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CHAPTER-3 

THE GEOGRAPlllC PERSONALITY OF THE AREA 

The present study area- North Bengal lies in the northern part of West 

Bengal, comprising six districts- Darjiling, Jalpaiguri, Koch Bihar, Maida, Uttar 

Dinajpur and Dakshin Dinajpur. It occupies an area of approximately 21859 sq. 

km. The latitudinal extension ofthe area is approximately from 24°45'N to 27°20' 

N while longitudinal extension covers from 87°45 'E to 89°50' E. 

PHYSIOGRAPHY: The Physiography of the present study area is full of diversity. 

The Northern part of it has lofty hilly country while to the immediate foothills 

there is a wavy rugged topography, called Terai and Dooars. Again in the South, 

monotonous plain exists. On the basis of physiographic characteristics and relief 

the whole region can be divided into three physiographic units. These are-

(A) The Northern Hilly Tract: This northern district of North Bengal belongs to 

the Sub-Himalayan range. The northern part ofDarjiling & Jalpai guri districts fall 

under this unit. According to Mr. Mallut, geographically this northern hilly tract 

can be divided into five groups like Darjiling Gneiss series, the Daling series, the 

Buxa series the Damuda series1 and the Nahan series2
. This hilly tract consists of 

long tortuous ranges running generally from north to south through out its length .. 

The Sub Himalayan range forms the great backbone of the Darj iling Himalaya. 

The Singalila range is the most interesting part of it. Its highest peak is 

SANDAKPHU (11,929 feet). A number of spurs descends eastward from this range. 

The south east fringe of the Singalila range radiates four great hill ranges from a 

central point ofGhum. These are-

1. The Ghum range (7000 feet to 7900 feet) 

1 Belongs to Gondawana. 
2 Known as Tertiary system (Gazetteer of the Drujiling District, 1967) 
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2. The Senchal-Mahaldiram range (8000 feet to 8600 feet) 

3. The Takdah or Tangbu range (7300 feet to 680 feet) 

4. The Drujiling Jalapahar range (7200 feet to 7163 feet)..! 

The only mountainous tract in the Jalpaiguri district is that part of the 

Bhutan range in the immediate neighbourhood of the frontier out post of Buxa. 

The boundary here between Indian and Bhutan territory is the Sinchula (or more 

properly Tchinchula) range. From one of its highest peaks, called Chhota Sinchula, 

which has an altitude of 5695 feet, a splendid view is obtained of the Buxa Duar. 

The Sinchula range has an elevation varying from 4000 feet to a little over 

6000feet, the highest peck Renigango being 6222 feet above sea level. The hills 

run generally in long even ridges, here and there the summits bristle up into creeks 

of from 200 feet to 300 feet. 

B) The Terai and Dooars: It is a wavy plain lying at the foot of the Himalayas 

where slope gradually declines from north to south. The Teesta River demarcates 

the region into two parts - the western part of it known as the Terai while the 

Eastern fringe is called Dooars. The word ' Terai' is derived from Persian, meaning 

a damp and humid place. The term may broadly be applied to the running strip of 

land 15 to 20 miles wide, occupying the entire length of the foothills of the 

Himalayas from west to east. It refers to the area at the immediate foot of the 

Darjiling hills and the border foot hill areas between Bhutan and India. The Terai 

district forms a very irregular belt, scantily clothed and intersected by innumerable 

rivulets from the hills, which unite and divide again on the flat, till, emerging from 

the region of many trees, they enter the plains, following devious courses, which 

glisten like silver threads. Again the word 'Dooars ' means doors to the mountain. 

A rough section from north to south resembles it as a gigantic staircase running 

step by step down from the lofty Himalaya to southern North Bengal plains. 
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The formation and geological development of Terai and Dooars, have been 

summarized by Dr. B. Banerjee in 'Morphological Regions of West Bengal ' -

(Geog. Review of India, Vol. 26), as follows- "There is another type of plain lying 

at the foot of the Himalayas. This is the typical piedmont plain or the alluvial fan 

surface of the Himalayan foot hills. This tract is known as the Terai and the 

Dooars, the general elevation of which is over 250 feet. A major part of this plain 

is built up of debris washed down from the Himalayan slopes. The immense load 

of materials carried down by the streams are heaped up as soon as the streams 

descend to the plain. Erosion and deposition is repeated here every year. A general 

slope of 2-3 feet per mile with a pronounced little to the east is the characteristic 

feature of the landscape where the rivers come down from the hills, huge semi

circular fans are formed by the deposition of boulders and coarser soil particles. 

These along with many braided streams have built this broad piedmont alluvial 

plain of the Himalayan foothills". 

(C) The Northern Plain: The Northern plain includes the southern part of Jalpaiguri 

district, Uttar and Dakshin Dinajpur, Koch Bihar and Maida districts. 

Physiographically the entire Northern Plain can be divided into three parts, Such 

as-

(1) Barind: The country to the east ofMalda district and some parts ofDakshin 

Dinajpur is known as Barind. Its characteristic feature is the relatively highland of 

the red clay soil of the old alluvium (Pleistocene). Parts of these highlands have an 

elevation from 15 to 30 metres above the level of the Ganges and being frequently 

intersected by deep water-channels, simulate the appearance of small hills. The 

older alluvium or Pleistocene deposit is flanked on the west of Maida by the more 

recent flood plains ofMahananda and the Ganges. 

(2) Tal land: This distinguishing natural feature belongs to district Koch Bihar, a 

major portions of Uttar and Dakshin Dinajpur districts and the north of Kalindri 
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river of Maida district. The name 'Tal' applies to the land which floods deeply by 

meandering streams. This country is a low-lying plain. 

(3) Diara: South of the river Kalindri of Malda district is known as Diara. It is 

seamed throughout by old courses of the Ganges, upon the banks of one of which 

the city of Gour once stood. The most striking natural feature is the continuous line 

of islands and accretions formed in the bed of the Ganges by its ever changing 

currents and known as the diara, the long open stretches of which contrast with the 

patch-work-like effect of the miles of small embanked mulberry fields 

characteristic of the higher lands of this portion of the district. 

RIVER SYSTEM: North Bengal has a wonderful river system in the whole 

country. It is well-drained by a number of rivers and rivulets of various magnitude. 

Besides its river the region abounds in numerous ponds and swamps. Most of the 

rivers originate from the Northern Himalaya and are snow fed. So, during winter 

these do not dry up. During wet times these are swallowed up and bring floods 

almost every year. The beds of the rivers are affected by siltation. 

The TEEST A is the largest and most important river of North Bengal. Like 

many of the other great rivers ofNorthem India, the Teesta rises on the further side 

of the Himalaya and bursts through the mountain barriers. It then runs to the south 

and threading its way through the mountains, debouches on the plains through a 

gorge known as the Sevok Gola Pass. Accompanying its tributaries like the 

Rangpo, the Rilli and the Rangit the Teesta enters Jalpaiguri from Darjiling at its 

north-western comer and flows in a south easterly direction until it passes into 

Rangpur district of Bangladesh. This river often changes its course and causes 

floods. In 1787 and 1968 this river brought disastrous floods. Its current is very 

rapid. Due to its havoc it is called the 'River of sorrow of North Bengal'. 
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Apart from the Teesta the other main rivers that flow through the study area 

are the Balason, the Mahanand~ the Jaldhaka, the Tors~ the Kaljani, the Raidak, 

the Ku1ik, the Atrai, the Tangan, the Kalindri. These rivers originate from either 

Darjiling Himalayan region or adjacent Bhutan ranges. Most of these rivers 

ultimately have entered into Bangladesh and then Bay of Bengal. 

Beels and marshes: North Bengal abounds in a large number of rivers and most of 

them have changed courses very frequently. There are thus a large number of 

abandoned channels of the rivers. While some of these establish a connection with 

the river during the monsoon, others are completely insular accumulations of 

water. Due to heavy rainfall these very often remain full of rain drops and local 

drainage. These heels and marshes are used for growing fish and small tortoise and 

also help the cu1tivators by providing water for steeping of jute. Some such heels 

have been the focal point of tourists. As Rashikbeel of Koch Bihar district attract a 

number of inland tourists and picnickers. 

CLIMATE: There is a diversity of climate in North Bengal. In Northern 

mountainous country the climate is cool humid in character, while in the foot hills 

and plains the climate is rotated by six distinct seasons i.e.- summer, rain, early 

autumn, late autumn, winter and spring .. In general, the period between October 

to February is climatically most favourable for recreation in the plains and the 

period between October ·to November and March to May in the Northern 

Himalayan region (Darjiling Himalaya). 

For the better convenience we can divide the entire North Bengal into two 

climatic region-

The Darjiling mountaineous region : The climate varies considerably with altitude 

in this part of North Bengal. It is cool humid in character. The 2000 metre contour 

line roughly divides the region into two micro climatic zones. The Himalayan type 

climate ('E', 'T' type of Koppen) has been observed about 2000 metre altitude .. 
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Below this limit, the micro climate is of humid mesothermal type. 

Rainfall is variable over space in this region. The Southern hills receives 

30% to 50% more rainfall than the northern counter parts. The average rainfall of 

the region is around 400-300 em per year. The average annual temperature is 

around 12.6°c. During cold months subzero temperatures are often noticed. It 

however, gradually rises to nearly 22°c during July. In March a brief Himalayan 

spring is ushered in with high blustering winds. It is very short, lasting only till the 

end of the month. During this time rhododendrons, magnolias, primroses and other 

garden flowers come out in bloom and the slopes lose the brown dried-up 

appearance they get in winter. During April and May there is a short-lived summer 

accompanied by showers of rain which become heavier and more frequent till the 

setting in of the rains in the beginning of June. For three months after this, 

Darjiling is exposed to the full force of the monsoon, drenched with rain and 

shrouded in mist. 

The plains : Broadly the districts of Jalpaiguri, Koch Bihar, Uttar Dinajpur, 

Dakshin Dinajpur and Maida belong to this climatic region. The climate of this part 

of North Bengal is characterized by a hot and oppressive summer season, plentiful 

rain and moisture in the air while during winter temperatures drop rapidly. 

Towards the close of March, increasing thermic recordings indicate the advent of 

summers. The sweltering heat of the summers keeps the recreationists at bay from 

the plains. In April the mean daily maximum temperature is almost 32°c and the 

mean daily minimum is 21.8°c. The harshness of the weather comes as a barrier to 

mobility both for the residents as well as visitors. The mounting heat and the 

intense barometric lows culminate into monsoonal out bursts. Rains have been 

recorded to be abundant all along the Himalayan foothill districts i.e. Darjiling, 

Jalpaiguri and southern neighbour Koch Bihar. With the onset of the monsoons the 

surface is full of seasonal streamlets that eventually drain into perennial rivers, 

caJ ing them to overspill and occasionally floods. 
" 
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Here it is necessary to mention that in the plains as one goes southward, the 

temperatures increased by 2° to 5°c especially in the Uttar and Dakshin Dinajpur 

and Maida districts. But in case of rainfall a reverse case is observed or rainfall in 

these districts begins to decline. 

The cold season commences after the middle of November and the 

temperatures drop rapidly. January is the coldest month with the mean daily 

minimum temperature at 10.3°c while the mean daily maximum temperature at 

23.8°c. 

Some of the cyclonic storms and depressions from the Bay of Bengal in the 

premonsoon and post monsoon period often reach to the plains which break the 

monotony of climate. In the hot weather months of March to May thunderstorms 

occur generally in the afternoon, accompanied often with heavy rain with hail. 

These Phenomena is called 'Kalbaisakhi'. In the post monsoon period (Autumn) it 

is known as 'Storm of Aashin' 1
. These are violent and destructive. In the cold 

season, in association with passing western disturbances spells of cold weather are 

experienced and the minimum temperature may go down to some four of fi ve 

degrees above the freezing point of water in some districts. Besides this sometimes 

fog grasps almost all the districts of this part of North Bengal. 

FLORA: The landscape of North Bengal is endowed with a variety of natural 

vegetation. The natural vegetation of the area is peculiarly diverse in the number of 

species and varied in its character depending on its climate, altitude and 

physiography. The region reveals an astonishing range of bio-diversity. The 

wilderness of whispering forest, the roaring rivers, blooming orchids attract a 

number of botanists, nature lovers every year. In fact it is a store house of 

biodiversity for which tourists very often visit North Bengal. 

1 'Aashin ' is the no. 61
h month ofBengali calendar. 
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To have a glimpse of natural vegetation a table is given below--

TABLE-4 

FLORAL TYPE OF NORTH BENGAL 

Districts Type of natural forests 

Darjiling 1. Tropical zone from the plains up to about 6000 feet : 

Sal (Shorea Robusta), palas (Butea Frondosa), Sissoo (Dal 

bergia Sissoo ), · Khair (Acacia catechu), Semal (Bombax 

Maldbaricum), Mehgony (Swietenia Mahagoni), Pine (Pinus 

Longifolia) etc. 

2. Temperate zone from about 6000 to 12000 feet : 

Oaks, chestnuts, magnolias, laurels, maples, birches, 

rhododendrons aconites, violets etc. 

Jalpai guri 1. Riverine forest: Sal, Khair, Sissoo, Mehogoni etc. 
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2. Plains forest : Semal, Khair, Asathwa (Ficus religios), Neem 

(Melia azadirachta), Amlaki (Phyllanthus emblica), Radha 

chura (Poinciana regia), Debdaru (Polyalthia longifolia), 

Guava (Psideim guyava), Arjuna (Terminalia arjuna), Hartaki 

(Terminalia arjuna) etc. 

3.Savannah forest: Sacchanim, Erianthus, Imperata Cylindrica, 

Arundo donax, Neyraudia reynaudiaila etc. 
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Koch Bihar 1. Palms : The Betel- nut palms, the date- palm, the ordinary 
palms (tal), the coconut palms etc. 

2. Different type of bamboos and plantains. 

3. Fruit trees : The jack:fruit, the Mango, Dalim, kul,. 

4. Timber trees : The bat (Ficus bengalensis), Asathwa or 
Peepal, Sal Sisso, Bahia, Khair, Kadam, Simul, Krishnachura 
etc. 

Uttar Dinajpur Bahia, Kadam, Simul, Krishna chura, Radha chura, various 
palm trees, mango, jack fruit etc. 

Dakshin Simul, Babool, Mahua, Kadam, and other palm trees along with 
Dinajpur fruit-bearing trees. 

Maida 1. Moist deciduous riverine forests 

2. Dry deciduous sal forests 

3. Moist deciduous hijal forests 

4. Dry deciduous miscellaneous forests 

Prior to arrival of the British in India, the entire North Bengal region lay 

dormantly blanketed by virgin forest stands and thickets that made it almost 

impenetrable, but as the British came the wilderness fell at stake. Large tracts of 

natural forests continued to be sheared-off and brought under plough. Today much 

of the native vegetation suffered greatly at the hands of timber merchants and 

wood mafia where offensive exploitations have disturbed the ecological balance of 

the study area. 
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FAUNA: North Bengal has a spectacular range of faunal variety. The thick 

whispering virgin forests are the ideal haven for wildlife. The prominent herbivores 

of the region are the Elephant, Rhino, Gaur, Sambar, Chital, Barking Deer, Hog 

Deer, Wild Pig, Monkeys, Hispid Hare etc. while the main carnivores are the 

Indian Tiger, Leopard, Clouded Leopard, Hog Badger, Jungle Cat, Sloth Bear, 

Himalayan Bear, Fishing Cat, Civet Cat, Jackal, Mongoose, Fox, Wild Dog etc. 

Many other animals like Porcupines, Rhesus Macaque, Squirrels, Common 

Pangolin and Chinese Pangolin are also frequently seen in the forests . Tortoise, 

Lizards, Chameleon, Snakes like King Cobra, Russel Viper, Banded Crait, Indian 

Python and Reticulated Python are the reptiles of this region. 

The one-homed rhinos and the Indian elephants are the chief guest of forests 

of the region. The region is also abundant in game birds. The wild goose, wild 

duck, the florican, the heron, the sparrow, the green parrot, the jungle cock and the 

several species of Quail, Snipe, Duck and Waders have beautified the forests. 

Moreover the numerous varieties of colourful butterflies also attract a number of 

zoologists and nature lovers to this region. 

Owing to human encroachment the life of the wild animals is in danger. So 

to save them West Bengal Government has taken some steps. For this, some 

pockets of wilderness have been reserved carefully where wild animals can wander 

without disturbance. These are -



TABLE-5 

NATIONAL PARKS AND SANCTUARIES IN NORTH BENGAL 

NATIONAL PARKS DISTRICTS AREA (Sq. Km.) 

Singalila National Parks Darjiling 78.60 

Neora Valley , , Darjiling 88.00 

Garumara , , Jalpaiguri 8.52 

WILD LIFE SANCTUARIES 
(W.L.S) 

Mahananda W.L.S. Darjiling 127.22 

Senchal W.L.S. Darjiling 38.88 

Jorepokhri Salamander Darjiling 0.04 

Jaldapara W.L.S. Jalpaiguri 216.51 

Chapramari W.L.S. Jalpaiguri 9.49 

Buxa W.L.S. Jalpaiguri 368.99 

Raiganj W.L.S. Uttar Dinajpur 1.30 

TIGER RESERVES 

Buxa Tiger Reserve 368.99 J 758.32 Jalpaiguri 

Buffer area 389.33 

Source : Directorate ofTourism, W.B. (1996) 
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The region, in general, is a moderate densely populated part of West Bengal. 

Its population is 12.03 million (1991). From amongst the six districts Jalpaiguri 

ranks the highest with a population of approximately 28 lakh people in 1991 . 

Maida and Koch Bihar rank next (26.37 lakh and 21.71 lakh respectively) followed 

by Uttar Dinajpur and Darjiling district (19.26 lakh and 13 lakh respectively). The 

Dakshin Dinajpur district records lowest human numbers (12 lakh). Among these 

districts Maida occupies highest density (706 persons per sq. km.) of the region. 

On the other hand Darjaing district being a hilly area records lowest density of 

population (413 persons per sq. km.). The higjf.st percentage of urbanization is 
.. ,~ -'r ' 

found in Darjiling district. On the contrary most of the parts of North Bengal are 

characterized by low degree of urbanization. On an average the percentage of 

urban dweller in the region is 14.75. Hence 85.25% of the population is rural in 

nature. This is a very clear indicator of the level of economic slow growth in the 

region. The region is dominated by scheduled casts and scheduled tribes. The Koch 

Bihar district has the highest percentage of scheduled castes population (51.76%) 

while the Darjiling district has least (16.15%). On the other hand Jalpaiguri district 

has the highest percentage of scheduled tribe population (21.04o/o). Koch Bihar 

district in this case is lagged behind, only ( 0. 61%). 

Marked by chronic rurality and backwardness, the economy of North Bengal 

IS overwhelmingly agrarian. Except Siliguri, Maida, Raiganj and Koch Bihar 

almost the whole of the region suffers from a depressed infrastructural growth. 


