
CHAPTER TWO 

THE PHYSICAL SETTING 

The Darjeeling district of West Bengal· lies between 26°31' 

and 27°13' north latitude and between 87°59"' and 88°53' east 

longitude; Its total area is about 3108 sq. km ~ 

On the west the district is bounded by Nepal, on the south 

by Jalpaiguri district, on the north by Sikkim state and on the east 

by the kingdom of Bhutan. It has four subdivisions, three in the 

I 

hills Darjeeling Sadar, Kurseong and Kalimpong, and one in the 

plains - Siliguri. 

Sikkim, the 22nd state of India, is a small moutainous 

country bounded by Tibet on the north, Bhutan on the east, Nepal on 

the ·west and West Bengal on the south. With an area of 7096 sq. km. 

it has varying elevations ranging from 800 ft. to 28,000 ft. above sea 

level. Ninety. percent of its 300, 000 inhabitants (as per 1971 census) 

live in villages. 

Sikkim · derived its name from the word "Sukhim" means 

peace and happiness, and the Tibetans refer to it by the name of 

I Denjong I - means the hidden valley of rice. Lepcha name for Sikkim 

is 1 Mayel - Lyang 1 , mayel. means pa:radise and !yang means place. 

Buddhism (previously the state religion of Sikldm) in Sikkim follows 

the "Red hat" sect of Mahayana B·uddhism. The erstwhile state of 

Sikkim was ruled by a king, popularly known as 1 Chogyal 1 • The 

capital of . Sikkim is Gangtok. Sikkiin has got four administrative 

divisions · or districts, viz. north, south, east and west. North 

district, the place of my study has a population of 13,014 as per 1971 
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census, and its head quarters is at Mangan. Next to a district is 

the revenue block or village. 

Sikkim. 

There is no subdivision or taluka in 

The topography of Sikkim and Darjeeling is more or less 

similar in ·nature, undulating and rolled, with the presence of 

mountains, hills, valleys, gorges, rivers, tivulets and springs. 

River System 

The river systems of the district of Darjeeling and Sikkim 

are in common. Main river of Darjeeling and Sikkim is Tista and its 

tributaries, . it rises in a glacier in north Sikkim and drains the 

whole · of Sikkim. Great Rangit flowing from the west of Sikkim joins 

with Tista at Rangpo of Sikkim from where it flows almost entirely in 

Darjeeling district" until it leaves it at Sev ok. 

Geology 

Geological formation of the region can be divided into two 

distinct types, (1) the terai of Darjeeling and (2) the hill proper of 

Darjeelihg _and Sikkim. 

The terai is only 300 ft. above sea level. Geographically 

the terai belongs to the plains of India but geologically it is a sort 

of neutral country ; the greater part of it being composed neither of 

the alluvium of the plains nor of the· rocks of the hills, but of 

alternating beds of sand, gravel and boulders brought d·own from the 

mountain. The geological formation of the hilly portion of Darjeeling 
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district and Sikkim consist of unaltered sedimentary rocks, confined to 

the hills on the south of Darjeeling, and different grades of 

metamorphic rocks over the rest of the area of Darjeeling district and 

the state of Sikkim. 

The soil recognised by the cultivators, in the hills .of 

Darjeeling and Sikkim, · are of three kinds, white, red and black of 

these the black soil is the richest, the white the poorest, the red soil 

occupying an int~rmediate position, requiring heavy manuring to give 

. as good an outturn as the black. This last type is often found 

among· large rocks and is suitable for dry crops, cultivated in dry 

land or s ukha khet, such as maize and millet (!!!~a or kodo) 

owing to the rich vegetable mould it contains. The fertility of the 

soil. depends much on the geological formation of the underlying rocks 

from which the soil is derived. 

are ceficient in lime. 

Generally soils throughout the area 

Flora 

The configuration of the mountains and. hills of. the area and 

the impact upon them of strong moisture-laden monsoon winds from the 

south greatly influence the character of the vegetation from place to 

place.· Plant communities in the district of Darjeeling and · Sikkim 

mainly consist of ferns and tree ferns ; . in addition there are mosses, 

algae, fungi and lichens. The forests of the hills of the region can 

be classified into three: groups- (1) Lower, (2) Middle and (3) Upper. 

Lower hill forests mainly consist of sal (shorea robusta), pacca sag 

(terminalia tomentosa), simul . (salmalia malbarica)·, . toon (cedrela 

toona) and chikrassi (chikrassia tabularis). In the Ra ngit valley 

pine (pinus longifolia) is found in fair quantity,_ Tama bamboo 
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( dendr•:Jcala~us) forms almost pure bamboo· forest in the moisture 

areas. 

The chief species which occur in the middle hill forest are 

the alder or utis (alnus nepalensis), walnut (juglans regia), birch or 

saur (bet ala alnoides), oaks (quercus) etc. 

The upper hill forests mainly consist of oaks and tite champ 

( michelia cathcartu). The commonest undergrowth are the small 

bamboo (arundinaria recemosa). In the regions over 6,000 ft. 

altitude occur patches of conifers ( tengre s all a), silver far. Above 

this level the ground is almost entirely covered with the maling 

bambo•J , . but there are patches of rhododendron forest. 

Fauna 

The fauna of the region mainly consist of rhesus monkeys 

(macaca mulatta), leopards (panthera pardus), jungle cat (felis chaus 

affinu.s), Himalayan jackal (canis aureus indicus), the hill fox 

( vulpes bengulensis), Himalayan black bear (selenarctos thibatanus), 

brown Himalayan goral (nemorhaedus lodasoni) and barking deer 

(muntiacus uaginalis), sambhur (yusa~ i.micolor) and Indian wild 

boar (sus. cristatus). 

Rainfall 

In the Darjeeling district rainfall varies considerably from 

60 inches per annum in some parts of the Tista valley in the north of 

the district to over 200 inches on the outer slopes of the hills. 
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In Sikkim the. climate varies between the tropical heat of the 

valleys and the alpine cold. of the snowy ranges. The rainfall is 

very heavy, averaging 137 inches annually at . Gantok, it is much 

heavier in north Sikkim. The rainy season is a season of disease, 

particularly malaria, intestinal and skin diseases. · But the weather 

finally gets cooler and healthier, and a ' dry wintry period from 

October to March follows. 

Ethnic Enviionment 

The Lepcha 1i ve in ·the district of Darjeeling and Sikkim 
,. 

along with other ethnic_ groups like the Bhatia arid Nepalis, with whom 

they maintain a close socio-economic · and political link at the village 

level. The population from plains of India have also increased 

steadily- since last two decades or so. The· Marwari and Behari came 

in Sikkim and Dar]e_eling as a · business community. Whereas the 

involvement of Marwaris in trade and commerce is in. a comparatively 

large-scale, · who own various shops including those of essential 

commodities and are the principal buyer of cardamom crop ~n Sikkim, 

the Beharis are petty hawkers who roam over the village alleys to 

seli their thi'pgs which include. articles like cosmetics, biscuits, toys 

etc. The ·Bengalis came in the hi_lls as government servants and 

contractors. Two sets of population are recognised in the area, the 

hillmen, consisting of the Lepcha, Bhotias and Nepalis and the 

plainsmen, consisting of Marwari and Behari businessmen and the 

Bengalis. The· successive waves of migration of the· Bhotias; Nepalis 

and -the plainsmen have- not only influenced the geo-political history 

of the region but have also altered its socio-economic· character. We 

shall discuss these changes in the subsequent chapters. 


