver coins and made a 

treaty with the Mugal king about the value and validity of the 

coins. It was agreed that one Mahendra .Halla coin was half of a 

h . 101/ h . b Mug al rupee 1n value.--- T e Mughal k1ng Ak ar personally 

interested in trade and did not disdain to earn commercial 

profits in an entrepot trade with China and Nepa1. 102/ During 

king J-ahangir's reign (A.D. 1605-27) a lucrative frontier trade 

with Nepal and 'ribet existed in indigo pepper, opium and cotton 

. d f - d h . . 103/ . b . p1ece goo s o ~uropean an Dutc or1g1n. In th1s r1sk 

trade with Nepal the Indian districts adjoining I·Jepalese 

boarder which particularly participated and through which 

imports in Nepal were made, were .Dehradun, Gonda, Basti, :::;orakhpur, 

Bharaich, Champaran, Purnea, Darbhanga, Patna, Danaras etc.l2i/ 

l.QQ/ Epigraphica Indic~, Vol, XXVII, p. 214. 

~Ql/ Dahal, op.cit., (f.n.30), p. 43. 

102/ s.s. Kula Shrestha, !h~_QeveiQEm~nt of Trade and Industrie~ 
under Hughals, p. 220. 

10~/ D. Pant, Qommercia!_~qli~y_gf_the Mughals, p. 151. 

lQi/ K.C. Chaudhari, Anglo Nepalese RelatiQn~, p. 6. 
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Trade with Tibet:-

There is no recorded history of the relationship between 

Nepal and Tibet before the seventh century. It is, therefore, 

difficult to describe the exact nature of the contacts of Nepal 

with surrounding regions. Some scholars are of the opinion 

that the beginning of Nepalese commercial relation with India 

and Tibet can be pushed back to more than five hundred years 

before the Christian era. 105/ But the regular commercial 

relation between these two countries may reasonably be said to 

date from the beginning of the seventh century. It was during 

the rule of ~~uvarma (A.D. 605-21) during whose rule in about 

A.D. 618 that the Banepa-Kuti pass was opened and with it a 

more intimate contact between Nepal and Tibet and between India 

and Tibet began materialising. 106/ This route offered all 

facilities to Tibet to learn Indian culture. Gradually it 

became the principal channel for all cultural and commercial 

contact between the two countries to flow. After this route 

was opened, the Nepalese, in larger numbers took to trade 

pursuit. 'rhe Chinese Tang annals also note that in ancient 

Nepal the merchants were larger in number than the 107/ farmers.--

During this time Nepal enjoyed the monopoly in the Tibetan 

markets and in the entrepot trade between India and Tibet. 

-----------------------
105/ Sharma, gp.cit. (f.n. 95), p. 48. 

!Q§/ Levi, op.cit. (f.n. 94), p. 185. 

lQl/ Ibid. 
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In the early part of the eighth century, this relation 

was disturbed due to Nepal-'ribet war. From Chinese sourcesl.Q.§/ 

we learn that the Tibetans revived their attempts to capture 

certain frontier districts of Nepal in A.D. 702, but after three 

years they were so heavily defeated that no further attempt 

was made in that direction. The Tibetan king was killed in 

th . 109/ . . . h 1s war. But th1s d1sturbance d1dnot affect t e Banepa-

Kuti route a long time. Immediately after this, we find 

the Buddhist monks of Nepal and India, accompanied by Nepalese 

traders, visiting Tibet through this route,llQ/ The rulers 

of Nepal in the early medieval period encouraged the trade. 

It seems that dtrring this long period many art objects were 

sent to Tibet. Nepalese bronze figures and other art forms 

in large numbers were brought to the markets of Tibet.lll/ 

Hence many buddhist monks in Nepal, after returning to family 

life, started working on metal and also part pat:ed in rrans-

Himalayan trade for their livelihood. 

In about A.D. 1590, ~'-Jepal succeeded in securing extra-

territorial rights for traders and artisans from I'.lepal to reside 

in Lhasa. These traders were able to direct bulk of the trade 

!_Q8./ I_bi_d, p. 173. 

!Q~/ Hsin-Tant Shu (New tang History), p. 129. 

1_1_0/ Rahul Sankri tyayana, Buddhis~ in Tibet, p. 16. 

111/ P.C. Begchi, India and China, p. 162. 
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through Nepal in preference to Coach Bihar India.1!4. But this 

situation could not continue for long. This is clear from 

Father D' Andrade's report on his travel through the western 

Himalayas in about A.D. 1630. He noted that the Newar traders 

in those parts dealt in rare specimens of art goods. He further 

says that Nepal carried a small trade with Tibet in those days. 1131 

It was only in the middle of the seventeenth century that 

commercial relations between Kathmandu Valley and Tibet became 

worth noticing. In about A.D. 1645, in response to the threat 

from the trade routes further east, Kathmandu -th~ught of 

demanding a monopoly over the Trans-Himalayan trade. To achieve 

it king Pratapa Malla (A.D. 1641-74), with the help of his 

· · h · · · b 114 I · · t th m~n~ster B 1.ma halla, ~nvaded rr~ et.-- It l.S learn at 

Bhima Malla annexed to Nepal half of the area of the districts 

of Kerroung and l<uti in Tibet, and also succeeded in capturing 

Dolakha, an important trade centre. 114A/ After the decisive 

victory, the Nepalese hero Bhima i'ialla forced the Tibetans 

to sign a treaty ascribing the revise of i~epal' s trade with 

Tibet and securing concessions for Nepalese in matter of trade 

d . d . . . h 115/ A d . h f th t t an JU 1.c~a1 r1.g ts.--- ccor ~ng to t e terms o e rea y 

1111 D.L. Snellgrone and H.E.~chardson, History of Tibet, 
pp. 201-2. 

113/ Sylvain Levi, 1~ES1 part I, p. 80. 

114/ Prem R. Uprety, Nepal-Tibet Relations, p. 20. 

1111!./ Regmi, .Q.Q!..Ci ~. (f. n. 8) , p. 61. 

115/ c. Nepali, Sri 5 Rana Bahadur Shah, p. 85. 
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f . . f d 116/ the o11ow1ng 1mportant results ollowe .---

(1) Tibet would use no other route in ~s trade with India. It 

agreed to channelize all her trade with South Asia even 

that passing through Sikkim, Bhutan via Kathmandu. 

(2) A colony of Newar merchants settled in Tibet, 

which was later named ~attis Kothi (thirty-two 

shops), was recognised. 

(3) Each of the three kingdoms maintained its own 

representative (Nayak) in Lhasa. Besides,Nepalese 

traders established their own trading agencies 1n 

almost all the important towns of South Tibet. 

(4) Kathmandu was given the riqht of escheat to receive 

the property of deceased Nepali traders without any 

surveving son or daughter. 
/ 

( 5) Kathmandu obtained the right to mint coins for ci:'r'bulation 

in Tibet; and the Nepalese coins became legal tender in 

Tibet. 

(6) i\iumerous shops were opened for inland trade in all the 

three towns of hathmandu Valley and the traders enjoyed 

facilities on account of the encouragement and patronage 

of the monarch. 

( 7) 'ribet promised not to impose any custom duties on goods 

bought and sold by the Nepalese merchant in Tibet. 

ll§l Upret~ op.cit. (f.n. 114), pp. 20-1. 
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We learn from the accounts of a Capuchin Padre, written 

in the early years of the eighteenth century, that i~epal' s 

relation with Tibet was regulated by a treaty. 1161 The 

report of the missionary shows that in commercial transactions 

the 1\Jepalese enjoyed a pri viledged position denied to other 

foreigners. They paid less import duty and were not required 

to pay the tax which the Tibetan government levied on the 

entry of a person. 1 17/ 

Highway to Trade:-

Nepal enjoyed a strategical position as the highway of 

trade between India and 1'ibet from the beginning of the 

seventh century A.D. earlier, ;\lepal had foreign trade only with 

India, but when in the first qu.arter of the seventh century 

a new trade-route between Nepal and Tibet was opened, i~epal 

came to occupy a position of advantage 1n well-developed 

trans-Himalayan trade system. 

An overland route passed from Bihar to Tibet and China 

Via Nepal. Przyluski suggests that from the l''laurya age there 

was a northern route from Pataliputra to Nepal via Vaisali 

and Sravasti. 118/ The Greek accounts mention the royal road 

116/ Cf. Regmi, op.cit., (f.n.8), p. 492. 

117/ c. Wesels, Early Jesuit Travellers in Central Asia 
1603-1721, p. 132. ---

118/ Haripad Chakravarty, Trade and Commerce in ancient India, 
p. 23. 
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running from the north~est frontier of India to Pataliputra, 

about 1300 miles in length, the Grand Trunk road of ancient 

India. The Nepalese route linking India with Tibet and China 

was an offshoot of this main road. 1191 Chang K'ien, the Chinese 

general and explorer of Central Asia in the second century 

B.C., mentions the trade between north-eastern India and 

South-Western China in Chinese silk cloth and Chinese bamboo 

flutes along with other things. These were brought to eastern 

India and from there travelled through north India to 

Afganisthan and Central Asia.1201 

The journey of the Buddhist monks be tween Nag adha and 

'ribet heightened the importance of this route. 'I'he continuous 

flow of commerce through this route between India and Tibet 

and China touching Nepal as a centre of transit trade 

radically influenced Nepal's economy. 1211 

This situation continued in the medieval period. r~alph 

Fitch, a traveller who visited India in A.D. 1583, heartlthat 

there was a regular commercial intercourse between India and 

Tibet through the pass of Nepal and l3hutan. 1221 'rhe detailed 

description in an interesting ledger of an Amerian merchant named 

-----------------------------ill/ 1J2ig. 

120/ Chattarjee, QE.cit., (f.n.98), p. 23. 

121/ Lallanji Gopal, The _E_c_Q.QQmi~ _Life __ Q( -~o_rther,-_n_I.I1dia, p.lll 

l2.2/ Clement R. Markham, t::(a,rratiye of the Missio!l....Qf George 
Bogle to Tibet and of Journey_Qf_Thomas Manning to Lhasa, 
p. IIV. 



184 

Hovannes J·oughaytsi gives a pen picture of the commercial 1 ife 

in India, Nepal and Tibet in the closing decades of the 

seventeenth century. 1231 It contained 174 items of trade in 

addition to the basic items of import and export. Similarly, 

one padre, named Father Della Penna, who visited Nepal in 

early eighteenth century, also refers to the {\fepalese trade 

with India and Tibet. 124/ Father Desideri, who arrived at 

Kathmandu in December 1721 on his way back from Lhasa, also 

noted the position of Nepal as the highway of trade between 

India and Tibet .ill/ 

There were many trade-routes from Nepal to India in the 

medieval times, but the main route leading from f,athmandu to 

the Terai and then to India was t"b.rough Hetauda. Acco:cding 

to Baburam Acharya, this route was opened towards the end 

of the fourteenth century when the Sena K.ings extended their 

sway over i"",akawanpur. 1261 From the account of .: ather 1·Joro we 

learn that this route traversed through the Chandragiri-

123/ Levon Khachikian, "The Ledger of the Herchant Hovannes 
Joughayetsi" Journal of the Asiatic Society, Vol. VIII, 
No. 3, pp. 153-86. 

~/Markham, op.cit., (f.n.l22), p. IIV. 

125/ Fillippo De Fillippi, ~cit. (f.n.23), pp.317-8. 

126/ B.R. Acharya- "Asoka and Nepal" (in Nepali) Nepal 
Samskrit Parisad Patrika Vol. 2, No.2 (1953),pp.2-3. 
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Chitlang-Bhimphedi-Bhainse-Hetauda line, 127/ and then crossed 

the Tarai either at Garhaparsa or a little below at Kalaiya. 

There was yet another route which passed through Khokna and 

thence through the bed of the river Bagmati for some miles and 

down to Nackwanpur; which met at Hetauda, the first route. 1281 

But any Indian who wanted to make a direct contact with 

Tibet had no need to come to Kathmandu. Nuwakot (on the way to 

Lhasa via kerroung) and Dolakha (on the way to Digarcha) 

were the main centres for Indo-Tibet connections. These towns 

developed on account of the trade-route mentioned above. 1291 

The Dolakha-India route traversed through the bed of Tamakosi-

Sindhuli-Janakpur or Jaleswor and then towards India, whereas 

the Nuwakot-India route was through Lamidada and I'vlacJ'-awanpur 

which met at Hetat-:rJa, the corrunonly used route from athmandu 

to India. 'I'he :_;orkhapur-Tibet route through Palpa was also 

popular. It took about nine days from Palpa to reach the 

frontier of Tibet. 13Q/ 

127/ Levi, op.cit. (f.n.113), p. 120 

128/ This was the route followed by Ippolipo Desideri in 
January 1722. 

129/ Gopal, op.cit. (f.n. 121), p. 111. 

130/ Levi, op.cit. (f.n. 113), pp.97-8. 
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For Nepal-Tibet trade the three routes in common use 

were:-

1. Kathmandu-Dolkha-Lambagar-Digarcha. 

2. Kathmandu-Nuwakot or Trisuli-Rasuwa-Kerroung-Lhasa. 

. Sankhu-Chautara) . . . 131/ 
3. Kathmandu(Banepa-Palanchok Nest~-Kodar~-Kut~-Lhasa.---

The second route (via Nuwakot) was the earliest route and 

the pass over Himalayas lay at an altitude of 7000 ft. above 

the sea level. This route was the most popular because 

security arrangements on this route were effective. It was 

extended to reach Tarai via Lamidada and also to go to west 

Nepal. 132/ 

Artic~of Export and Import:-

The articles Nepal exported to India included musK, \ak-

tail, wool, animal, skin, elephant tusks, herbs, tirr~er, 

swords, bronze and copper wares, hides, gold, silver and articles 

of religious and artistic value. 1331 'rhe most voluminous item 

of export from Nepal was rice of which more than 2,00,000 maunds 

131/ It is learnt from the accounts of the Italian Nissionary 
that from Lhasa to Kathmandu Valley it was a journey of 
about 40 days (Kathmandu to Nesti 6 days, Nesti to Kuti 
5 days and Kuti to Lhasa 29 days). 

132/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, ~it. (f.n.l4), p.98 

133/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.8), p. 528. 
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entered the district of Gorakhpur only in a single year. 134/ 

In return Nepal received fine clothes, silk, brocades, spices, 

saffron, sandle, jewelleries, cotton seeds, drugs, and cosmetic 

and perfums. Nepal also exported borax which was one of the 

important items of Dutch commerce in Bengal in pre-Plassey 

days. The annual export of borax from Nepal was estimated 

to be between 800 and 1200 maunds. 135/ Nepal was a marl<.et for 

Bengali salt and Bengal was a market for Nepalese saffron. 
///--

The author of the ~saratnasamuchchaya testifies to the superior 

1 . t f b ht t I d' f '- 1 13§/ 1· d ' qua 1 y o copper roug o n 1a rom ~epa .-- n 1an 

merchants frequently visited hathmandu to purchase gold which 

Nepal received from Tibet. 1 37/ 

The goods which .:epal exported to Tibet were cereal like 

rice and wheat, qhee, paper, iron, and garlic, 1381 red pepper 

aYld black pepper, brass and copper wares, bronze images of 

Buddhist deities, texts of Buddhist scriptures, cotton clothes 

· 139/ B . d ' b h' 1 . . and 1ron-swords.--- es1 es, sp1ces, to acco, c 1 11, g1nger, 

134/ District Gazetter of ~r.P. Gorakhpur district Vol. )OGG, 
pp. 78-9. 

135/ 

136/ 

N.K. Sinha, The Economis_History of Bengal Vol.l, p. 57. 

B.P. Majumdar, The Socio-Economic History o~Qrthern India, 
p. 199. 

137/ Balkrishna Pokhrel, fanchasava Varsa, pp. 159-66. 

13~ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.31), p. 21. 

1]2/ D.R. Regmi, Medieval Nepal, Part 1, p. 536. 
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jewels, pearl and other precious stones were also sent to 

Tibet.1iQ/ In return Tibet supplied Nepal with silver, gold 

bullion, printed and coloured silk, salt, medical herbs, horses 

of good breeding, goats, sheep rugs and woo1, 141/ terracotta 

toys, such as horse, dog, frog, monkey, boar, cock, elephant 

etc., and also domestic utensils such as plate, cup, bowl etc. 142/ 

Nepalese trade with Tibet was basically barter in nature. 

Nepalese merchants supplied cereals to Tibet in exchange for 

salt, wool and other things. It appears from the accounts 

of a capuchin missionary that those dealing in medicinal herbs 

made much money out of this trade. 143/ The trade in gold and 

silver, which had been a monopoly in the hands of government, 

was also highly profitable to Nepal. 'rhe government obliged 

the traders of gold from Tibet to sell it to the mint at the 

rate of eight rupees per Tolah, whence the Taksaris retained 

it sometimes at the advanced price of fourteen rupees per 

Tolah.1~./ 

The other source of cash for the Malla kings was the 

Tibetan coinage trade. 1'Jepal minted coins for Tibet. r~or this 

Nepal got a lot of silver and gold. It happened after the 

------------------------------------
140/ Jyanmani Nepal, ·~epal Tibet Relations, an unpublished 

Report, submitted to Centre for Nepal and Asian .Studies, 
T. u. , Kathmandu, Nepal. 

141/ ~egmi, qp.cit., (f.n.139), p. 536. 

ill/ T.R. Vaidya, .Qg£ument§_Qf the time of Ranajit Ha,lla and 
P.N. Shah, p. Jha, (introduction) • 

.1111 L. Petech, _!1.issionari Italiani neL'ribet e nel NeJ?al 
Vol. 2, Part IV, p. 26. 

144/ Kirkpatrick, OJ?.cit. (f.n.21), pp. 211-2. 
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Nepal-Tibet was of C. 1645 in which Nepal got a decisive victory. 

After the ~ar the Tibetans were forced to permit the circulation 

of Nepalese coinage in their markets. 145/ 

For minting coins Nepal received from Tibet a supply of~· 
silver or alternatively payment in gold, and thus gained a 

handsome income~ 46/ This job for the Tibetans did not mean 

any great hardship to the kings of Nepal. In fact it was 

a simple and easy work. The bullion was turned in at the 

mint and a corresponding weight of coins was paid over to the 

Tibetan merchants. The profit to the mint came from the alloy 

of the coins given in exchan~e for silver. Although most of 

the coins were only one-half to two-thirds pure silver. their 

value in _ ibet was much higher just becaLcse of the convenience 

they provided. The 'l'ibetans did not really care about the silver 

content, as long as there was enough silver in the coins to 

h . . 147/ . . . make t em look l1ke s11ver.-- Another 1mportant cons1derat1on 

for the Tibetans to accept the situation was the confidence 1n 

the currency, as it was realised that the coins could be 

taken back to Nepal and used in purchasing goods there. 14~/ 

145/ Nepali, op.cih (f.n.l15), p. 85 

ill/ Ludwing F. Stiller - The rise of the house of Gorkha, 

147/ leJ&, p. 80 

~§/ Stiller, OJ2.Cit. (f. n. 146)' p. 80. 

p.79. 
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It seems from the list of goods exported that most of the 

articles were not original produce or manufacture of Nepal. 

Nepal only served as a route for the merchandise of India. 

Thus, among the articles exported to Tibet from Nepal, some 

types of clothes such as broad clothes, telescopes and mirrors 

were manufactured in Europe,149/ whereas skins, pearls, 

coral etc. were from Bengal. Similarly, the exports from 

Tibet to Nepal, such as tea, Chinese silk and silver all 

were orighally came from China. Even the goods exported to 

India, such as musk, yaktails and wool were not the exclusive 

produce of 1'-iepal but were shared by Tibet. 150/ 

Prom the beginning of the medieval period the Buddhist 

Bhik~us, called Banda and later named as ~das, were involved 

in the foreign trade of :\!epal. After the introduction of 

Vajrayana cult of Buddhism in Nepal, the Buddhist Bhik~?US 

returned to Gdhasthasrama and took to trade for their livelihood. --.-------
Some members of the royal family were also involved in this 

trade.l51/ A Christian missionary reported from Patan in A.D. 1740 

that the bulk of foreign trade was controlled by members of 

the royal family and the nobilities.l26/ 

149/ Water Hamilton, ~~raphica~~ical and Historical 
description of Hin~an and the Adiac~t Countries, 
Vol. II, p. 571. 

150/ Ibid. 

151/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.11), p. 194. 
manuscript No. 1. 

152/ Quoted in Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.8), p. 511. 
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But the Newar monopoly in the external trade did not last 

long. Soon foreign merchants, :Muslims (Kasmiris and Iraqis) 

and Gosain Sanyasis entered the field. In A.D. 1774, Bogle wrote:-

"Many foreign merchants encouraged by 

indulgenc~have settled in Tibet. The 

natives of Kasmir who, like the Jews in 

Europe or the Armenians in the Turkish 

empire, scatter themselves over the 

eastern Kingdoms of Asia. Their agents, 

stationed on the coast of Coromandel in 

Bengal, Benaras, Nepal and Kasmir, furnish 

them with comodities of these different 

countries, which they dispose of in 

Tibet or forward to their associates in 
0' • 153/ 
~1n1ng ..•..• ---

'I'he Kasmir i Nuslims entered .~epal as traders for the 

first time possibly in the last quarter of the fifteenth 

centurv in the reianof Hatna JV.ialla, who offered them many 

facilities to impr~ve the external trade. 154/ 

153/ Cf. John Macgregor, Tibet: A chronicle _of £xploratiog_, 

p. 149. 

151/ Peshal Dahal, .. Market rate-historical study" (in Nepali) 

The Pioneer Vo~. I No. 1,(1980), p. 21. 
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The muslims sold their goods walking here and there. In A.D. 

1766, Padre Tranquille, a Christian missionary, found in Tanhown 

in west Nepal, some Muslim merchants from Bettia carrying a 

trade in Bangles. 155/ 

The Gosains were settled in Nuwakot. They carried a trade 

between India and Tibet through Nepal. These, Sanyasis were 

so powerful that the Halla kings had to please them to get 

their assistence. Sometimes they lent money to the kings 

charging a high rate of interest.l56/ Turner, who visited 

Tibet in A.D. 1783, says that most of the profits of external 

t d . d b th .-. . 15 7/ 1 t ra e was enJoye y e Gosalns.- rlu the account of 

Turner is contradicted by Abdul 1.\.adi r l~han, who visited Nepal 

in A.D. 1795 on a mission for the Company's government. He 

noted that 1.\lepalese, acting as middlemen between the ·ribetan 

and Indian merchants, appropriated the bulk of the profits on 

both, the articles in transit from Bengal as well as the articles 

of Tibetan origin that were exported to Bengal through ~"Jepal. 158/ 

155/ Quoted in D.R. Regmi, Modern Nepal, p. 34. 

12§/ Peshal Dahal, "Dept system in Nepal, a historical study" 
(in Nepali), ~palese Culture, Vol.2, No.2, p.5. 

157/ Captain Samuel Turner, ~ccount of an E~§Y_to the 
court of the Teshoo Lama in Tibet, quoted in stiller, 
op.cit. f.n. (146), p. 25. 

158/ Chaudhari, op.cit., (f.n. 104), pp. 83-5. 
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According to Bogle the Muslims and the Gosains dealth primarily 

in small objects of relatively high value, whereas the bulk 

of trade was carried on by Newar merchants who handled most 

of the retail trade in Lhasa as we11. 159/ After these foreign 

merchants entered trade involving India, Nepal and Tibet, there 

is no evidence that Newar merchants were able to establish 

direct contacts with commercial houses in India for the supply 

of goods from ~-epal. Their role in the Nepal-Tibet trade 

apparently was confined to the export of commodities bro~t 

by Indian traders to Kathmandu as well as the retail trade in 

Tibet itself. 1601 The l'iuslim merchants and others tended to 

hand over to ~\Jepalese the heavier trade, becalASe the Nepalese 

h d t t · · 'r · b 161/A d · a no o pay any custom on go1ng 1nto 1 et.--- ccor 1ng to 

one account custom duties were imposed on the local merchants 

at the rate of nine Mohars (one Hohar=half of a r\;ugaJ rupee1621), 

whereas the Huslims and other non-Nepalese paid fifteen i';_ohars 

for the same. 1631 Rich Nepalese 1 i ved in Luti and accordi_ng 

to Father Desideri they were fairly larae in number. 164/ 

159/ Macgregor, op.cit. (f. n. 153), p. 150. 

160/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.31), p.24 

1.§.1/ Ludwing F. Stiller- ••cash resources of the Hallas" 
Nepalese cultural Heritage in a Nustshell, p. 80. 

162/ Dahal, op.cit., (f.n.154), p. 21. 

1§1/ Petech, op.cit. (f.n.143), p. 69. 

164/ Wassels, op.cit.(f.n.117), p. 232. 
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Due to the difficulties and lack of transport facilities 

it was not easy to carry the external trade without securing 

the help of other people and groups. In earlier times it was 

carried on by a group of people who were named as §~~tha, the 

group leader being called Sarthavaha. 162/ In the middle age the ---
word ~ani~r~ was used for the group of traders and ~~~ia£ for 

the group leader. 166/ 

The major source of income of the Halla kings was from 

the external trade. Hence the state took l~een interest in 

this trade. There was considerable profit in this business 

which caused constant friction and strife among the Halla 

kings. They fought most of the time to control thetrade-routes 

from hathmandu to Tibet or Ir.dia. ~'lhoever controlled the 

routes controlled the flow of silver and enriched his own 

kingdom at the expense of others. 

2or external trade the state issued a permit, called 

Dastok, whose possession entitled the merchant to send his goods 

across the boarder as well as across the Chowkis inside Nepa1. 167/ ---
The Chowkis (custom offices), also called Jagat or Bhansar in 

medieval times, were many in number, from Tibet to the Indian 

boa~ders, including the central offices in each of the capital 

165/ Vamana Sivaram Apte, Sanskrit Hindi Kos, p. 1101. 

1§§/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.ll) pp.57,139,161. 

167/ Regmi, g~cit. (f.n.8), p. 536. 
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cities of the Malla kingdoms. 'rhe ~hansaris (custom officers) 

of the central office were four in number and were appointed by 

the king for six months. They worked as contracors and were 

required to pay in advance for their contract of six months. 

About the system of working of the Bhansaries we have useful 

. nf . . h c . d. 168/ 1 ormat1on 1n t e ass1ano 1ary:---

"When one wants to send some goods to Tibet 

one.must inform the Bhansari, two at least 

of whom go to the house of the merchant, 

where they inspect the goods. After their 

inspection and in the presence of the Bhansari, 

the merchant packs the goods and ties them with 

cord. The Bhansaris then place their seal on 

the cord, after which the butchers wrap the bales 

with buffalo or goat skin, taking care that 

the seal of the Bhansari should remain at 

least in part uncovered, as on the next day the 

Bhansari go again to inspect it. If at this 

second inspection the Bhansari have any 

suspicions that the bale has been tampered with, 

they unwrap the skin from the bale to discover 

the supposed fraud. If they find nothing 

168/ Petech, op.cit. (f.n.143), pp. 51-7. 
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about which to object, they place a second 

seal on the skin, which has to be recognized 

at Nesti, a fortress of Kathmandu in the 

mountains towards Tibet. After the seals 

are checked at Nesti, they are broken, 

after which the merchant may pass on 

to Tibet." 

Customs duties were imposed on local merchants at the 

rate of nine Mohars per man - load i.e. one maund of iron, 

bras~, copper texties etc. The Muslims and other non-Nepalese 

paid fifteen Mohars per load. 169/ Persons, who had their 

permanent residence in Nepal, were allowed to pay a consoli-

dated sum towards tariff duties annually. It is learnt from 

a document that every Chowki on the way used to cheek the 

seal of the central custom office; and the traders had to 

' h ~h . c . 170/ pay neavy tax to t e C.. ouk1s .lOr securlty purposes.--

Wages and Labour:-

We do not get from our records clear information about the 

wages and labour during the medieval period. Dut we can draw 

certain inferences about this from the feudal charater of the 

medieval society. Some idea of the wages and labour can also 

be obtained from the accounts the capuchin missionarires. The 

!.'Z.Q/ Jahar Sen, Indo-Ne:Qa.1_es~~r.s.9.§_il1: _t_l}_e __ I}i__!!.§,teenth century, 
p.2. 
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people of lower caste-groups in medieval times, as now, were not 

able to sustain themselves on the marginal land they cultivated, 

and used to go out to earn wages as porters, coolies, domestic 

servants, muleteers, grooms etc. As porters and coolies they 

carried goods from Tibet or India to Kathmandu or vice versa. 

Each ~iya (porter) carried more than 90 pounds of weight 

on his back. 171/ The Bhariyas walked in groups and the group 

leader made all contracts. According to the Italian missionary 

the leader received in advance half of the total pay of all 

those employed for the purpose in addition to his own capita-

tion fee for every one of them; the half was to be paid to 

th t h . h d . . 172/ d e por ers on reac ~ng t e est~nat~on.-- Not only goo s 

but even men were transported by the porters. According to 

Father Desideri it was not difficult to find porters who 

would carry men. They had leather straps across the shoulders 

and forehead attached to a board about two hands in length 

and one hand in width. On this, one sat with legs hanging 

down, and arms round the man's neck. 1731 Hummock was also 

171/ l:'ather Desideri reports that while he travelled from Lhasa 
he found that in Tibet area the goods were carried on the 
back of ponies and mules but as soon as he entered the 
Nepalese territory he had a difierent experience, because 
here all the merchandise was carried by the porters on 
their back. Wassels, op.ci~ (f.n.117), pp. 232, 260-70. 

172/ Fetch, ~£ii. (f.n.143), p. 57. 

1111 Wassels, op.cit. (f.n.117), p. 265. 
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available for carrying men. But we have no information about 

amount the porters received as wages for carrying goods for a 

long distance. Hamilton, who visited Nepal in A.D. 1801 (about 

30 years after the defeat of the Halla dynasty), wrote that 

a porter got 3 mohars (Rs. 1.50) if he carried luggage weighing 

20 Dharnis or 100 lbs. from Hetauda to Kathmandu (distance 

of 95 km.) and 5 Mohars (Rs. 2.50) if he went from Garhparsa 

to Kathmandu (distance of 150 km.). Persons travelling on 

hummock paid 24 I''lohars (Rs. 12.00) to the party of 4 porters 

{i:<s. 3. 00 each) carrying them from Gharparsa to .Eathmandu 

(distance of 150 km. ).11i/ 

As some of the inscriptions of the medieval period mention, 

the labourers were paid either in cash or in kind or sometimes 

both. Generally, a worker employed in the service of a temple 

got payments in kind. Around the middle of the seventeenth 

century the sweeper of a temple s::1ot 5 to 7 ,Eathis ( 17 to 24 kg. ) 

of rice monthly. 175/ The man who lighted the lamps in the 

temple got one huruwa (half kg.) of rice and 3 dams (three-

f h . ) d . 176 h . h ourt pa1se a11y, whereas the guard of t e l1g t got 

174/ Hamilton, g~it. (f.n.39), p. 274. 

17~/ The Patan Kobahal Laksminarayana Temple inscription of 
A.D. 1685. unpublished, preserved in the collection of 
centre for Nepal and Asian Studies, Nepal. 

176/ The Patan Krishna temple inscription of A.D. 1705. 
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2 Kuruwas (one kg.) of flattened rice, 2 pawas (half kg.) of 

meat, 2 pawas of soyabean and 2 IZ~!!,~S- of Pqc_b,wai (rice bear) • 177/ 

Theaarrier of the image of the god received Pdchwai (beer) of 

two Pathis of rice 1781 or two pathis of flattened rice at once. 172/ 

The player on the conch got 4 dam~(one paise) if he played it 

180/ eight times a day.--~ 

The wage rates of the lower-caste people according to 

the reforms of Jayasthiti Halla, were as follows:-

(1) The 1~usulyas earned his livelihood by servino high caste 

people with musical performance on auspicious occasions 

and as wages received half of a rupee in marriages, 12 

damas (three paisa) on other auspicious occasions and 

6 damas in feeding and head shaving ceremony. 

(2) The Nau got for his services 6 ~~wa~ (3 kg.) of beaten 

rice from his client in both types of pollution. 

(3) Saghat (washerrnan) received 6 t-uruwas of beaten rice and 

16 garn~for his service during the birth and death pollution 

days of their clients. 

-----------------·--------------
177/ The Kirtipur Tavachetol inscription of A.D. 1758. 

178/ Ibid. 

112/ Umarnaheswar temple inscription, Patan courtyard, 
dated 1390. 

180/ The Kirtipur Tavachetol inscription of A.D. 1758. 
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(4) The Pulpuls had to precede the funeral procession playing 

on musical instruments called Arati and Hajira and got 

4 dams and one liuruwa of rice. 

{5) The Kasais got 3 dams each for playing on musical 

instruments in the funeral procession, and if the samA 

was for a Sati, the leader got one rupee extra. 

(6) Pichhini used to cut the ~vel-cord of the newly born 

babies and throw it away cross the road. For this, 

she used to get rice and beaten rice each weighing 5 

Kuruwas. 

The bounded labour system, known as J hara in middle ages, 

was a common practice. The entire adult population of some 

classes appear to have been under obligation to render Jhara 

services whenever required by the state. The Samvatsarloho 

inscription of Patan, dated 1672, shows that compulsory unpaid 

labour was utilized in the construction of bridges and 

battlements as well as during war, and also for other govern

mental requirements. 1811 hing Jayaprak.ash .l',lalla, t.he last l'iall a 

king of Kantipur, exacted this type of labour for transporting 

saltpeter for his gunpower factories. 1821 According to one 

1§1/ D.P. Bhandari (ed), Abhilekha Sangrah, X, pp. 9-11. 

182/ Regmi, gp.cit. (f.n. 31), p. 35. 
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inscription of Jitamitra Malla, all concerned persons were 

to contribute annually a day's labour to repair the public 

canal. They were to work there for the whole day from morning 

to evening. 'rhose who came for work could obtain, a receipt 

bearing an official stamp. If any one failed to work in the 

public canal, he was fined 3 dams.l§l/ 

The gold plate inscription from the Bhaktapur royal 

palace courtyard, dated A.D. 1453, records that the work of 

constructing the fortification wall of the city was done by 

184/ the people of the four Var~as free of cost.---

Generally people w«re exploited in the name of Jhara. 

The government officers forced the people to work free for 

their benefit. hing J-i tami tra !-~all a (A. J. 16 73-96) made a rule 

in A. D. 1683 that the people were not to labour for the personal 

benefit of an officer, not to do any forced labour, not to 

. 185/ collect woods for him and not to transplant seed11ngs. 

·dhenever there were functions and festivals 1n the palace, 

the general public, in the name of ~ara, had to pay taxes 

for such ceremonies and also had to work free without any 

payments. 

------·------------·--------------------
183/ Paudyal, o~.cit. (f.n.4), p. 46-8. 

184/ Yoginaraharinath, Itihas Prakas, No. 1, pp. 59-61. 

~/ Paudyal, op.cit. (f.n.183), p. 47. 



202 

Slavery was a recognized institution in :\Sepal from early 

times. The Chabahil inscription of roughly the fourth century 

contains the word Dasa (slave) for the first time in ancient 

Nepa1. 186/ The term occurs also in the Anantalingeswar 

inscription of Narendradeva, dated A.D. 660. 187/ In the 

medieval period too it continued as a recognized institution. 

This is supported by many records of the period. The Patan 

Krishna temple inscription of Siddhinarasingha Malla testifies 

the prevalence of slavery. After performing the Yajna he 

presented many things al0ng with slaves to the Brahma~as and 

t . f . d h 188/ . . . f h . . . f sa lS 1e t em.--- S1m1lar1y rom t e 1nscr1pt1ons o 

\'ognarendra Halla Qasa (slave) Dasgaoapati (Head of the slaves) 

and so on types of words can be cited. 1891 Many historical 

documents obtained from Dolakha, Nuwakot -.nd other areas have 

references which show that slavery was common in the medieval 

period. But it is interesting to note that in _,epal, slavery 

was not utilized at the government level, because the ~hara 

system enabled the government to meet its need for 

portera~e and other services without spending money. 

186/ Vajracharya, op.cit. (f.n.1), p.2. 

187/ Ibid, p. 486 

Thus, 

188/ Shyam Bhurtel, "Slavery in Ancient and Nedieval Nepal", 
Voice of Histo~, Vol. 1 No. 1, p.57. 

189/ Ibid. 
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slavery was limited primarily to domestic needs. Every house-

hold had some slaves, whereas the wealthy people generally 

had a large number of slaves, both male and female. 

The slaves in the medieval period can be classified in 

three groups - Dasa, Ardhadasa, and Devadasa. The Dast was 

a fullfledged slave who could not be freed at any cost, whereas 

the Ardhadasa was a conditional slave. If a debtor could 

not return the debt timely he was compelled to work as a 

slave for the money lender, till the debt obligation was 

discharged. 19Q/ Sometimes the debtor worked as a slave for his 

. . . . . . 191/ credltor ln the capaclty of a mortgage ln lleu of lnterest.---

These Dasas were called Ardhadasas. If a slave or any other 

person was offered to the god, he was called a Devadasa 

meaning a slave of a temple or a god. The Devadasa 1.11as c..:.pposed 

to be the property of the te~ple. He used to work only in 

the temples .19 Y' 

Among the causes of slavery in the medieval period, 

indebtedness appears to have been the most important.}\ debtor 

was compalled to work for the money-lender in fulfilment of 

------
190/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, op.cit. (f.n.11), pp-63-4. 

191/ Ibid. 

192/ T.B. Shrestha, .. Two Copper plates of Pasupati" (in ~-~epali) 
Contributions to Nepalese Studies, Vol. 1. No., pp.103-5. 
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his debt obligation if he could not return the debt timely. 

So debtors often sold themselves or their children inro slavery 

in settlement of the loans. 1931 Sometimes the debtor worked 

for his creditor in the capacity of a bondsman (mortgage) in 

lieu of interest. 

Persons who committed cow slaughter were also punished 

with death or enslavement. Sometimes the sexual offences were 

also a factor contributing to slavery. Adultery with a woman 

of a higher caste was generally punished with death, but when 

such offences were committed among persons belonging to such 

communal groups as H:has, Nagar, Gurung, 1'amang or amono the 

untouchable castes, the punishment usually asumed the form 

of enslavement. 194/ Sometimes local officials and revenue 

functionaries enslaved or sold in India the wives and children 

195 ' 
of ryots who defaulted in the payment of taxes and other d·ues.--1 

There were many cases in which influential persons in a village 

enslaved poor people by force. In western Nepal, in the region 

between the Bheri river and the Mahakali river, it was not 

- - . 196/ uncommon to enslave even BrahmaJilaS and c\a Jputs.-

192/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.31), p. 118. 

194/ Yoginaraharinath, Itihas Prakash, Vol. 2, no.2, p.26. 

195/ Regmi, op.cit. (f.n.31), p. 118. 
' 

12§/ Later in 1803 this system was stopped through a royal 
proclamation. 
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Slaves were considered to be personal property and were 

compared with animals like horses, cows, etc. but when sold 

their price was not more than Rs. twenty, whereas a horse's 

. . . R f' f 197/ . m1n1mum pr1ce was s. 1 ty.--- Since slavery was a recogn1zed 

institution government protected it. The price of a slave 

was fixed by the Panchasl2a!The government was required to 

search for the slaves who ran away from their master's 

house. 1991 

Though slavery was not considered to be a good system, 

no ruler, not even Pr i thvinarayana Shah, co;lld make anv rules 

actainst the system. As the society was feudal in character, 

making rules aqainst this system would have been a serious 

challanqe to the established practices. The most significant 

worl~ of Pri thvinarayana Shah in this respect was the imposition 

of restrictions against the Danuwar money-lenders of Satgaun. 

He forbade them to charge higher rates of interest from the 

people and to enslave their children if they failed to returr 

. t · th t · 1 t ·· · 2 0 0 I d · t l HI e s 1pu a eo t.1me.-- Accor 1nq to one letter o 

P.1\J. Shah to Biswanath r•dsra the former permited a slave to 

settle down in his kingdom and also ensured his freedom. i.Jut he 

197/ Vajracharya and Shrestha, OR.cit. (f.n.l4), p. 105. 

198/ Vajracharya and Shrestha OR.cit. (f.n.ll), document no.69. 

199/ Ibid, docwnent no. 81. 

200/ It is interesti~g to note that this order had to be 
reordered after 57 years. This also indicates how 
ineffectively it was enforced. 
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could not afford to break away from the existing system in all 

matters. He is known to have offered some slaves to the 

-h f h' ' 201/ Bra mal:).as a ter lS vlctory over Bhaktapur.--

An analysis of facts and facets of the Nepalese economy 

during the medieval period shows that the economic activities 

of the people were generally closely connected with social life. 

The prevailing land system shows that the peasants were not 

better off as a major part of the returns from agriculture 

went directly to the l~ings. Though Nepalese products (woollen 

and handicrafts) were recognized abroad, a major part of the 

trade was in the hands of merchants from India. The institution 

of slavery and the system of bounded labor (Jhara) led to 

rural mass indebtedness. ~ven if efforts were made to 

improve the social status of the people, the imposition of 

heavy taxes on trade and the involvement of royal family in 

most of the profitable economic activities made them unsuccessful 

becau.se fringe benefits used to acrue to the members of ro:ral 

family. Th1's, we can say that the econon1i c 1-;,acfi:.wardness o.l'" 

the people affected their social status as well. 

20!./ Nayaraj Pant, et. al., rreachings of I;inc l-rithvi i'-Jaraya.!:§ 
Shah (in Nepali), p. 414. 


