
CHAPTER- THREE 

OWNERSHIP AND OPERATION OF LAND 

Tribal Economy in general is agriculture dependent. In agriculture, m 

general, land is indispensable factor of production. But as the non-land inputs are 

·insignificant, land oc~upies .. a prime and special role in any tribal agriculture. The 

tribes can be differentiated · from non-tribes on the basis of different criteria 

· associated with land. In other words, some charactenstics connected with land in 

any tribal agrarian economy is peculiar to itself and can easily be differentiated from 

other types of peasant economy. 

In the present chapter, we have tried to examine some different aspects of the 

land-management system of the Lepcha in the light of what we have already 

discussed in our introductory chapter in connection with land. It has been noted that 

two particular aspects i.e. - management and ownership of land are crucial for the 

characterisation of tribal peasant economy. The core area of the present chapter is to ' 

highlight on three important aspects connected with land :- i) management of land, 

ii) the ownership of land and iii) some other but relevant aspects like land holding 

pattern, rent, measurement, classification as observed among the Lepchas. 

3.1 MANAGEMENT OF LAND 

Social formation can be viewed from the management of hind of any society. 

In capitalistic society, management or organisation has em~rged a5 a separate and 

important co-ordinating factor of production: But it is difficult rather imppssible to 
' ~ . -

separate management as a separate factor. in any· tribal •.· social. formation. 

Sophisticated and distinct type of Iimd managem~nt de~ate5 any society. from its 
. - .~ - ' . 
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tribal nature. In this section, we try to find the management of land among the 

Lepchas from the point of view of ownership, genealob'Y and the ·terms and 

conditions of share cropping. 

3.1.1 LAND MANAGEMENT IN THE STUDY AREA 

The land management in our study area has been shown in table- 3.1. A 

perusal of the table shows that largest percentage (82.35) of land is managed by the 

owner cultivator followed by the owner cultivator cum share cropper (7.57 per cent), 

agricultural labour (3.36 per cent), non-agriculturist (2.52 per cent), owner non-

·cultivator (1.68 per cent), share cropper cum agricultural labour (1.68 per cent) and 

absentee land owner (0.84 per cent). But share cropping is not unusual among the 

Lepchas. Share cropping is done either by the owner cultivator or the agricultural 

labour. No household depends absolutely on share cropping. It may be due to the 

fact that landowner feels comfortable to lease out his land to those who have land of 

' their own or work as agricultural labour. 

ManiGumpa: 

In Mani Gumpa, land is managed by all the different categories except 

absolute share croppers. Although management of land is spread over but highest 

percentage (36.36) of land is under the owner cultivator, followed by owner 

cultivator-cum share cropper (31.81). Among the three villages Mani Gumpa 
. . . . - . 

records lowest percentage of land under owner cultivator· and highest percentage 

under the category of owner cultivator cum- share cropper. Most of the households 

. under the category of owner cultivator Cunl share cropper are sharing . re~t free 
. . . .. . 

Gumpa land (details of rent free l~nd are shown in se~tio~3.3.3 in this chapter). 

. Gumpa is the _common meeting place and its . property· is . considered -• as _·common 

J 
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village property enjoyed by many villagers. There is no such common land in the 

other two villages and hence the rate of share cropping is also minimum. Absentee 

landowners and non-cultivating landowners are the two major categories who 

mostly leased out their land in share cropping. Some landowners prefer giving land 

for share cropping due to non-availability of household labour. The lone household 

engaged in agricultural labour is a :efugee settled in the village on a plot of land 

donated by the relative and does not possess any cultivable Ian~ of his own. Two 

households settled in the village by purchasing land for dwelling purposes. They are 

service holders and do not possess any cultivable land. Beside these three, the rest of 

the households got cultivable land and manage land either by their family labour or 

by share cropping. 

5th Mile Lepcha Gaon : 

The smallest village,. 5th mile Lepcha Gaon, is managing the land by the 

owner cultivator, cultivator cum share cropper and agricultural labour. The largest 

proportion of land is managed by the owner cultivator (80.95 per cent) followed by 

agricultural labour (9.53 per cent), owner cultivator cum share cropper (4.70 per 

cent). Land owners with their presence in the village undertake the agricultural 

operations. Landowners in the category of absentee or non-cultivator are totally 

absent._ This shows dependence of the Lepchas on land. · The percentage of 

agricultural labour ( 14.29) is the highest in this village. This is due to the practice of 

separation of adopted child from the original house without giving any agricultural 

land except the land for dwelling purposes only. Such families depend for their 

livelihood on selling of labour force to the agricultural land of others. With reference 

. to share cropping there is only one household of owner cultivator cum share cropper. 
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The small landowners prefer to cultivate their land with hired labour than to give it 

for share cropping. The comment of Ezra Lepcha is self explanatory : ''By giving 

land for share cropping no landowner likes to invite a permanent headaclie of tile 

present land laws. The share croppers do know the present tenancy laws and are 

ready to withdraw from share cropping only if they get minimum 8 decimal of land 

free of cost.., Only in one case as the present owner does not live in the village, his 

land is cultivated by its previous owner on share basis. 

Pochaok: 

In Pochaok, land is managed almost absolutely by the owner cultivators. The 

percentage of owner cultivator is as high as 96.04. There is only one household in 

each category of owner cultivator cum share cropper, share cropper cum agricultural 

labour and agricultural labour. The table shows that no lands are managed by either 

the absentee landowner or non-cultivator landowner or share cropper. Land is the 

only means of production and lack of alternative source of work co~ pels the owners 

to engage themselves absolutely on agricultural operations. In Pochaok, the 

percentage of owner cultivator (96.04) is much higher than that of the average of all 

the three villages (82.35). Meager entry in the category of agricultural labour shows 

that no household is without land under their possession and no landowner depends 

on others for the cultivation of his land. Non entry in the non-cultivating landowner 

column shows.that owners, on the one hand reside in the village and do not keep 

themselves away from cultivating land. 
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Name of Non Non Cultivating land owner 
Village Agriculturist Absentee Non 

Cultivator 

1 2 3 4 
Mani 2 1 2 

Gwnpa (9.09) (4.55) (9.09) 
5th Mile 1 - -
Lepcha (4.76) 
Gaon 

Pochaok - - -

Total 43 1 2 
(2052) (0.84) ( 1.68) 

Fi~es in the parenthesis show percentages. 

Table- 3.1 
Land Management 

Owner Owner 
Cultivator Cultivator 

cwn Share 
cropping 

5 6 
8 7 

_(36.36) (31.81)_ 
17 1 

(80.95) (4.76) 

73 1 
(96004) (1.32) 

98 9 
(82035) (7.57) 

Share 
Cropper 

7 
-

-

-

-

Share Agricultural 
Cropper cum Labour 
Agr. Labour 

8 9 
1 1 

(4.55) (4.55) 
- 32 

(9.53) 

1 1 0 

(1032) ( 1.32) 
0 2 4 
( 1.68) (3.36) 

Total 

10 
22 

(100.00) 
21 

(100000) 

0 76 
(100000) 

119 
(100.00)_ 

\C) 

"" 
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Table -3.2 
Pie table showing Land Management by the different categories. 

SL No. 

L 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

6. 
7. 

8. 

Categories of Land I 
Mana Jement ---

Non Cultivator 
Absentee land owner 
Non Cultivatin land owner 
Owner cultivator 
Owner cultivator cum share 
cro er 
Share Cro er 
Share Cropper cum 
A icultural labour 
A ·cultural Labour 

Percentage 

---~---

2.52 
0.84 
1.68 

82.35 
7.57 

1.68 

3.36 

---·-··-· -·--·-·-··---~! 
Degree Percentage x 3.6 

2.52X3.6=9.07° 
---·-·· . . .. . -- - ·-· TJ. 

0.84X3.6=3.02 
1.68X3.6=6.05 

82.35X3.6=296.46 
7.57X3.6=27.25 

1.68X3.6=6.05 

3.36X3.6=12.10 

C Non Cultivator 

• Absentee Land 
Owner 

[]Non Cultivating 
Land Owner 

C Owner Cultivator 

• Owner Cultivator 
cum Share Cropper 

C Share Cropper 

• Share Cropper cum 
Agricultural Labour 

CAgricultural Labour 

I 
I 

3.1 Pie diagram showing land Management 
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Table 3.1 has been represented in terms of Pie table and Pie diagram. They 

show that as high as 296.46" of the circle is engaged by the owner cultivator while 

the rest 63.54" of the circle is distributed among five categories of management like 

non-cultivating landowner (9.07°}, absentee landowner (3.02 °}, non cultivator 

(6.05°), owner cultivator cum share cropper (12.25°), share cropper cum agricultural 

labour (6.05°) and agricultural labour (12.10°). 

3.1.2 LAND MANAGEMENT BY MOO 

Moo1 is an important ethnic component m distributing land among the 

Lepchas. It has been seen that Mani Gumpa is dominated by two original moos :-

Holoongmoo and Gauloogmoo. The four original moos of 5th mile Lepcha Gaon are 

Sadamoo, Singthimoo, Karthakmoo and Ethanmoo. Among 17 moos in Pochaok, the 

dominant ones are Sangmamoo, Gangtokmoo, Fudungmoo, Gauloogmoo and 

Tamblayangmoo. Out of 31 moos present in the study area, the original 11 moos 

dominate over the land holding. Land distribution among the different moos has 

been important bearing on the pattern of land management. It may be noted that 

Lepchas rarely sale or purchase land and for all practical purposes land is occupied 

on hereditary basis where moo plays a vital role. As lands are transmitted on 

hereditary basis, they remain in the hands of the same moo for generations together 

until they are sold to other moos. It has also been observed that the original moos are 

mostly orthodox in using their land for traditional crops and techniques. The new 

comers whose number is not significant, are more adoptive in new crops and 

techniques. Crop variety and land management are directly correlated. Lands used 

1 Moo or clan plays a vital role from birth to death among the Lepchas particularly among the 
Buddhists. In Lepcha society male moos are different from these of females.' Male child receives 
father's moo while girl child inherits mother's moo. Recently Lepcha started using moo as their title 
name (e.g. Sinikmoo, Namclmmoo etc.) · 
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for traditional crops arc managed tnicfitionally by the traditional or original moos. 

Management of land for the modern crops are more complex and are organised 

mainly by the new comers who have settled in the village on lands gifted to them. 

Village wise land management by the different moos in the study area is 

shown in table- 3.3. 

The table reveals that in Mani Gumpa the two original moos- Holoongmoo 

and Gauloogmoo not only occupy the largest land but also manage the land by 

themselves. The percentage of owner cultivator and own~r cultivator cum share 

cropper belonging to these two moos are as high as 87.50 and 71.43 per cent 

respectively. The other moos are sporadically spread over the different categories of 

land management eith~r because of non-availability of their own cultivable land, 

land on share basis or availability of family labour. The original moos are the 

founders of the Gumpa in the village and take advantage of cultivating rent free 

Gumpa land on share basis since the beginning. The other households belonging to 

Pheyonglamoo by virtue of their act as Lama in the Gumpa got the advantage of 

share cropping on the Gumpa land. All other late comer moos in the village are 

denied the facilities of share cropping and are engaged in land management through 

their participation as agricultural labour. 

Distribution of land in 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon among the different moos is 

concentrated among the owner cultivator. As high as 80.95 per cent of households 

irrespective of their moos prefer to manage their land on their own .. Households 

belonging to the original moos (Sadamoo, Singthimoo, Karthakmoo and Ethanmoo) 

as well as later intruders keep full control on their land by cultivating it on their own. 

Share cropping is rare (only 4. 76 per cent) and that too is practising by only one 
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original moo (,C.,'adamoo) member who had sold the land to an outsider. The 

households in the category of agricultural labour belong to two different moos who 

actually brought up as adopted child and get land from their pater father for dwelling 

purpose. · 

In Pochaok the land i? managed absolutely by the owner cultivators. Out of 

17 moos, 15 of them. irrespective of their number of households are engage in 

managing land by themselves. The moos (Yunchungmoo and Pachisingamoo) who 

have in agricultural labour and share cropper cum agricultural labour are the 

comparatively new households in the village. Share cropping is almost absent and 

only 1.32 per cent of households undertake share cropping and this household 

belongs to comparatively late settled moo (Sambarmoo) in the village. The original 

five moos (Sangmamoo, Gangtokmoo, Fudungmoo, Gauloogmoo, Tamblayangmoo) 

manage their land absolutely by. themselves. Finding no alternative jobs, all moos 

keep them absolutely engaged in managing their own land. Not much differences 

between the original moos and comparatively newly settled moos are marked 

regarding the management of land in Pochaok. 

Land management among all the moos in the study area reveals the follows : 

1. Number of households belonging to the original moos in each study 
. . 
village are more as compared to those who settled lately in the village. 

2. Self-cultivation is the basic pattern of land management among the 

Lepchas in all the villages. As high as 82.35 per cent lands are managed by the 

owners themselves. 

3. Except Mani Gumpa, the category of owner cultivator cum share cropper 

has recently emerged as a partial change in the land management system. 
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Sl. No. NameofMoo 

1 2 

Ho/oongmoo 

2 Gauloogmoo 

Table- 3.3 
Land Man~g~f!lent by different moo. 

Non Non cultivatin Land owner Owner I Owner cultivator 
Cultivator Absentee Non Cultivator cum share cropper 

Cultivator 
3 I 4 I 5 I 6 I 7 

A. Village : Mani Gumpa 

Share 
cropper 

8 

Share cropper~

1 
Agr. 

cum Agr. Labour 
Labour 

Total 

9 J 10 I . 11 

(42~86) I (42~86) I I I ~~) I (l~.QO) 
(100.00) (57.I4) (28.57) ______ _l (100.00)-1 4 2 1 I 7 

3 Pheyonglamoo 2 i 2 
(100.00) ! (100.00) 

4 Liangmoo .1~ I 
' (100.00) 

5 Namchumoo 2 2 
(100.00) (100.00) 

6 I Nanimoo 1 
(100.00) 

7 N.A. I I 2 

2 

3 

4 

. (50.00) . (50.00) __ (I 00.00) 
Total 2 I 2 8 7 - I 1 

Sadamoo 

Singthimoo 

Tingmoo 

Tukutsomoo 

(0.09) (4.54) (9.00) (36.37) (31.83) (4.54) _ _0.54) 

1 
12.50 

B: Village: 5th Mile Lepcha Goan 

6 I I 
75.00 I2.50 

3 
75.00 

1 
50.00 

2 
100.00 

1 
25.00 

j---· 
I 

50.00 

22 
i (100.00) 

I s 
1 (Ioo.oo) _ 
1 4 
I 
1 (I_QQ.QOJ 
I 2 
I <too.oo) 
I 2 
1 (100.00) 

~ 
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5 Karthakmoo ,. 2 2 
~ 

100.00 (IOO.OQl 
6 Torongmoo 1 I 

100.00 (!00.001 
7 Ethanmoo 1 1 

100.00 (IOO.OQl 
8 Namchumoo 1 I 

100.00 (IOO.OQl 
Total 1 17 1 2 21 

(4.76) (80.95) (4.76) (9.53) (IOO.OQl 

c : Village : Pochaok 

1 Sangmamoo 22 22 
(100.00) 

: 
(lOO.OQl 

2 Gangtokmoo 8 ' 8 
(100.00) (IOO.OQl 

3 Fudungmoo 10 10 
.; ~:. .(100.00) (lOO.OQl 

6 6 
(lOO.OQl 

4' Gauloogmoo ''{ i_ 
(100.00) 

~-

5 Tamblayangmoo 7 7 
_(100.00) (100.0Ql 

6 Sambarmoo 3 1 4 
(100.00) 25.00 (100.001 

7 Kabimoo 4 4 
(100.00) _(IOO.OQl 

8 Mulummoo 4 4 
(100.00) (IOO.OQl 

9 Mulumyak 1 I 
Chiboomoo (100.00) (IOO.OQl_ 

10 Karvomoo 2 2 
(100.00) (lOO.OQl 

11 Aden moo 1 1 
(100.00) (100.00) 
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12 Tihifongmoo 

13 Nnmfrichingsmoo 

14 Ftsdrmglaghamoo .,. 

15 So!wmoo 

16 Ya11clnmgmoo 

17 Pachisingamoo 

T01al 

Grand Total 3 

(Figures in the parenthesis show percentages) 

2 

2 
(100.00) 

I 
l!QO.OO) 

1 
(100.00) 

73 
{96.04) 

98 
(82.35) 

1 
1.32 

9 
7.57 

1 
100.00 

I 
1.32 

2 
1.68 

I 
100.00 

I 
1.32 

4 
3.36 

2 
(100 00) 

; \ 

I (JOo.oo) 

I (10~ OOl 
' I l (100.00) 

I 
(100.001 

I I 
I 

_Ul_OO.OOl 
I 76 

_ilQQ.OOl 
119 

(lOO.OQl 

c.o 
(() 
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4. Share cropping as a regular mode of land management docs not figure at 

/ 

all in any village. Lepchas irrespective of moo the owner cultivators prefer to 

manage land by themselves. Their sewnd prefere;:nce is ieasing in land for share 

cropping. Normally, the landless households do. not get land for share cropping. 

5. Number of agricultural labour (milaok), though negligible arc found more 

among the late settlers or among those adopted children soul (Ta Gri Kup 1:wop) 

who got the moo from their pater and land for habitation. Lepchas in general do not 

work as agriculturallaboJ.Ir. 

6. Out of 119 households, there are only three (2.52 per cent) non-

agriculturists. They have no cultivable land or in any way attached with agriculture. 

They are the se~ice holders and belong to newly settled moos of the villages. This 

supports the age old proverb 'Landless Lepcha is a myth'. 

7. The non-cultivating landowners comprising of both absentee and resident 

non-cultivating owners are found only in Mani Gumpa. They mostly belonged to the 

newly settled moos. The low percentage (2.25) of non,..cultivating landowners 

indicates Lepchas' adherence to. self cultivation. 

In a word, land in the study ar~a is largely managed by the Lepcha owner 

cultivators. Lepchas are basically agriculturists and consider cultivation as their way 

of life. It is more true in the case ofPochaok (96.04 per cent) which is situated far 

away from the town and where alternative employments are almost absent. 
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3.1.3 TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF SHARE CROPPING 

Share cropper, which Lcpchas call flachure, is another important agrarian 

category . among the Lepchas. Share cropping as an absolute mode of land 

management does not emerge at all in the study area (table 3.1 ). No household 

depends solely on share cropping as its means of livelihood. In other words, no land · 

owners (Lyaang drok) can rely on the landless households for the cultivation of their 

land on sharecropping. Some amount of share cropping is however recorded with the 

category of owner cultivator cum share cropper. In identifying the causes behind 

leasing out of land for. share cropping it has been observed that the rent free 

institutional ( Gumpa) land of Mani Gumpa is the main land available for share 

cultivation. A small fraction of land has also been leased out (Shyao) for share 

cropping due to non availability of family labour by the. owner and by the absentee 

land owners. 

Either parties maintain no written. documents regarding the terms and 

conditions involved in share-cropping. Although everything are settled in verbal, but 

no conflict whatsoever is reported between the owner and share cropper. The system . · 

is maintained over generations, and only in one case it has been carried out for last 

three years in Mani Gumpa village. ·Share cropping can be categorized in two broad 

types : traditional and contractual. 2 There is certain demand in getting land for share 

cropping .. than the supply (letting out) which is almost negligible. In recent 

years, landowners prefer to keep their land unused rather than leasing it out · 

2 In traditional share cropping, no documents are ever maintained by either parties. The system is 
. followed customarily without even going through dialogue on condition between the. two parties. 
Each share half of the harvested crop. More importantly, no specific period of sharing land is 
maintained. Contractual share cropping is a modern concept. Lepchas lease land on the basis of 
written terms and conditions for very short period of time. Sharing is mostly in terms ·of cash 
irrespective oftype and quantity of crops grown. 



102 

for share cropping thus avoid and falling under the trap of tenancy law which is 

mostly designed in favour of the share croppers. Choden Lepcha of Mani Gumpa 

informed, "This year l took lease a portion of land from late ex MLA Gajendra 

Gurung which is just bordering our village. I requested but failed to get land from 

our village landowners. Thus I had to opt from the neighbour village as I am ih 

badly need of new land for gladioli cultivation." 

Lands under the traditional share croppers are used for the cultivation of age 

old crops like paddy, maize and millet whereas the contractual share croppers 

prefer to produce modem cash crops like gladioli in such lands. After harvest the 

traditional crops are normally shared equally (50:50) between the land owner and 

share cropper. But there are some exceptions also. In 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon the lone 

landowner gets only half of the produce in case of paddy while the other crops, like 

maize and vegetables are enjoyed absolutely by the share-cropper. But as a good 

gesture many a times a sharecropper sends a minor fraction of those product to the 

owners' house. Subash·Lepcha informed "this year I receive 5.5 tungfri-khaa-kaat 

(80 kg.) of paddy as my share. For maize I need not pay anything to the landowner 

as I have already paid 1 tungfri-khaa-kaat of paddy in advance during the harvest of 

paddy in lieu of whatever maize I can produce in the field." In Pochoak along with 

fifty per cent paddy the sharecropper used to give extra Y4 amount of paddy as his 

share for the other crops to be produced in the remaining part of the year. The 

landowners thus get % proportion of paddy produced in their land immediately after 

harvesting. On the other hand the share croppers get Y.s of paddy and the entire 

amount of other products cultivated during the whole year. 
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The terms of share in case of contractual share cropping is different from the 

traditional one. The lands in such cases are used for producing cash crops and which 

need !:,1feater investment than usually required for food crops like paddy. Land is 

normally leased-out for three years and in each year a lessee needs to pay a fixed 

amount of money or preferably paddy in lieu of other crops and their rate of 

production in leased-in land. The share cropper may not produce paddy at all but 

needs to meet the agreement by purchasing paddy or managing paddy from other 

sources. In most cases the amount of paddy to be given to the lessor is decided on 

the basis of average productivity of the land. Mingma Tshering Lepcha informed 

that this year his brother has taken a plot of land on contract basis and "he has to pay 

3 tungfri-khaa-kaat of paddy against the leased-in land whose productivity is 7-8 

tungfri-khaa-kaat per year. My brother has taken a risk because cultivation of 

modem crops are very uncertain and many could not recover the invested amount of 

the previous years." The land holders in such cases are risk free and receive the 

contracted amount irrespective of the volume of product. As agriculture is nature 

based, there is fluctuation in crop productivity. In some cases the harvesting period 

· of certain modem crop differs from traditional ones. But it is customary on the part 

of the lease holder to pay his rent/share during the harvest of paddy which often 

appears somewhat burdc:msome on the part of the lessee. 

The landowner's contribution to cultivation limits mainly to supply of land 

to the share cropper. Sometimes the share cropper do supply non land agricultural 

inputs like seed, fertilizer, but their supply is neither tiniform nor regular. After 

harvest while receiving their share of paddy, landowners. deduct the amount of 

paddy used as seed. Some argue that beside paddy they do not receive anything so 
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that share cropper should provide with seed. Some are in the opinion that seed (he) 

and cow dung manure (hiyel) can easily be purchased by the sale money of 

byproducts of paddy like the straw or hay of paddy. Lepchas mostly use cow dung 

available domestically for cultivation. It means Lepchas hardly invest anything on 

purchasing fertilizer. Hence, the sharing of cost on fertilizer by the landowner is not 

much relevant while seeds can easily be purchased by selling the straw of paddy. 

The share holder without any cattle cannot get domestic manure. The local price of 

one tung-jyaang (12 - 15 kgs) of cow dung manure is Rs.IO/- which can be 

recovered by selling the straw at the rate of Rs.40/- per bundle (30 - 35 kg. 

Approximately). 

The management of leased-in land lies entirely in the hands of sharecroppers. 

Sometimes they do consult with the owners but in most cases it is solely controlled 

and managed by the tenants. Decision regarding types of crops, use of labour, 

capital, fertilizer, pesticides, are the prerogative of the lessee. The landowners may 

not even visit the land or supervise it. Their control on land limits on payment of 

land rent only. Beside the revenue and legal part, practically all controls are vested 

to the share croppers. 

In addition to gtvmg land for cultivation, the landowners who are 

comparatively richer often help the tenants ·in a number of occasions. In Mani 

Gumpa, the land belongs to Gumpa and this institution extends spiritual and 

financial support to the tenants. All these share croppers are actively involved in 

different types of ritual activities. They also provide physical and other services for . . 

the construction and management of the Gumpa. These sharecroppers are the 

. portfolio holders of the Gumpa and actively take part in all decision making. In · 
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needs the tenants also take loan (both in cash and kind) from the Gumpa without 

interest. Such tenants hardly make any difference between their own land and lease 

in land. They consider it to be their duty to look after both the Gumpa and its land. A 

sort of deep mutual involvements and relations exist between the two parties. But 

the situation is not the same in other two villages where the land owner happens to 

be the individual. Although no complain from either the party. is reported but the sort 
.. ' 

of oneness like that of the Mani Gumpa is missing for obvious reason. Regarding 

other types of help Budha Sing Lepcha ofPochaok remarks "I never seek any sort of 

financial or other types of help from my landowner. Why shall I do so ? He has 

helped me a lot by leasing his land to me. What else can I expect from him? He is a 

family man having so many problems of his own and I do not like to burden him any 

more." Same is the opinion of Sub hash Lepcha of 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon. 

Recently in share cropping, a new type of arrangement has emerged in 

Pochaok. After sowing and nursing, the landowners lease out the ginger field just 

before the harvest. The lessee takes the responsibility for harvesting and marketing 

of ginger. Some young Lepchas of the village have formed a sort of co-operative and 

shoulder the remaining work of the crop i.e. harvesting and marketing either by their 

own or employing wage labour. In such an arrangement the landowners keep 

themselves free from organizing the labour and bearing risk of any damage: caused 

by insects. The youngs, on the other hand, take some risks and in many cases within 

very short period make a good profit. This is an emergent phenomena and is yet to 

. get a sound footing. 
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3.2 OWNERSHIP OF LAND 

Lepchas in the contemporary period, have settled in the terraced based 

cultivation. Over decades land in the Lepcha society, like those of neighbouring 

communities, has been basically owned by the individuals. The ownership patterns 

ofland are relevant for the identification of the type of society or social formation of 

any community. Some of the aspects of landownership pattern as prevelant among 

the Lepchas are discussed in the following sections. 

3.2.1 GENDER AND LAND OWNERSHIP 

Pallas of land among the Lepchas are in the names of the heads of family 

who are generally the male members. In Lepcha society, girl child is welcomed and 

occupies prestigious position. In context to sharing of wealth among son and 

daughter, L.S. Tamsang informed "in our society boys receive father's property 

while girls enjoy right over mother's property. In contemporary period this is limited 

to movable property like jewellery while lands are in the hands of males and are 

distributed among sons.'~ It has been observed that in few cases the married girls are 

gifted with small plot of land for residential purposes only. In those cases where the 

family got no male child, the landed properties are inherited by the girls. But if the 

household got male offspring, girls are denied With cultivable land. 

While distributing lands, no uniforqt criteria are being maintained but usuaJiy 

the eldest male member of the family as per requirements distribute and demarcate 

· land areas among the direct descendants. The different types of land e.g. wet land, 

dry land, stony land etc. are distributed among the heirs as per family size and other 

sources of income. Normally the landscape, rivulet, hill top or other specific natural 

objects are used for demarcating the boundary of land and no water tight division of 
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land is followed. Nonnally the house and the adjoining areas are given to the eldest 

son and the rest of the land arc distributed almost equally among other sons. A 

Lepcha family without male ofTspring occasionally gifts land to the girl child and 

invites son-in-law to reside with his bride who inherits the parents property. 

Families either without any male offspring or without any issue adopt child (Ta-gri

kup-tsaop) and with the permission of the Keyong Sezong, the vi_llage level 

organization accepts the child and allows to inherit all types of property. The non

Lepcha child is also adopted and assimilated into the society by giving Lepcha moo 

or even ST certificate. Appendix-! shows the list of adopted child. Appendix-11 

shows that two adopted boys and five girls after their marriage received land from 

their grandfather for dwelling purposes only. The table reveals that girls after 

marriage , are awarded with small plot of land for residential purposes while the 

adopted son in absence of any issue of the family receives entire landed property. 

Lands are enjoyed by the members of present generations, but pattas are in 

the name of their late grand or great grand father. Samudra Prasad, the Bhumi 

Sahayak of Sindipong Khasmahal informed "the individual against whose name the 

plot number of any specific land is recorded as per settlement record do not conform 

with the individual who is actually possessing and using the land. For generations 

together lands have not been transferred to next heirs although the record holder 

expired long back. Lepcha names are so common that it may often mislead . if 

proper care regarding father's name are not taken care of alongwith the opinion and 

consultation of the concern village headman." Run Tshering Lepcha and John· 

Tshering Lepcha of 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon are enjoying the proprietary right over the 

land which is still in the name of their grand mother who passed away long back. 
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Many a cases l<md taxes a~·~ 'Jrte~\ paid by one household mcn:bcr particularly by th·.: 

elderly brother (Ta-do-num). He usually preserves the land records in his custody 

while land in practice are individually owned by the brothers or even the 

descendants. 

3.2.2 LAND OWNERSHIP AND GENEALOGY: 

Customarily, lands in Lepcha society pass on directly to their male 

descendents. It has also been observed from field ·survey that no part of land has 

been sold or purchased during the last three decades. In 1982, one Lepcha household · 

however, purchased 8 decimal of land from another Lepcha at the cost of Rs.60 

thousand in 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon. Over generations, the land is inherited by the 

male child. At present each household is owning very small amount of land. In 

Lepcha society the proprietorship over land may change but within the limit qf orie's 

own clan (Ta-do-git) and more particularly within one's own consanguine (Ta-do

aagyit athaong) 

Table- 3.4 shows distribution ofLepcha moo by households, population and 

land holding for three study villages. The table reveals a skewed distribution of land · 

ownership among the moos. Those moos who are ,the original inhabitants of the 

village normally possess more land than the new comers. 
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Table-3.4 
Household 

! l----- - i-::;:~l\j::::::::H~------·-----i---
)7 

I.II.H2 00.!<41 (21.62) ., 16 ·. 
(9.09 (13.34) (26.85) 

4 Liaugmoo I 7 3.20 
(4.55 (5.83) (14.41) 

5 Namdtunwo 2 7 0.25 
(9.09 (5.83) (1.13) 

6 Nan/moo I 3 0.18 
(4.55 (2.50) (0.81) 

7 N.A. ·- 2 7 1.69 
(9.09 (5.83) (7.61) 

Total 22 120 2220 
. (100.00 {100.00) (100.00) 

B. Village : 510 Mile l..cpcha Gaon 
I Sadanwo 8 52 7.70 

(38.09 (39.69) (18.75) 
2 Singthimoo 4 27 3.84 

(19.07 (20.62) (9.35) 
3 Tingmdo 2 10 1.66 

(9.52 (6.37) (4.04) 

4 Tukutsomoo 2 9 13.72 
(9.52 (6.87) (33.41) 

5 Karthakmoo 2 9 4.40 
(9.52 (6.87) (10.96) 

6 Torongn100 I • 5 7.33 
(4.76 (3.82) (17.85) 

7 Ethmm100 I 4 0.59 
(4.76 (3.05) (1.43) 

8 Namchun100 I 15 1.73 
(4.76 (11.45) (421) 

Total 21 131 41.07 
(100.00 (100.00) (100.00) 

C Vdlage: Poclraok 
I Saugmamoo 22 122 82.00 

(28.95) (27.35) (24.85) 

2 Gm1glokmoo 8 62 39.00 
(10.53) (13.90) (11.82) 

3 Fudungnwo 10 51 4520 
(13.i6) (11.43) (13.69) 

4 Gauloogmoo 6 37 32.50 
{7.891 (8.29) (9.85) 

5 Tamblayangmoo 7 27 30.90 
(9.23) (6.06) (937) 

6 Sambarmoa 4 27 1725 ... 
_0.27) (6.06) (523) 

7 Kabimoo 4 17 12.60 
(5.27) (3.82) (3.82) 

8 Mulummoo 4 16 6.00 
(5.27) (3.59) (1.82) 

9 Mulwnyak 01iboomoo I 16 9.00 
(1.31) (3.59) (2.72) 

10 Kan'Omoo 2 13 12.00 
{2.63) (2.91) (3.64) 

II Adeumoo I 13 2.00 
(1.31) (2.91) {0.61) 

12 Tlhi/ongmoo 2 13 17 
(2.63) (2.91) (5.15) 

13 Nunifridlingsmoo I 9 5.51 
(1.31) (2.02) (1.67) 

14 FJJdunglaghamoo I 7 14.00 
(1.31) (1.57) (4.24) 

15 Sokomoa I 7 5.00 
(1.31) (1.57) ( 1.52) 

16 l"m1clnmgmoo I 5 -
(1.31) (1.12) 

17 Pac./1/singamoo I 4 -
{1.31) (0.90) 

Total 76 446 329.96 
(100.00) (100.00) (100.00) 

(Figures ;, the parenthesis show percentages) 

Note: For those individuals who do not state the area of their 0\\11 land. we have used a croSS section data from the head of 
family. '-i.Ilage headman. Panchaynt member. Bhumi Sahayak etc. 
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The village Mani Gumpa is the smallest one in tem1s of its population and 

land holding. It is dominated by three moos - Hofoongmoo, Uuuioogmon a11d 

Pheyonglamoo. The first two moos have greater share to population, household and 

land while Pheyonglamoo has the rent free Gumpa land in its possession. 

Proportionately, Holoongmoo ·and Gauloogmoo who collectively constitute 63.64 

per cent of households and 66.67.per cent oftotal population, own 49.19 per cent of 

land in the village. Villagers cannot recall which one of these two moos came first to 

settle in the village but they considered both of them as the original inhabitants of 

the village. During British rule, one Passang Sherpa, the great grand father of 

Holoongmoo decedents came to marry Rinji Perno, a Lepcha girl of the village and 

settled in the village, The 4th and 5th descendants of Passang Sherpa are at present 

the Holoongmoo. It ranks first in terms of households, population and land holding · 

in the village. But after distributing land per head land become the lowest for the 

moo. 

5th Mile Lepcha G~on, the second largest village is inhabited by eight moos. 

Of them Sadamoo and Singtlzimoo respectively ranks first and second by numerical 

strength while Sadamoo and Tukutsomoo in terms of land holding. These three moos 

jointly owned 62 per cent of the total land and 67 per cent of population in the 

village. It has been reported that five traditional Lepcha houses, Dokeymoolees or in 

short _Ranglees, belong to four different moos. They are : Sadamoo, Singthimoo, 

Kartlzakmoo and Ethanmoo. These Ronglees were : 

i) Cholongbong, means orange place, belonged to Sadamoo. 

ii) Ding, inearis flat land to stand for a while, belonged to Sadainoo. 

iii) Siking, means upper ridge, belonged to Singthimoo. 
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iv) Kokihong, means~ variety -of tree, belonged to Ethamnoa_ 

v) Sui bong, indicate a variety of tree, belonged to Karthakmoo_ 

Lepchas consider Rangfee as a symbol of their culture and an excellent 

specimen of their engi11:eering work Lepchas proudly refer to those villages where 

there were Ron glee or presence of Ranglee at the present day. Existence of Rangfee 

can be considered as an important marker of Lepcha habitation in any hilly areas. It 

can be further inferred that those who had Ronglee are the original inhabitants of the 

village_ All other moos settled in the village either by purchasing land or getting gifts 

from in-laws etc., as adopted child_ 

Among the study villages, Pochaok is the largest one_ In this village, among 

the 1 7 moos, Sangmamoo alone has a share of 22.35 per cent to total population and 

24.85 per cent to land. The other leading moos are Gangtohnoo, Fudungmoo, 

Gauloogmoo and Tamblayangmoo. All of them are the traditional or original moos 

of Pochaok Gauloogmoo is the only common moo found in Mani Gumpa; all the 

other moos are different from the other two villages_ Fudungmoo occupies second 

position in terms of its land holding and third by population size. Existence of two 

Dookymoo/ees indicates the original household of the village belongs to 

Fudungmoo. Gangtokmoo ranks second in terms of population while third in terms . 

of household and land holding_ ·cauloogmoo and Tamblayangmoo respectively rank 

4th and 5th in terms of all the three criteria_ The average land holding per household 

in Pochaok is much higher (4.34 per cent) than in Mani Gumpa (LOI per cent) and 

5th Mile Lepcha Ga~n (1.96 per cent). It has been noticed that Lepchas in the later 

two villages reported their land possession in terms of decimal while for Pochaok 

they replied in terms of acre_ It is evident from the table - 3.4 that the amount of 
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land which a single household in Pochaok is holding many a times more than the 

totai amount of land in the oosscssion of ent.ire mon in the otre:r two vi!htt~e~ rfl 1 .• ~- • -- - ~ • • 

Pochaok which is located in farflung area, all the households are owning relatively 

large sized landed property for agricultural purposes. 

The genealogical study reyea!s that out of 31 moos only 11 moos are original 

moos of the three villages (2 in Mani Gumpa, 4 in 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon and 5 in 

Pochaok). The other moos have settled at least before three decades and whose 

details are not available. 

It has been noted in the introductory chapter, the ownership right of land can 

be viewed from two angles - a) the right of transfer and b) the right of use. Let us 

now discuss these two components of ownership right in the case to the Lepcha 

society. 

3.2.3 LAND TRANSFER 

There are two types of land transfer : - a) permanent transfer by sale or 

partitioning over succession, and b) temporary transfer in the form of share cropping 

or allowing others to reside on land temporarily without conferring any legal right 

of ownership. 

Lepchas now-a-days hardly sell any land. The last case of land purchase in 

5th Mile Lepcha Gaon dates back to the year 1982. Lepchas of Mani Gumpa and 

Pochaok could not recall any incident of land selling in their own villages. They do 

not know the price of their land and when asked referred only to the price to the 

neighbouring villages. On ·sympathetic or some other considerations Lepchas nften 

allow temporary transfer of land for residential use or share cropping. Lands are thus 
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permanently occupied by the same moo and the genealogical table - 3.4 shows that 

majority of land are still occupied by the originai moos. 

Two contradictory concepts i.e., 'landless Lepcha is a myth' and 'land 

alienation is a century old problem among the Lepchas' can be understood from 

historical perspective. 

During the Tibetan rule, the ownership right of land, excluding the lands 

owned by Kazis and Lamas, by the lower strata of people had never been 

recognised. Ultimate ownership right ofland lied in the hands of ChogyaL In case of 

giving ownership right and withholding right the will of the Chogyal was finaL 

Common Lepchas could live and cultivate free land but in the process of land use 

they cannot enjoy any right to transfer with out the royal permission. In the case of 

terrace cultivation the matter differs a little. In this case, the Lepchas enjoyed the 

right to transfer only the 'land-use right' of terrace land but not the ownership right 

of the land. Hence, Lepchas finally became landless in true sense though they are the 

aboriginals of the land. 

The system was different during the British rule. After the first survey and 

settlement of Kalimpong tract in 1882, the raiyats received patta for their holdings 

and thus established their right on land (Bell, 1905 : 12). But land alienation became 

a problem and also realised by the Britishers during t_he first quarter of 20th century. 

"One of the main considerations in the management of the estate has been the 

protection, so far as was possible, of Lepchas and Bhutia population, especially the 

former, from the' consequences of their own extravagance, and to prevent them from 

being displaced by their more thrifty Nepali neighbours. Ordinarily no sales of land 
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held by Lepchas or Bhutias arc permitted except to a Lcpcha or a Bhutia." 

fPhiipot, I 925 : 8]. 

The system of protection and reservation of Lepcha land continues even after 

independence. The West Bengal Land Reform (Amendment) Act of 1965 imposes 

restrictions on alienation of land by the Scheduled Tribes. 
. ' 

I 

"Any transfer by a raiyat belonging to a Scheduled Tribe of his holding or 

part thereof shall be void." Regarding mode of transfer of land it says, 'A raiyat 

belonging to a Scheduled Tribe may transfer his holding or part thereof in any one of 

the following ways : namely- a) by a complete usufructuary mortgage entered into 

with a person belonging [to a Scheduled Tribe] for a period not exceeding seven 

years, b) by sale or gift to the Government for a public or charitable purpose, c) by 

simple mortgage to the government or to a co-operative societies.'' [Mallick, 1995 : 

264] 

The Tribal sub plan of West Bengal 1978, acknowledges the alienation of 

Lepcha land by the more stronger non-tribal communities under different pretext and 

points out poverty as_ the root cause of such transgressions, and gives the mode of 

such transfer by fraud, benemi, transfers caused by defalcation in the payment of 

loans [Lepcha)979 : 155]. It has also been reported that the non-tnbals evaded the 

rule by marrying the Lepcha girls and buying the lands of the Lepchas in the name 

of their Lepchani wives. The son of the soil who once roam over the entire hill 

region freely, restricted to use only their small plot of lands for which patta was 

given and ultimately confined to very limited areas due to transfer either among 

other communities or among the hiers ofthe same community. 
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In the process of historical evolution, Lepchas from their roammg and 

shifting cultivation stage h~ve scttied dov.,:n to terrace based settled cultivation. Land 

was once belonged to the society or community and each individual enjoyed equal 

right to use the land. During those periods both the questions of right of transfer and 

right ofuse were useless. Lateron., during the different phases of alien rule, Lepchas 

were subject to different types of ownership right with variation in both right to 

transfer and right to use of their own land. 

On the ground of protection and reservation of Lepcha land, the rulers of 

Colonial and independent India follow more or less same land transfer policy. Since 

British period, Lepchas are enjoying individual ownership right over land. But they 

are not free in the matter of right to transfer. They can sale land only among the 

scheduled tribes a~d not to any other community. 

Recently the Lepcha Association has made a drive to sensitise the Lepchas 

regarding their aboriginality m the region. As a part of their awareness drive, the 

Association3 puts a restriction on sale of land to any non-Lepchas inclusive other 

scheduled tribes. It urges upon the fellowmen not to sale their land and if required at 

all only to the Lepchas. 

Now the Lepchas can sale land only to the Lepchas. Thus, the sale or transfer 

of land is confined legally within the community itself. In our study villages no 

sale of land . have been recorded in recent past. But lands have been transferred 

3 Recognising the demand ofthe Lepcha Association, H.Q. Kalimpong, the Akhil Bharatiya Adivasi 
Vikas Parishad, West Bengal Brandl, in their 19 Annual Conference at Ambika, Kalna, Burdwan on 
23 and 24 March 2002 has resolved: . . . 'the Lepcha land/properties forcibly occupied by non-tribals 
must be restored to the Lepchas strictly implementing the protective provisions of the West Bengal 
Land Regulations Act, 1955 and SC and ST (Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989.' [Aachuley, Vol6, 
No.2, July2002: 14-15]. 
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over generate and patrilineally and thus, remain in the possession of the same moo of 

the Lepchas. 

3.2.4 USERS OF LAND 

Land is used by two groups of people a) owners of land and b) share 

croppers and agricultural labourers. These two groups are quite heterogeneous in 

terms of social composition. It has been observed that the educated youths are 

guided more by the modern outlook and in many times are in conflict with the 

elderly persons of traditional outlook. Both the cropping patterns and process of 

production varies widely between the youths and the elderly persons. On the basis of 

primary occupation of Lepchas and their nature of involvement in actual operations 

they may be classified into following categories : 

1) Absentee non-cultivating landowners : Such landowners mostly got 

their lands on hereditary basis but do not live in the village due to employment and 

other reasons. These Lepchas settled elsewhere however visit their land during 

harvesting to collect their shares. Such absentee landowners have nothing to do with 

actual operation and use of land. 

2) Resident but non cultivating landowners : Unlike the first group, these 

landowners stay in the village but do not cultivate the land on their own. They 

undertake the following methods in cultivating land : 

a) Depend entirely on village labour of permanent nature. It is the labours 

. who generally bring their implements and toois. They employ hired 

plaughman with bullocks for plaughing and levelling the land on rent. 
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b) Some owners cultivate the land by appointing share croppers. Non 

availability of family l"bour, possession of large• acres of land arc the 

major contributing factor of giving land on share cropping. 

c) Some owners who are principally engaged in other off-form occupations 

can not work in the ·field. They usually undertake cultivation by 

supplying agricultural implements and tools to the hired labours and use 

ploughman and bullock on hire. 

d) The relatively large-sized landowners with less family labour cultivate 

their land with the help of village labour in exchange of crops and other 

social agential services. These land owners occupy a prestigious position 

in the society like mandals and extend various agential services to the 

village. They act as agent between the government and the illiterate and 

ignorant villagers. 

3) Owner cultivator : The landowners who cultivate land on their own 

belong to following categories : 

a) The small and middle landowners undertake all agricultural operations 

. with their family labour. They usually hire ploughman for land tilling and 

levelling but other operations are entirely done by household labour. 

. . 

b) The middle and large landowners operate their land with family labour 

and mutual exchange ·of labour. They work on their own land as well of 

others. They also exchange their ploughman and bullock with others in 

· lieu of labour. 
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c) Landowners in some cases receive both human and animal labour against 

cash or crops. Lack or i'amily labour compels them to purchase outside 

labour by paying them in crops. Those outside labours normally do not 

possess any land and they may not need anlY labour in exchange. So the 

landowner pay them in paddy. 

d) Lepchas with large sized lands cultivate a part of their land with their 

household labour and leased out the remaining part to others for share 

croppmg. 

e) Owner cultivators are also partly sharecroppers. They cultivate their own 

land and leased in land with the help of their household labour. 

4) Share cropping : In Lepcha society share cropping is very rare and in 

operated mainly with the institutional lands (e.g. Gumpa land). The small 

landowners and landless Lepchas unde·rtake share cropping by using their household 

labour. In addition to hired or exchanged labour at times of requirement, they also 

deploy ploughman and bullocks on rent. Small landowners with bullocks prefer to 

get some land on lease so that ·they could make a viable use of bullocks for 

agricultural operations. Share cropping is normally found in the case pf traditional 

crops like paddy, maize and millet and where the produce is shared on50:50 basis. 

5) Contractual lease : Beside conventional pattern of share cropping, lands 

are also leased out on contract basis. These lands are used mainly for the cultivation 

of commercial crops like gladioli. But the payments are made on the basis of 

average production of major traditional crops like paddy, millet and maize and are 

being fixed on the basis of mutual negotiation and agreement. The risks of 

production are borne by the tenants and the landowners receive a fixed amount of 

crop. Lands are normally leased out on such contract initially for three years. After 
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wards it could be renewed on the basis of new terms and conditions. [n Mani 

Gumpa, there is one Choden Lcpcha who has gone for such a lease contract to 

cultivate gladioli. Recently, another form of contractual lease has been noticed in 

Pochaok where contract is being made only for hmvesting and marketing of ginger. 

6) Agricultural Labour : Landless agricultural labour work on others field 

against daily wage, meal. They also work against payment in crop after harvest. But 

they however get food when they are at work. Labours, thus, meet their present 

consumption requirement by taking food daily during work and store agricultural 

products for future consumption. They offer labour to the land owners during 

agricultural operations in conditions of getting it back as and when asked for in other 

purposes like construction of house, cowshed, fencing. Small and medium land 
' 

owners sell their excess labour on wage basis to augment their family income. They 

also mutually exchange their family labour with others in order to get back it in 

terms of plough and bullock at times of their own cultivation. 

3.3 SO:t\fE RELEVANT ASPECT OF LAND 

Ownership and management of land are the two key components of social 

formation in the context of any society. Beside these, knowledge of some other 

aspects of land can also substantiate to identify the type of the society. Followings 

are some such relevant aspects connected with Lepcha land in our study area : 

3.3.1 PATTERN OF LAND HOLDING 

It has been observed that 94.96 per cent households of the study area are 

involved in agricultural operation while 66.85 per cent of population accepts 

agricultUre either as their principal or subsidiary occupation. The economic 
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condition of the Lepchas can better be understand from their access to land and 

distribution into size-classes_ 

It is evident from Table 3_5 that the proportion of landless households is 

highest in 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon (9.52%) followed by Mani Gumpa (9.09%) and 

Pochaok (2.63%)_ In most of such landless cases the married girl got a small plot of 

land froin her consanguine for dwelling purposes. 

Mani Gumpa in inhabited by small land holders whose percentage is lowest 

for Pochaok but large for 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon. There are negligible medium land 

holders in Mani Gumpa; same is the number in 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon while 

moderate for Pochoak. Large land holders are present only in Pochaok while both 

Mani Gumpa and 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon such category of land holders are absent 

totally. The land holding pattern is inversely related with the distance from road and 

town areas. Medium and large land holders are present only in Pochaok which is far 

away from town, market and road. Distribution of lands among large number of 

_ consanguine has further limits the size of holding. This is more so with the original 

inhabitants where lands have been distributed over generations. Table 3.4 also shows 

lower average holding of land for the original moos inspite of their larger total land 

holding per moo. 

3.3.2 INTENSITY OF LAND USE 

Table 3.6 shows the intensity of land use pattern. In general Lepchas could 

not spare their lands for mono crop cultivation. Mono cropping is the luxury for the 

small landholders or those who depend solely on agriculture. As. the rate of 

production is low and the lands are scarce in relation to demand and availability of 

labour, they cannot go for mono crop and keep their land fallow. Even at times of 
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distress if the family labour are not available, the villages take special initiative to 

complete the agricultural operations without expecting anything in return. 

Table-3.6 

Intensity of land use. 

Village Total Non Agricultural Mono crop Bi-Crop Multi crop 
household cultivator labour 

Mani 22 2 I - 3 I6 
Gumpa (100.00) (9.09) (4.54) (13.64) (72.73) 
5th Mile 2I I 3 - 1 16 
Lepcha (100.00) (4.76) (I4.29) (4.76) (76. 19) 
Gaon 
Pochoak 76 I - 1 31 43 

(100.00) (1.31) (1.31) (40.79) (56.59) 
Total I19 4 4 I 35 75 

(100.'00) (3.36) {3.36_) (0.84) (29.41) (63.03) 

(Figures in the parentheses show percentages) 

The percentage of households using the land for raising double crop is 

highest in Pochaok (40.79) followed by Mani Gumpa (13.64) and 5th Mile Lepcha 

Gaon (4.76). The data reveal that households in this category are cultivating mostly 

paddy and maize, the two traditional crops of the region. These households are more . 

guided by their traditional orientation and outlook. They do not like to undertake the 

risk of modem farming and which also requires larger investment. These Lepchas 

are mostly illiterate, belong to older generation and quite accustomed to smooth and 

easy way of life. In few cases, the location and physical condition of the soil also do 

not permit them to undertake multi cropping. They use their agricultural land mainly 

to raise staple food, kitchen garden for vegetable and sale their physical labour on 

daily wage basis to augment their family income. 

The small landholders are using their land intensively. The percentage of 

landowners engaged in multi cropping is highest in 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon (76.19) 

followed by Mani Gumpa (72.73) and Pochaok (56.59). Lepchas rotate crops in such 

a way that from the same plot of land they can produce all those crops which are 
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needed for their daily consumption. It has been observed that one plot of land can 

grow as much as nine varieties of crops in a year. A calendar year can be divided 

into three cropping seasons- each one has further been used for producing 2-A crops 

simultaneously. Paddy field is used for cultivating dal, soyabean and bhatamas 

simultaneously. Similarly, maize fields are used for producing bean, karela, sweet 

pumpkin. Potato fields are also used-for the cultivation of maize. Land is used in its 

best possible manner very intensively. It has been observed that educated youths 

engaged in agriculture have changed the cropping pattern and like to go for modem 

cultivation. 

3.3.3 LAND RENT 

The existing literature show that during the first half of twentieth century, 

Lepchas of Sikkim had to pay negligible tax to the then Choygel ruler. "As they had 

not much call on them for free labour contribution nor much of tax to pay, they were 

very happy." [Maharaja and Maharani of Sikkim; Nakane, 1966 : 216] Stocks noted : 

"Taxes are very low, though they are on an average to what a peasant earns, 

amounting roughly to Rs. Thirteen eight annas per annum (about one English 

Pound), which includes Rupees three from every basti claiming exemption from 

coolie work" [1925_ :_476]. During the first phase ofChoygel period in the absence 

of coins a 'basket ofcom' was given to royal treasury as revenue. Dharani Dhar 

Dahal [1984] mentioned that the system ofland revenue started in Sikkim during the 

reign ofPhuntso Namgyal II when one Rabden Sherpa visited Sikkim from Tibet. 

No information regarding systematic tax rate during the Bhutan reign over 

Kalimpong area is available except some sporadic mention about plundering both 

women and wealth from the Lepchas. "These dreaded people would go berserk and 



123 

rampage, bum, plunder and loot the whole area they happened to pass through." 

[Fonning,l987: 12). 

Philpot submitted his report on survey and settlement of Kalimpong estate in 

1925. Table 3.7 compiled by him shows the existing rate as proposed by C.A. Bell's 

report (1901-03) (shovm in Cola), the rate proposed by Philpot (Col.b) and the rate 

ultimately sanctioned (CoLC). Kam 'norjee Lepcha informed "the land revenue was 

increased from Rs.l.25 per acre during British period to Rs.2/- by the present West 

·Bengal Government. But Britishers were very particular in collecting the revenue 

through village Mandals, while the present Bhumi Sahayak rarely visit our village 

and we need to go to his residence for paying rent." 

The rate of rent in the contemporary period are as follows : 

No tax is levied up to i) 4 acre of wet land, ii) 6 acre of dry land and iii) 4 

acre of wet land and 2 acre of dry land. The earlier system of dry land and wet land 

still prevails. Samudra Prasad, Bhumi Sahayak of Sindipong Khasmahal informed 

that in Mani Gumpa the highest amount of rent (Rs.5.89) is paid by Ongu Tshering 

Lepcha for his 3.20 acre of land while the minimum (Rs.0.81) is paid by Aghi 

Tshering Lepcha for his 0. I 8 acre of land. In addition to land tax, rent for each 

household consists of road-cess ( 12 per cent), PWD- cess (25 per cent), education

cess (10 per cent) and rural employment-cess (30 per cent). Households of Mani 

Gumpa on the average pay Rs.1.50 as rerit. Inspite of the negligible amount, the 

Lepchas are reluctant in paying their rent regularly. 



Table- 3.5 
Village wise Land holding Pattern 

Name of Village Landless Below 1 acre Between 1-3 acre Between 3-5 acre Between 5-8 acre Above 8 acre Total 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 J 8 

Mani Gumpa 2 12 7 1 - - 22 
_(9.09) (54.55) (31.82) (4.54) 

-· (100.00~ 

5t11 Mile Lepcha 2 7 7 4 I - 21 
Gaon (9.52) (3.33) (33.33) (19.05) (4.77) (100.00) 

-
Pochaok 2 - 22 18 25 9 76 

(2.63) (28.95) (23.69) (32.89) (11.84) { 100.00) 
Total 6 19 36 23 26 9 119 

(5.04) (15.97) (30.25) (19.33) - --(2:L8J) -- -- --- (7.56) (I 00.00) 

(Figures in the parentheses indicate percentages) 

Group 

Group I 
Group 11 
Group lii 

Group IV 
Group V 

Source: 

Note: 

'• 

Table- 3.7 
Land rent during 1901 - 1903 and 1925 

-. -Wet land Dl'y land Waste 
a b c a b c a b c 

Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A Rs. A 
1 4 1 14 1 10 0 15 1 10 1 8 0 3 0 4 0 4 
1 0 1 8 1 5 0 12 1 5 1 3 0 3 0 4 - 0 4 
0 11 1 0 0 14 0 8 0 14 0 13 0 2 0 3 0 3 

1 3 1 0 

~ ::~ ~ ...... ~ 0 9 0 14 0 12 0 7 0 12 0 11 0 2 0 
0 8 0 12 0 10 0 6 0 9 0 9 0 2 0 

H.C.V Philpot, ICS Settlement Officer, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement ofKalimpong Government Estate 1919-21. p.34. 

Col a, b andc stand for rates before 1925, rate proposed by Philpot in 1919-21, and rate sanctioned actually. 
·:. . . '" .·:. :_ . . 

---------------

"'-' 
~ 
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3.3.4 RENT FREE LAND 

Since the Tibetan and British rule the lands particularly used for religious 

purposes like, construction of Church, Gumpa etc., are kept as rent free land. For 

maintenance of these religious institutions some cultivable lands in the surrounding 

areas are also kept rent free:-The first survey and settlement of Kalimpong was 

. . ' 
conducted by Mr. Marindin · in 1882 also identified rent free land for Buddhist 

Monasteries and Hermitages and for that matter sanction was conveyed in the Govt. 

of Bengal's order No.2872- 1159 LR dt 28th Dec. 1881. Out of nine such Gumpas 

mentioned by Philpot in his survey_ 1919-21 which were enjoying rent free land 

since 1882, Mani Gumpa of Sindipong under the present study area is one of them. 

. The area under Mani Gumpa remained the same 6 acres during 1882 and 1902 while 

it increased to 7 acre during 1920. (Philpot,1925: 19). 

The great grandson of the head lama who IS occupymg not only the · 

residential house of the Gumpa but also hereditarily cultivating the rent free Gumpa 

land. Some rent free lands of the Gumpa are also cultivated by the Lepchas of the 

village on share cropping. They need to pay fifty per cent of the produce to the 

Gumpa. Although a part of the agricultural produce is used for the maintenance of 

the Gumpa and organizing different religious activities but the present decendents of 

head lama are using most of the land as their family property. 

3.3.5 LAND MEASUREMENT AND RECORD OF LAND 

Lands in the hilly region of Daljeeling are measured in the standard modem 

measurement units like acre and decimal. During the British rule, the different 

surveys ofKalimpong Estate were carried out by Marindin (1882), C.A. Bell (1901-

03), H.C.V. Philpot (1919-21) in the modem English scale of land measurement. It 
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may be inferred that since the British period the authorities are using the standard 

measurement of land. But Lepchas usually use some natural objects particularly tree. 

rivulet etc., as identification mark of land under their possession. 

The standard unit of measurement is used for all official purposes like 

transfer of land, paying ·land rent. The area has been surveyed by the government of 

West Bengal and specific plot number and Khatian number have been allotted in 

terms of the modem unit of measurement of decimal and acre (100 dec.= 1 acre). A 

copy of one Khatian of 5th Mile Lepcha Gaon is attached herewith in the appendix 

III. For all practical purposes Lepchas do not know either the total land under their 

possession or the land for specific agricultural use. In the case of cultivated land, 

they just count the number of terrace steps whose length and breadth varies widely 

depending upon the availability of the slope of the land. Another way of local 

measurement is the quantity of seed used or the quantity of agricultural products 

they receive after harvest. For measuring the areas of wet land, Lepchas mention 

about how many Tungri, (a container having approximately 4 kg of paddy) of seed 

they use for the field. Some Lepchas also refer to the stock of hay whose volume 

gtves some idea about the production of paddy and hence the area under its 

cultivation. 

Dry land is measured in terms ofTunjiang (a container made ofbamboo) of 

maize they receive from the field. Gunny bags of ginger or cardamom are also some 

other indigenous ways by which is also measured. 

Lepchas, thus, use two different units of measuring land- i) official unit of 

measurement in terms of acre and decimal and ii) indigenous unit of measurement in 
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the form of seed used in tenns of Tungri, production of paddy in terms of Tungfri

Khaa-kaai, J'unjiang of maize, stock of hay. 

3.3.6 CLASSIFICATION OF LAND 

Philpot [I 925:29] classified land in Kalimpong Estate into nine categories-

1) cardamom land, 2) terraced land 3) unterraced land, 4) orchard, 5) homesteads, 6) 

new fallow (i.e. fallow ofthree years or less), 7) old fallow (i.e. fallow of more than 

three years), 8) other cultivable land and 9) uncultivable land. 

In our study area, we identified seven categories of land. They are i) 

Cardamom field, ii) Water logged or wet land (Zo-nyaot), iii) Dry land (Moong

nyaot), iv) Kitchen garden (Sing), v) Bamboo field (Maat lobong), 6) Lands enjoy 

continuous flow of water (Sim) and 7) Stony and uncultivable land. 

i) Cardamom field (Tambrak-nyaot) 

Cardamom grows in comparatively cold region as the plant can not bear 

much heat All those moist region where rich soil is shaded by either tree or hillocks 

and streamlets wet the land throughout the year, cardamom can be planted. It is said, 

cardamom needs shed, moderate warmth, a good supply of irrigated water and a rich 

soil. Both the wet and dry land can be used for plantation. But good irrigation 

alongwith some warmth climate is necessary for cardamom. Lepchas do produce 

cardamom in both terraced and unterraced land. In the natural slope of the 

undulating hill. or even without h::tmpering forest, cardamom can be planted. 

O'Malley noted "Lepchas mostly cultivate at the lower level, and are particularly 

fo'und of cardamom cultivation at the bottom of the valley." [1907: 65]. In our study 

------ ________ ___j 
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area there is cardamom cultivation only in Pochaok where the upper part of the 

village is used for this cultivation. 

ii) Wet land (Zo-nyaot) 

Lands at comparatively lower part of the village in the valley areas or lands 

near the stream or rivulet are suitable for making wet land. In hilly slope where the 
. ' 

terrace comprises of small patch of land there is a need to raise a boundary at the 

opposite side of the hills. In a comparatively valley areas lands are separated by 

raising earthen boundary on all the four sides. The boundary helps in retaining water 

inside the field and thus make it suitable for transplanting paddy seedlings. The 

black soil is found quite good for paddy cultivation. 

iii) Dry land (Moong- nyaot) 

In such land water is not available and they are located away from stream 

and rivulet. The terrace land without any earthen boundary at the end of terrace is 

known as dry land. Here instead of raising earthen boundary, lands at the outer edge 

are kept slightly lower so as to pass water out of the field. Crops like millet and 

maize, which require less water, are cultivated in dry land. 

Wet land can be converted into dry land by removing the boundary. In the 

same way by raising earthen boundary dry land can be converted ·into wet land. 

Tshering Lepcha of Mani Gumpa, gives the following reasons for converting his wet 

land into dry land: "Lands located· just below my dwelling houSe have been 

converted into dry land by destroying the boundaries. Wet land stores water for 

longer period turning the land of upper areas quite susceptible to land slide 

· particularly during the rainy season. Beside that, I have started cultivating gladioli, 
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which require less logged water. So there is no need to keep the boundaries. 

Moreover, the amount of land used for boundary, whatever small that may be. is just 

a wastage of scarce resource. Thus simply by removing the boundary the entire land 

could be brought under cultivation." 

iv) Kitchen garden (Sing) - -

A part of homestead land is often used by the Lepchas as kitchen garden 

where they produce vegetables for domestic consumption_ The roof of the dwelling 

house is used for some cripper vegetables. Normally Lepchas produce pumpkin, 

squash, green chilli, tomato, raisak, qtuliflower, cabbage in their kitchen garden. All 

such produces are solely used for domestic consumption and sometimes distributed 

among the neighbours or relatives as gift. No part is used for the market. 

v) Bamboo field (Maatlobong) 

Lands located in steep zone or rocky areas, are usually chosen for bamboo 

plantation. Sometimes, lands around the dwelling houses are also used for the same. 

Normally lands used for bamboo are found unsuitable for other crops. Kam Dorjee 

Lepcha, a 77 years oldman, ofMani Gumpa said: 

"Bamboo is quite useful for us but very harmful for other crops. The 

underground roots of bamboo spread over widely and extract fertility so much that 

no other crops can grow in the areas. The shadow of bamboo groves affects badly 

the growth of other crops. Bamboo does not give much return in monetary terms, 

often we freely distribute bamboo among our neighbours and relatives. No outsiders 

- visit our village to purchase bamboo. We can not destroy bamboo altogether because 



130 

we still believe in that proverb-- Lcpchas will not die so long bamboo is there in our 

Maya/ Lyaang_" 

vi) Continuous flow of water (Sim) 

Sim might have derived from the English word 'slime' means slippery or 

gluey mud_ Quite a small area in the study villages comes under the category ofsim_ 

The lands, which suffer from continuous flow of water round the year, are so marshy 

that one cannot do any cultivation there. Sangdil Lepcha total with a humor 

"throughout the year our land provides sufficient water to all the households located 

below it but we are the most unfortunate because we can not use the sim land for 

productive purposes." 

vii) Stony land (Farjar) 

This type of lands is kept as permanent fallow and nothing can be grown 

there. Such terrain is totally unfit for cultivation and any other purposes. In our study 

area not much area comes under the stony lan~- Major portion of it belongs to 

Pochaok 

3.3. 7 THE LANDSCAPE 

The landscape and its location often considered as an important factor in 

determining the cropping pattern in this hilly region_ Beside cropping pattern, while 

-
constructing their houses, Lepchas seek the advice of the elderly persons like 

Bongthing on which direction their house should face_ The eminent botanists of the 

region also hinted. upon the association between the face of the landscape and the 

type of vegetation_ Fanners from their experience also identified the following crops 

as suitable in the different landscape : 
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i) East facing land : Rice, orange, ginger, maize, millet, daL hhatamas. 

ii) West facing land : Marze, millet. 

iii) North facing Land : Cardamom, orchids, moss, ferns etc. 

iv) South facing land :-Rice, dal, bhatamas. 

It has been observed that la_nds facing different directions in the hilly terrain 

encounter with the nature diversely. Maximum sun rays are enjoyed by .lands facing 

the east; while rainfall is the highest for those lands facing the south; where as north 

facing lands receive more cold, wind, mist and are comparatively swampy and 

dumpy. 


