CHAPTER 3

Nepal under the Shamsher Ranas, 1885—1951

The Shamsher Ranas ruled Nepal for sixty-six years from 188s. It was a
period that saw the beginnings of the takeoff in population growth and,
consequently, increasing pressure on land in the hills. These years also
brought the tightening of the economic bonds between the Nepalese and
Indian economies and the slowly increasing exposure of Nepal’s people to
new ways of thinking from India and the world beyond. These were, how-
ever, long-term processes and, particularly in the earlier part of the period,
they did not make a strong impact on political developments. Here the
important factors were the jockeying for power within the Rana family itself
and also the regime’s relationship with British India. Co-operation with the
British had been the norm since even before Jang Bahadur’s takeover, but it
was strengthened by the accession to power of a new generation of Ranas.
All had been educated to some level in English and, while still a little wary
of British intentions, they did not feel the deep suspicion of firangis which
Jang had shared with all Nepalese statesmen before him. The new atti-
tude was also helped by a major change in British policy in India after the
Mutiny crisis of 1857. Whereas before they had seemed intent on elbowing
aside traditional rulers and substituting their own direct administration,
greater caution now ruled, and the British were anxious to sustain rather
than supplant what remained of traditional political structures. With the
rise of the Indian nationalist movement around the turn of the century,
this more conservative stance was further reinforced because such rulers —
whether the Indian ‘princes’ or the Ranas in Nepal — seemed natural allies
against radical demands for political change.

FROM BIR TO BHIM: THE HIGH TIDE OF RANA RULE

The system of agnate succession continued after 1885, and the joint position
of maharaja and prime minister was held in turn by five of Dhir Shamsher’s
sons and then by two of his grandchildren. Following the practice already
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62 A History of Nepal

adopted by Jang Bahadur, the principal offices of state were held by the
Ranas next in line to succeed the maharaja and thus at the head of ‘the Roll’.
The most senior of these was the commander-in-chief, whose role was in
fact the supervision of the civi/ administration. Below him in the hierarchy
was the western commanding general, the man who had actual day-to-day
control of the army and was popularly known as the jangi lar (war lord);
next came the eastern, southern and northern commanding generals. All
the Ranas continued to acknowledge the theoretically higher status of the
king, who was known as Shri Panch Sarkar (Five-Times Illustrious Ruler),
while the maharaja was merely Shri Tin Sarkar (Three-Times Illustrious
Ruler).

Even if Maharaja Bir Shamsher, eldest of Dhir’s sons, had shared earlier
rulers’ deep suspicion of the British, close co-operation would still have been
inevitable. During his early years in power, Jang Bahadur’s sons attempted
to launch armed raids from India, and Bir had to ensure he gave the British
no reason to assist them. The British had decided just before the Shamsher
takeover to increase the number of Gurkha regiments from five to ten; Bir
helped them to achieve this by allowing serving soldiers to recruit when
they were home on leave and also by legal changes which made it easier for
a man who enlisted to retain control of land in Nepal. By 1890 the British
were satisfied they were getting full co-operation.

Despite at least two conspiracies against him involving several of his
brothers, Bir ruled Nepal until his death from natural causes in April 1901.
He is commemorated today in the name of the border town of Birganj,
which forms the principal gateway to Nepal for travellers coming by land
from India. An existing small settlement was expanded and renamed to
mark Bir’sappointment by the British in 1897 as Knight Grand Commander
of the Star of India.

Bir was succeeded by Dev Shamsher, who combined extravagant tastes
(even by Rana standards) with genuinely liberal leanings. He proposed to
establish a network of vernacular schools and also attempted to emancipate
female slaves in the Kathmandu Valley and in the maharaja’s own special
domain of Kaski and Lamjung. He held an unprecedented public meeting
in the main hall of his own residence to invite suggestions for reform, and,
to provide a continuing forum for people to express their grievances, he
founded Nepal’s first newspaper, the Gorkbapatra. Dev’s liberalism did not,
perhaps, extend as far as is sometimes suggested today, for he specifically
excluded the powers and privileges of the maharaja himself from discussion
in his people’s assembly. Nevertheless, these moves greatly alarmed his more
conservative brothers and they combined to force his abdication after only
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8. Chandra Shamsher Rana, maharaja from 1901 to 1929.

four months in office. He was sent into internal exile and later moved to
India. Most of his initiatives were abandoned but the Gorkbapatra survived,
though as a kind of official gazette rather than a channel for complaints,
and today it remains the government’s Nepali-language newspaper.

The man who took over, Chandra Shamsher, maharaja from 1901 to
1929, was a skilful administrator, and also a veteran intriguer. Although
he had probably been involved in at least two plots against Bir, he had
managed to avoid the blame when these failed. He was the only one of the
brothers to study in Calcutta University and he was also unusual for the
austerity of his personal lifestyle: he was both teetotal and monogamous.
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64 A History of Nepal

Respected rather than loved, it is said that he rarely smiled but that when he
did it was an ominous sign for the person he was talking to. Chandra’s two
most visible legacies in Kathmandu are Trichandra College, set up in 1919,
and his palace, the Singha Darbar, which now houses the government’s
main secretariat in Kathmandu. Chandra also formally abolished slavery
and sa#i in Nepal as well as systematising the administration, which had
previously depended heavily on the maharaja personally making even very
minor decisions.

Close co-operation with the British was for Chandra very much a strate-
gic choice rather than one of compulsion. Before moving against Dev, he
had hinted at his intention in a letter to a former British resident, and
it has often been assumed that he sounded out the viceroy, Lord Cur-
zon, on the plan when hunting with him in the Nepalese Tarai. Chandra
subsequently became an enthusiastic partner in Curzon’s forward policy’
in Tibet, actually taking the initiative himself to warn the British of the
need to forestall Russian interference. When the Younghusband expedi-
tion was sent into Tibet in 1904, Nepal provided logistical help, and the
Nepalese representative in Lhasa was of great value to the British both as
a source of information and as a mediator between them and the Chinese
authorities.

During the First World War, Chandra assisted in obtaining 55,000
recruits for the Gurkha regiments of the Indian army, and also sent some
18,000 of Nepal’s own troops into India to take up garrison duties. Includ-
ing Nepalese in other units such as the military police in Burma, around
100,000 were involved in the war effort, with at least 10,000 killed and
another 14,000 wounded or missing." While the claim by one Nepalese
historian that in relation to its population (then around § million) Nepal’s
losses were greater than those of any other country? is thus clearly untrue,
the contribution was a significant one.

In recompense Chandra would have most preferred the return of some
or all of the territory lost under the Treaty of Sagauli, but this was consid-
ered politically impossible, and he received instead an annual subsidy of
1 million rupees. Subsequent maharajas continued to press for a land grant
but, although they might gain sympathy from the British representative in
Kathmandu, the authorities in India and in Britain valued the hold over
Rana behaviour that an annual subsidy gave them.

The 1923 treaty between Britain and Nepal explicitly recognising Nepal’s
complete independence was also partly a reward for wartime co-operation.
Here, though, the British may have had the additional motive of securing
the loyalty of Gurkha troops used to quell disturbances in India: if Nepal
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Nepal under the Shamsher Ranas 65

were completely separate from India, such troops were less likely to feel that
they had something in common with Indian nationalists. Even before 1923
the Nepalese themselves had never admitted that they were not completely
independent and Britain, too, had at one time fully accepted the Nepalese
position. However, by the late nineteenth century, British Indian officials
had begun arguing that Nepal’s status was somewhere between that of fully
independent Afghanistan and the ‘princely’ or ‘native states’ within India
subject to the British Crown.

Chandra died in 1929, leaving to his brother Bhim plans for war with
Tibet over the arrest of a man of mixed Nepalese and Tibetan descent.
Under the 1856 treaty, such individuals were supposed to be subject only
to Nepalese jurisdiction. Hostilities were, however, averted through British
mediation. Bhim’s lasting mark on Nepalese life was the institution of a
weekly holiday on Saturday and the fixing of working hours on other days
as 10 a.m. to § p.m., an arrangement only recently superseded by a five-day
week for civil servants in 1999.

FROM JUDDHA TO MOHAN: THE LAST YEARS OF
THE OLD REGIME

Bhim’s short administration had been marked by tension between rival
groups of Ranas. The Shamsher brothers had fathered many sons by their
various wives and concubines, swelling the numbers on the Roll of Succes-
sion to the premiership. Legitimate sons resented having to take their turns
for the highest office behind their illegitimate half-brothers and cousins.
In 1920 Chandra had attempted to tackle this problem by a threefold clas-
sification of the family: A-Class Ranas, whose mothers were of equal caste
status to the father and were married with full religious rites; B-Class, whose
mothers, although still high-caste (Thakuri or Chetri), had been married
by a simpler ceremony (this was often employed where a couple had had a
relationship before the marriage); and C-Class, who were illegitimate and
normally the sons of lower-caste mothers. Chandra decreed that in future
only A-Class Ranas would be added to the Roll, but he did not remove
anyone already on it, and the illegitimate sons of Bir Shamsher included by
their father in 1885—1901 thus retained their right to the premiership. Bhim
then undid Chandra’s work by adding his own C-Class sons and grandsons
to the list.

Bhim’s successor, Juddha, the last of Dhir’s sons, faced a major disaster
on 15 January 1934 when a large part of Nepal, and of neighbouring areas
in India, was devastated by a severe earthquake. Around 7000 died across
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the country, and there was large-scale damage to buildings. The calmness
displayed by most of the population and the energetic reaction of senior
Ranas greatly impressed the British legation, as the residency was now styled.
Juddha himself was hunting in the Tarai at the time of the quake and did
not reach Kathmandu until three weeks later, but then organised relief
work and rebuilding successfully without the need to accept any foreign
help. Especially appreciated was the setting aside of 10 million rupees for
loans to private citizens and subsequent waiving of the requirement of
repayment; the impact of this gesture may be gauged from the fact that
many individuals simply refused to take advantage of the offer, believing
that it was sinful to take the king’s money. Major monuments such as the
clock tower of Trichandra College and the minaret erected by Bhimsen
Thapa were reconstructed, but the destruction of part of Kathmandu’s
crowded city centre was turned to advantage and Juddha Sadak (Juddha
Street) was driven through the area. New Road, as it came to be called,
remains today the main focus of much of the city’s commercial and social
life.

The earthquake was followed two months later by a political upheaval.
When Juddha became premier he had as his commander-in-chief and
successor-designate Rudra, illegitimate son of Bir, while lower down the
Roll the presence of other C-Class individuals depressed the position of the
legitimate sons of Chandra and of Juddha himself. Tension between the two
groups increased, and on 18 March 1934 Rudra and the other C-Class Ranas
on the Roll were summoned to the Singha Darbar for a meeting of the state
council, only to find the building ringed with troops. A few minutes later
Juddha himself entered with a pistol in each hand and ordered their removal
from the Roll. Almost all were sent to live outside Kathmandu, and several,
including Rudra, were appointed as district governors.

Juddha undertook the purge with some reluctance, for he and his nephew
Rudra were of virtually the same age and had been brought up together.
Apart from concern for the interests of his own sons, Juddha’s motive was
probably fear that unless he resolved the quarrel between A- and C-Classes
he could himself meet the same fate as Ranoddip Singh, whose assassination
in 1885 had been the result of the rivalry between Jang and the Shamsher
Ranas. The actual timing was apparently determined by the argument that
it would be considerate to oust the C-Class before they had had the trouble
and expense of rebuilding their houses after the earthquake.

Threats from outside the family were now beginning to emerge as well.
Since the end of the First World War, anti-Rana agitation had devel-
oped among Nepalese living in India. Within Nepal, too, there were
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anti-Rana stirrings, though these were largely confined to a minuscule
minority educated in India or at Trichandra College in Kathmandu. In 1931,
during Bhim’s time, a small group of would-be revolutionaries (Prachanda
Gorkha) had been broken up and the members imprisoned. In the mid-
1930s an embryo political party, the Nepal Praja Parishad (Nepal People’s
Council), was secretly formed and its members had managed to make con-
tact with King Tribhuvan. Tribhuvan, who had become king in 1911 at the
age of five, had long resented his status as a powerless tool of the Ranas and
was also involved in at least one other clandestine movement, ominously
known as the Raktapat Mandal (Bloodshed Committee).

On the outbreak of war in 1939, Nepal declared support for Britain
immediately, just as in 1914. Unlike many other members of the Rana fam-
ily, Juddha was personally convinced even after the defeats of 1940 that
the British and their allies would eventually win and committed Nepal to
their cause. Gurkha troops, whether enlisted in the Indian army or serving
in Nepal’s own forces, again played an invaluable role.> Three Nepalese
battalions actually fought as part of the Fourteenth Army in Burma under
General Slim and perhaps another 200,000 Nepalese served with British
Indian Gurkha units or in the Indian military police. There was no for-
mal conscription, but, as in the First World War, some recruits did join
under pressure from the authorities. However, just as the Congress Party
in India had refused to back the war, so dissidents in Nepal saw no need
to postpone their demands. In 1940, Tanka Prasad Acharya, the son of a
revenue-collector who had been unfairly dismissed by Chandra, was elected
president of the Praja Parishad. Sympathisers in India published propa-
ganda on its behalf and then in September, using a smuggled duplicator,
the members themselves were able to print and distribute in Kathmandu
leaflets calling for people to rise up against the government.

The identities of those involved were betrayed to the authorities and in
January 1941 three leading members, and one sympathiser who was only
marginally connected with the Parishad, were executed: they are commem-
orated today by Sahid (Martyrs’) Gate in Kathmandu. Tanka Prasad and
three other colleagues escaped with their lives only because as Brahmans
they were exempt from the death penalty under Nepalese law. Tanka Prasad
in fact survived to become prime minister himself for a short period in the
1950s and remained active in public life until his death in 1992. The exe-
cutions, as forecast by the British minister when he advised against them,
increased public resentment against the maharaja, and it is possible that
Chandra’s sons urged a hard line precisely in the hope that it would indeed
make Juddha more unpopular.
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The king’s connection with the Praja Parishad was also uncovered, either
because incriminating documents were found in the house of one of the
activists executed or because the activist himself implicated him. Juddha
and his associates considered pressing Tribhuvan into abdicating in favour
of his son, Crown Prince Mahendra. However, Mahendra refused to play
the role projected for him and it was politically dangerous for Juddha to
use visible coercion on the royal family: powerless though he might be, the
king was still seen by his subjects as the ultimate source of legitimacy.

For the remainder of the war the internal situation in Nepal remained
quiet, but anti-British activists fled into the Tarai after the crushing of the
Indian National Congress’s Quit India movement in 1942. Nepal was at
first reluctant to co-operate fully with the British in extraditing them but
did so after local people in Saptari stormed a jail to release Jaya Prakash
Narayan and others. Of 490 wanted Congressmen, 465 were eventually
captured and handed over. In 1945 the British refused Juddha’s request
to replace the annual subsidy with land which would be ceded to Nepal.
However, they offered to double the subsidy to 2 million rupees and also, as
independent India could not be expected to continue the old arrangement,
they proposed conversion of part of this nominal sum into a single lump
payment to Nepal.

In November 1945, believing that he had not much longer to live, Juddha
resigned his office and went into religious retreat in the Indian Himalayas.
His successor, Padma, the son of Bhim Shamsher, was faced with a difficult
test. The British were preparing to relinquish their Indian empire, and the
Indian nationalists who would replace them had strong ideological sympa-
thies, and sometimes personal ties, with the Ranas’ Nepalese opponents. In
October 1946 the All India Nepali National Congress, with a largely student
membership, was set up at Benares. This group merged in January 1947 with
the Calcutta-based Gorkha Congress and with another Benares organisa-
tion, the Nepal Sangh, to form the Nepali National Congress. Tanka Prasad
Acharya was chosen as president but, as he was still in prison in Kathmandu,
this was merely a symbolic gesture: the real leader was B. P. Koirala, son
of an old opponent of Chandra Shamsher. Under B. P. as acting president,
the party promoted a strike in the jute mill at Biratnagar, the Koiralas’
home town, situated just across the border from India. B. P. Koirala was
arrested, but further demonstrations took place in Kathmandu, and the
campaign continued until May 1947, when Padma Shamsher announced
that a programme of reforms would be brought forward.

Padma’s inaugural speech, in which he referred to himself as a ‘servant
of the people’, had in fact already given an indication that he favoured a
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conciliatory approach. However, in addition to being less wealthy than most
leading Ranas, he was from the start a comparatively isolated figure. His
brothers and nephews had been among the C-Class Ranas purged in 1934,
and it was his A-Class cousins who held the senior positions on the Roll of
Succession and who were therefore the key powers in the administration.
Among these cousins, Chandra Shamsher’s three eldest sons, Mohan (now
commander-in-chief), Babar and Keshar, were particularly reluctant to
make concessions to the opposition. Some of Padma’s advisers, including
one of his C-Class nephews whom he had recalled to Kathmandu, urged
him to take steps against his cousins before they could move against him,
but although he initially agreed to this scheme his nerve later failed him and
the plan was abandoned. Details of this abortive purge were nevertheless
learned by the intended victims and this rendered Padma’s own position
all the more precarious.

In January 1948, five months after India had become independent, Padma
announced his plans for a new constitution, involving an elected assembly.
Although his new body was to have strictly limited powers, the offer was wel-
comed by the Nepali National Congress as a reasonable start. The following
month, however, apparently convinced that his life might be in danger from
Rana hard-liners, Padma crossed into India pleading ‘medical reasons’, and
in April he wrote a formal letter of resignation. The commander-in-chief,
Mohan Shamsher, duly became the next prime minister and maharaja.
Power thus returned to Chandra’s family.

The new regime did not formally abandon Padma’s reform programme,
but cracked down on opposition activity, banning both the Congress and
subsequently a new Kathmandu-based organisation, the Praja Panchayat,
which was campaigning for implementation of the new constitution. A
parliament of sorts, packed with Rana supporters, met in 1950 but its
sittings were suspended after a short period.

Mohan’s strategy was to preserve the internal status quo while seek-
ing to buttress his position externally. In 1945 Britain had been the only
country with an official representative at Kathmandu, but under Padma
overtures had already been made to the United States and France; Mohan
now announced that Nepal wished to establish diplomatic relations with
any country willing to reciprocate. The most important priority was, of
course, to reach an understanding with newly independent India, and
Mohan found Nehru’s government less intractable than might have been
feared. However much India might have liked to see a more democratic
government in Nepal, it was also eager for stability on its northern border
at a time when the Communists were on the verge of winning the civil
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9. Mohan Shamsher Rana rides through Kathmandu on an elephant to mark his
inauguration as prime minister and maharaja in 1948.

war in China and of re-establishing that country as a major power. The
Nepalese government allowed the use of Gorkha troops to help maintain
order in northern India in 1949 while Indian forces moved against the
ruler of the former princely state of Hyderabad, who had been resisting
the demand that he merge his territory with India. In the following year
Mohan was able to conclude security and commercial agreements with
New Delhi.

Mohan’s Nepalese opponents were far from placated, however, and he
foolishly strengthened their ranks by confiscating the assets within Nepal of
some of the C-Class Ranas. Two of these, Subarna and Mahavir Shamsher,
grandsons of Bhim and nephews of Padma, reacted by funding the estab-
lishment of the Nepali Democratic Congress in Calcutta, with the aim of
beginning an armed struggle against the Rana regime. In spring 1950 this
organisation merged with the Nepali National Congtess to form a unified
party, known simply as the Nepali Congress. The new party claimed to
employ non-violent methods, but it secretly commissioned B. P. Koirala
and Subarna Shamsher to organise a fighting force. Among the recruits
were both students and former Gurkha soldiers of the British Indian army,
particularly a number who had been captured by the Japanese and then
joined Subhas Chandra Bose’s ‘Indian National Army’ to fight alongside
the Japanese against the British. The Indian government appears to have
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given tacit approval but wanted to retain ‘deniability’ by insisting that they
obtained weapons from outside India. Arms were secured from Burma with
the help of leaders of the Indian Socialist Party and ferried into India by an
aircraft of Mahavir’s Himalayan Airways company.

Plans were made for the abduction of King Tribhuvan from the palace
and for a revolt within the Nepalese army, but the conspiracy was uncovered
by the Rana authorities and arrests were made in Kathmandu. The king’s
position was now extremely precarious, and he decided he must escape
from Rana custody. On the morning of 6 November 1950, he and most of
his family left the palace, ostensibly for a hunting expedition. The princes
drove their cars themselves and the accompanying Rana aides were thus
unable to prevent them suddenly turning aside from their official route
and entering the gates of the Indian embassy. Although attempts were to
be made to disguise the fact, the Indians had been secretly warned of what
was to happen, and the gates were immediately locked behind them.

Crown Prince Mahendra’s second son, three-year-old Prince Gyanen-
dra, had been left behind in the palace, presumably to ensure the future of
the dynasty in case anything should happen to the rest of the family. On
7 November, Mohan had the child proclaimed king in Tribhuvan’s place.
After negotiations with the embassy he permitted Tribhuvan and the
remainder of the family to be flown to India from the military airstrip
at Kathmandu.

With Tribhuvan safely on Indian soil, the Nepali Congress volunteers
launched a series of armed attacks across the border and succeeded in
capturing the town of Birganj. The Indian government planned to rely on
diplomacy to negotiate a compromise settlement between the Ranas and
King Tribhuvan, and in late November clamped down on the fighters, in
particular denying them the use of the Indian railway system to transport
men and materials. This gave Mohan’s regime some respite, and Birganj
was recaptured by Nepalese troops.

By the end of the month, however, the Indians had found the Ranas
unwilling to make the required concessions, and from about 20 December
they therefore covertly relaxed their control of Nepali Congress activity.
Rebel forces took control of Biratnagar and penetrated deep into the eastern
hills to capture Dhankuta, Bhojpur, Terhatum and other district centres.
In the first week of January 1951 there was a mass surrender of government
troops on the Kosi River, while in the hills west of Kathmandu the key
garrison at Tansen, where Rudra Shamsher was district governor, defected
to the rebel side.

Away from the battlefield Mohan’s diplomacy also proved unequal to the
occasion, despite the advantage of support from the British government,
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which still regarded the Ranas as valuable allies and cannot have been
pleased by the Nepali Congress leaders’ avowed hostility to the continuing
recruitment of Gurkhas into the British army. The British in fact wanted
to recognise the new king and appeared to have US support in this. They
wished to avoid a breach with India if possible and sought at first to persuade
Nehru not to insist on Tribhuvan’s return, but were probably on the verge
of recognising Gyanendra unilaterally when they received news that a Rana
delegation would travel to Delhi. They now accepted an Indian suggestion
to delay any announcement and were also influenced by the massive anti-
Rana demonstration that greeted a British fact-finding mission on its arrival
at Kathmandu airport at the beginning of December.* Nevertheless the
British still hoped to keep Mohan’s regime in power and in discussions in
Kathmandu endorsed a strategy of announcing a constituent assembly and
fully representative government as long-term aims and also setting up a
regency council for Gyanendra.

Mohan, however, failed to implement this plan in full, and the Indians
continued to press for proposals they had put to Nepal on 8 December:
Tribhuvan’s return and the setting-up of a cabinet including both Rana and
Nepali Congress representatives. The regime was now faced with a dete-
riorating military situation and were unwilling to confront India, instead
only putting forward further reform proposals for discussion. A contribut-
ing factor was probably that many of the leading Ranas, who had invested
much of their personal fortunes in India during British rule, were anxious
that their assets might be seized. By 2 January Rana representatives in Delhi
were indicating that Tribhuvan might after all be acceptable and on the 8th
Mohan formally agreed to accept both Tribhuvan as king and a coalition
cabinet made up of Ranas and ‘representatives of the people’.

This did not go far enough for the Nepali Congress, which had wanted to
fight on until it achieved a complete victory. The Nehru government, how-
ever, feared that, if the Rana regime completely collapsed, their opponents
might not be able to putanything in its place, and some at least in the Nepali
Congress were unsure of their ability to control their armed followers.’
The Congress leadership therefore accepted what had been signed and
on 15 February, after further negotiations on points of detail, Tribhuvan
returned in triumph to Kathmandu and the extraordinary power granted
to the Rana prime ministers by the royal decrees of 1846—57 were formally
revoked. Although Mohan remained prime minister until November, at the
head of a cabinet that included B. P. Koirala and other Congress leaders,
it was the king who now held the ultimate authority in fact as well as in
theory.
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10. Bishweshwar Prasad Koirala (‘B. P’), bare-headed and wearing a Nehru jacket, with
King Tribhuvan (centre) during the anti-Rana struggle.

ECONOMY, PEOPLE AND GOVERNMENT

The final collapse of the Rana regime had resulted not from a widely based
popular movement but rather from divisions within the political elite and
from the policy adopted by newly independent India. Nevertheless, the
Shamsher years had seen changes that had a profound effect on the lives of
people throughout the country. Foremost among these was the beginning
of the dramatic acceleration in population growth that remains a key chal-
lenge today. Precise statistics are not available, since formal censuses began
only in 1911, and even then the data generated were not fully reliable. The
figures do, however, show a moderate upward trend through the early years
of the century, accelerating sharply in the 1940s. The effects of modern
medicines might possibly have been a factor towards the end of the period,
but these were never widely enough available in the hills before 1950 to
make a great difference. Changing in cropping patterns such as the intro-
duction of the potato or increased maize cultivation may also have con-
tributed. However, the basic explanation seems rather to have been the
removal of Malthusian checks which had previously been restraining pop-
ulation growth. In the early, pre-unification years, high birth-rates had
been matched by high levels of infant mortality, perhaps producing a rise
in population of around o.5 per cent in a normal year. This growth rate
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could be reduced or even reversed as a result of a natural or manmade
disaster, such as military conflict, or the demands for higher revenues from
the populace during and after the unification campaigns.® Relatively sta-
ble conditions during the latter half of the nineteenth century and the
scope for agrarian expansion provided by the far western Tarai allowed the
upward trend to resume and perhaps slightly accelerate. A combination of
factors provided the capital needed to bring more land under cultivation.
Money could be earned working in India, the central government’s revenue
demand was decreasing as a proportion of total production and there were
also increased opportunities to export agricultural surplus to an expanding
market economy in India.

The decline in revenue demand was particularly marked after 1910 when
Chandra Shamsher fixed rents in cash terms, which were then left virtually
unchanged for many years. Previously, rents had been paid in cash, but rose
with inflation since they were calculated each year on the basis of the price
the government’s nominal share of the crop would fetch. The new method
in some cases reduced the demand from 20—25 per cent to under 1 per cent
of total produce, but this was not necessarily to the advantage of the actual
cultivator. The registered tenant was now often able to sub-let the land
and, after paying the reduced government land tax, take a landlord’s share
of the larger surplus being left in the village.

Rising population was initially accompanied by some increase in dis-
posable income. In the Sherpa country beneath Mt Everest, for example,
paid work in India helped make it possible for the community to estab-
lish Buddhist monasteries and support monks for the first time. However,
pressure on resources over most of the country was becoming too great.
Already by the start of the Shamsher period the expense involved was
usually high enough to give land previously cleared a capital value; eventu-
ally the point was reached at which new land was completely unavailable.
Around Ilam in the south-eastern hills, this stage had apparently already
been reached by the 1890s; in much of the central hills the crucial date was
probably some time between the two world wars. As land became scarcer,
it had to be used more efficiently. The old pattern of communally ori-
entated pastoralism, supplemented by slash-and-burn agriculture, which
had been retained especially by some of the non-Parbatiya groups in the
hills, now almost everywhere gave way to intensive use of privately owned
land.

There were also significant changes in the structure of land holdings.
The jagir system, under which government servants received the right to
the revenue from particular plots of land, was gradually replaced under
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Chandra with a uniform system of cash salaries. Though the word remains
in use in Nepali in the meaning of ‘salaried (government) post’, jagir in
the old sense had virtually disappeared by 1950. Around 60 per cent of
agricultural land was now under raikar tenure, with the owner (nominally
still a ‘tenant’) paying ‘rent’ directly to the government, while another
third was birta, with rent going to the birtawala (usually a Rana), who
paid either no revenue or only a nominal amount to the government. In
1906 Chandra had extended from raikar land to birta the tenant’s security
against dispossession when another would-be cultivator offered a higher
rent. Unfortunately, this legal protection was not always effective and, in
any case, as with the freeze on rent levels in 1910, the benefit did not
necessarily go to the actual cultivator. The nominal tenant could simply
sub-let the land and make a living on the difference between the rent he
paid and the rent he received.

Two other categories of tenure which survived until the end of the Rana
regime were guthi (2.3 per cent of total land) and kipar (4.6 per cent).
Guthi land was held revenue-free by religious institutions, which in prac-
tice might mean just an ordinary family who had formally gifted land
to a shrine but then appointed themselves the shrine’s guardians. Under
kipat tenure, which survived from pre-unification times among some of
the Tibeto-Burman hill groups, land could not be alienated to anyone
outside the clan, who were the ultimate, collective owners. This system
declined steadily during the Rana years and had disappeared completely
from the Rai areas west of the Arun River in the 1940s. Further east, how-
ever, the Limbus, a more cohesive grouping, succeeded in retaining the old
order. Legislation in 1886 had provided for Limbu 4ipat lands leased out
to non-Limbu cultivators to be automatically converted to raikar tenure
and thus (in practice) to be sold freely. But in 1901 such conversions were
ended. Henceforth Limbu kipar lands might be mortgaged to an outsider
but could be regained at any time by repayment of the loan. With the
increasing demand for land, Limbus had the option of repaying the orig-
inal mortgage by obtaining a higher one from another bidder. While the
Limbu subbaslost some authority and were no longer government agents for
tax collection from non-Limbu settlers in their area, the Limbu community
as a whole enjoyed a certain degree of security.

Large-scale population movements continued throughout the Shamsher
period. Land was still being cleared for settlement on the Tarai but those
who moved in to work it were normally from across the Indian border.
Many hillmen, especially from the Tibeto-Burman-speaking communi-
ties, moved eastwards along the Himalayas, now driven by land hunger
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rather than the simple wish to escape the government’s exactions. British-
ruled Darjeeling had already had a Nepalese majority in 1872 while by
1891 Nepalese immigrants were 65 per cent of the population of Sikkim.
From around the time of the 1864—5 Anglo-Bhutan war until the 1930s,
migrants also settled in southern Bhutan, opening up areas unattractive to
the Lepchas of the north. Many others sought short- or long-term employ-
ment in India to supplement agricultural incomes. Even when land had
been more plentiful, such temporary absence had been part of the subsis-
tence strategy of many highland communities, and the usual intention was
still to return to one’s village. The end result could, however, be perma-
nent migration and around one-third of those who served in British Indian
Gurkha regiments in the First World War did not return to Nepal, most
often settling in the hill areas of north-western or north-eastern India where
they had previously been stationed. The outflow in the war years for both
military and non-military employment was in fact so great that there was a
shortage of agricultural labour within Nepal and of recruits for Nepal’s own
army. Chandra even had to ask the British to bar Nepalese from working in
tea gardens and similar civilian occupations. However, annual recruitment
for the Brigade of Gurkhas reverted after 1918 to 1800 and the effects of
both world wars produced mere blips in long-term population growth.

Like migration, external trade was long established, but patterns changed
radically with economic development in India and especially the exten-
sion from 1885 to 1898 of the railway system to the Nepal border opposite
Nepalganj, Biratnagar, Janakpur and finally Birganj. There were now greater
opportunities for export of grain and other produce to India, and, taking
advantage of the Indian railway system’s own demand for wooden sleepers,
Bir Shamsher established a saw mill in the Tarai to process Nepalese timber.
However, it was also easier for Indian imports to penetrate the hills. Indian
salt, for example, began slowly to replace the Tibetan salt which had for
centuries been obtained through local salt—grain exchange networks. After
the beginning of petroleum production in India in the 1880s, kerosene
for lamps and cooking became another increasingly important commodity
import.

New trading patterns spelled the end for Kathmandu’s centuries-old
role as an entrepét for trade across the Himalayas. The process began when
the British established control over Sikkim in 1860, and began to develop
the route into Tibet via the Chumbi Valley. After the completion of the
Calcutta—Darjeeling railway in 1881, Lhasa could be reached in three weeks
from Calcutta, about half the time of the journey via Kathmandu. The
final blow was the Younghusband expedition of 1904, which forced Tibet
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to permit unrestricted trade. Nevertheless, localised commerce between
Nepal and Tibet remained important, particularly the salt—grain exchange,
and disputes over this, and also over the extra-territorial privileges of the
Newar community in Lhasa, brought the two countries to the brink of
hostilities in the 1890s and again in the 1930s.

More important for the Nepalese economy as a whole was the growing
share of the country’s internal market captured by imported manufactures.
The political elite had long been dressed in imported cloth, but its use
gradually spread among the general population. Similarly, utensils used in
agriculture and household tasks became more likely to have been made
outside the country. This trend was reinforced as production at many
of Nepal’s own copper and iron mines became uneconomical. There is
conflicting evidence on how early and how fast the changes developed.
Import penetration must have been swiftest around bazaar towns: at one
such centre west of Gorkha, Newar merchants were already in the middle
of the nineteenth century importing British fabric on a large scale and
using the profits to branch out into money-lending. As early as 1861 the
British resident could write that the products of Nepal’s own artisans were
‘annually deteriorating’.” However, in 1879 another resident argued that
there was little scope for increasing trade between India and Nepal because
the great majority of the population remained largely self-sufficient.® It is
possible that Nepalese artisans held their own against British competition
until after the First World War and that it was a flood of Japanese goods
allowed into the country duty-free under the provisions of the 1923 treaty
that transformed the situation.

However far back the displacement of Nepal’s own craftsmen had begun,
it was certainly in the inter-war years that the Rana regime became aware of
this process as a serious problem. From the time of Jang Bahadur onwards,
the government had tended to see trade as a source of government revenue
and also as a means for individual Ranas to make money, often as partners
to Newar merchants granted monopoly rights for the import of particular
goods. This attitude did not disappear but now some efforts were made to
promote domestic production. Partly inspired by the Indian nationalists’
emphasis on ‘homespun’ cloth, Chandra and Juddha encouraged cottage
industry, setting up training schemes and also helping with the supply
of raw materials. In addition, Juddha sponsored larger-scale enterprise,
including the establishment with local and Indian private capital of a jute
mill at Biratnagar in the eastern Tarai in 1936. Processing plants for matches,
cigarettes, rice and vegetable oil were established in the same area soon
afterwards.
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Although the Second World War ensured high demand for some prod-

ucts, particularly jute sacking, the overall impact on the economy of all these
initiatives was marginal. In some cases, lack of determination and consis-
tency may have been to blame. In Bandipur, for example, local Newar
merchants set up a small textile operation in 1943 but this had to close
when the government ended the supply of subsidised Indian yarn, perhaps
under pressure from the British Indian authorities.” But even if the Ranas
had been more willing to risk angering their powerful neighbour, Nepal’s
long frontier with India posed a crucial problem. First, it was then (as now)
impossible to keep complete control of the movement of goods across it,
so that Juddha’s prohibition on the import of any commodity which could
be produced in Nepal was a dead letter from the start. Secondly, since
raw materials needed for manufacturing had normally to be brought in
across Indian territory, no policy for industrial development could succeed
without Indian support. This was difficult to secure because, under the
pressure of Indian nationalism, the British administration was increasingly
concerned with the protection of India’s own industry and already in 1924
was worrying that Indian tariffs might be circumvented by Japanese goods
imported through Nepal. In 1937 it turned down Juddha’s request that the
Nepalese imports allowed a waiver on customs duty at Calcutta be allowed
to go directly to factories in the Tarai rather than be sent to Kathmandu
for British residency inspection. A 1938 proposal that India itself impose
duties on its own exports to Nepal was also rebuffed. A treaty regulating
commerce was finally reached in 1950, when Mohan Shamsher’s bargaining
position had been weakened by the anti-Rana movement. It allowed for free
trade between the two countries but robbed Nepalese industrialists of any
chance of competing in the Indian market by requiring Nepal to impose
on imports from abroad duties equivalent to those imposed by India itself.

In addition to limited steps towards industrialisation, the Shamshers also
began the development of modern infrastructure. In 1889, Bir Shamsher
established the Bir Hospital, which is still Kathmandu’s leading medical
institution; he also employed a British engineer to install a piped water
system in the capital. Water was brought to taps inside Rana palaces and to
public taps for the general population, and villagers believed that drinking
from these ‘Bir taps’ was a cure for diarrhoea. Chandra Shamsher’s most
expensive project was his Singha Darbar palace, but he was also responsible
for a number of suspension bridges on major trails in the hills, for the
ropeway from Bhimphedi on the edge of the Tarai to the Valley opened in
1926, and for bringing electricity to Kathmandu. Chandra toyed with the
idea of building a road from the plains, but, as had been the case with Jang
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Bahadur before him, he abandoned the scheme in the face of opposition
from the traditionally minded around him. The few cars running on the
Valley’s roads in the inter-war years had been disassembled and carried over
the foothills by porters in the traditional way. Communications between
Kathmandu and the rest of the country were, however, improved indirectly
by railway expansion in India. Instead of travelling across the grain of the
land, one could now descend one river valley to the plains, travel west or
east by train and then ascend another valley. In this way the journey from
Kathmandu to Morang (the area around Biratnagar) was shortened from
ten to four days. Finally, the air age dawned in 1942 when the British res-
ident hastily prepared an airstrip at Simra north of Birganj to re-establish
communications with Calcutta after their disruption by the Quit India
campaign. Subsequently an Indian military airport, now Tribhuvan Inter-
national Airport, was established to the east of Kathmandu.

Critics have frequently pointed out that the Ranas’ attempts to promote
economic change were limited by their concern with their own survival.
This is borne out by the words of Mohan Shamsher’s son Singha, who
argued in the early 1930s for promoting ‘a gradual rise in the prosperity of the
people with the help of government grants and subsidies’, but stressed that
‘we cannot possibly take steps which in any way may be subversive of our
autocratic authority’.” The agnate succession system was also a particular
disincentive to large-scale public expenditure. The wish to provide for their
own offspring led each maharaja to pocket as much as possible rather than
leaving funds to pass to the control of the brother or nephew who would
succeed him. Nevertheless, a start of sorts had been made, and experience
since 1951 suggests that the intractability of the problems rather than the
nature of a particular regime may have been the most important factor
retarding progress.

NEW GODS AND OLD

The ideological foundation for the anti-Rana movement was provided by
new Western ideas of democracy and often also socialism, normally trans-
mitted through India. These ideas were combined, however, with older,
traditional values stressing fraternity and equality, values that formed one
strand within Hinduism (as within most religions), despite the central
place afforded to hierarchy within it. An early influence was the ideas of
the Arya Samaj, an Indian movement advocating a ‘Protestant’ version of
Hinduism which had been founded in Bombay in the early nineteenth
century. Its teachings were spread in Kathmandu and Pokhara in 1893 by a
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Newar scholar, Madhav Raj Joshi. Possibly the doctrine found some rein-
forcement in the ideas of the Josmani Sants, an ascetic sect that had been
active in Nepal for many years and that, like the Samajis, rejected many of
the hierarchical aspects of Hindu orthodoxy. Bir Shamsher, eager to reduce
prejudice against a favoured low-caste wife, was sympathetic to Joshi but
he was eventually imprisoned under Chandra and subsequently went to
Darjeeling. Two sons returned in 1920 to continue his work but were then
themselves expelled. Another son, Shukra Raj Shastri, was subsequently
imprisoned for giving an unauthorised public lecture on the Bhagavadygiza,
the god Krishna’s homily on right action, which is one of Hinduism’s most
important devotional texts. He was later executed because of the involve-
ment of some of his followers in the Nepal Praja Parishad conspiracy.

It was in India that Nepalese were most likely to encounter new ideas,
whether religious or political. Ordinary hillmen who found temporary
employment in the plains or who returned to their villages after service
in the Indian army must have had their outlook changed, but this did
not yet translate itself into political action. More significant was the effect
on members of better-off families who travelled to India for education.
Particularly in the case of Brahmans, they were continuing a long tradition,
but whereas before the objective had often been the study of Sanskrit or of
Persian and of the culture that went with them, English education was now
the goal.” Also exposed to new influences were those Nepalese, often from
humbler backgrounds, who actually settled in India. In some cases they
clung fast to traditional ways and would even refer disputes on caste status to
the Nepalese government, much to the alarm of British officials.™ Yet these
emigrants often developed both awareness of their own status and needs
within Indian society and a concern over Nepal’s continued backwardness.
Political consciousness could develop among the communities established
by ex-servicemen and their families near army barracks and resulted in
the founding in 1924 of the All India Gorkha League at Dehradun and
the publication of the paper 7arun Gorkha (Young Gorkha), later renamed
Gorkha Sansar (Gorkha World). The league remained staunchly committed
to the Indian nationalist cause, even though it came to co-operate with the
Ranas during the 1930s.

The Nepalese community in Darjeeling was not in the forefront of
the anti-Rana movement, but developments there foreshadowed and also
helped determine long-term changes within Nepal itself. Christian mis-
sionary activity began in the area in 1842, with a permanent mission, run
by the Church of Scotland, established in 1870; however, it produced only
a small number of converts and was never allowed to establish a hoped-for
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bridgehead in Nepal itself. Nevertheless, those who did adopt Christian-

ity were particularly likely to abandon their original ethnic mother-tongue
in favour of Nepali, while, as elsewhere in South Asia, the missionaries’
educational work had an effect on non-believers. The status of the Nepali
language was also boosted by the work of Darjeeling intellectuals, who
fought successfully in the 1920s for its use as a medium of instruction in
government schools. Among them was Surya Bikram Gyawali who pio-
neered a nationalist historiography which stressed the achievements of the
Gorkhalis in the foundation and expansion of the state and was to become
the orthodoxy taught in an expanding school system after 1951.

Even before the efforts of such well-known figures, a broad Nepali-
speaking community united by access to the printed word had begun to
emerge. Benares, a major destination for Nepalese students, was also the first
major centre for the publication of printed books in Nepali. Official statis-
tics record the production of 298,257 copies of 218 publications between
1896 and 1920 and the actual total must have been much larger.® Devo-
tional literature, especially Bhanubhakta’s poem Ramayana of the middle of
nineteenth century, was most popular but love poetry and tales of military
heroism also sold well. Literacy honed on such material might be put to
other uses later on.

The leadership roles in the 1950-1 revolt were played by men who had
spent some or all of their formative years in India. The most impor-
tant of these was Bishweshwar Prasad (‘B. P’) Koirala. He and his elder
half-brother, Matrika Prasad, had been schooled in India after their father
offended Chandra Shamsher. B. P. grew up moving constantly between the
worlds of Hindi, Nepali and English. He was also profoundly affected by
the political atmosphere around him, becoming sympathetic to Gandhism
and also to the socialist wing of the Indian Congress Party and partic-
ipating in the struggle for Indian independence. While always aware of
his Nepalese identity, he naturally tended to identify also with India, and
political opponents in Nepal were able to make a lot of capital out of this.
Particularly embarrassing in later years was his statement at the inaugural
session of the Nepali National Congtress that because of racial, religious
and economic links ‘Nepal and India are not two countries’ and that ‘the
political difference you find is basically the game of selfish diplomats and
politicians’."

In addition to an affinity for India, many of the leaders of the anti-Rana
movement shared membership of the elite group of perhaps 200 fami-
lies which monopolised government employment under the Ranas. B. P
Koirala’s father was restored to favour as soon as Bhim Shamsher succeeded

Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. Boston University Theology Library, on 30 May 2017 at 02:28:43, subject to the
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9781107050860.007



82 A History of Nepal

his brother in 1931. He was arrested and imprisoned in 1943 for shelter-
ing Indian nationalist fugitives, but until then had remained unmolested
even when he bluntly told Juddha not to follow the usual Rana practice of
wasting public revenue on palatial residences for his sons. Chandra, too,
had evidently regarded him with respect, sending him medicine and books
while he was in exile. Similarly, Ganesh Man Singh, who was arrested for
anti-Rana activity in Kathmandu and fled to India after breaking out of jail,
belonged to the family of Ratna Man Singh, a trusted senior civil servant.”
This elite status perhaps explained why émigrés’ attempts to bring over
serving Gurkha soldiers to their side in India were largely unsuccessful.
Many from the Tibeto-Burman hill communities may well have regarded
their quarrel with the Ranas as a squabble between their overlords which
did not directly concern them.

Although dovetailing with new aspirations, older values were also signifi-
cant. ‘National feeling’ on lines already displayed in the nineteenth century
was the starting point for another member of the Nepalese community in
Benares, Devi Prasad Devkota. He had been dismissed from the Foreign
Office by Chandra after arguing that Nepal was violating its 1856 treaty
obligations to Tibet by supporting Younghusband’s 1904 expedition. Caste
ideology sat less easily with democratic norms than did traditional patrio-
tism, but it was evident in the pamphlets put out by the Raktapat Mandal, a
dissident group active in Kathmandu during the Second World War. These
echoed the language of Russian anarchism and boasted of contacts with the
Soviet and Japanese governments, yet indicted Juddha from a clearly Brah-
manical standpoint: ‘you will not be blessed with peace and tranquillity in
this Hindu Raj as long as . . . administration . . . is in the hand of this igno-
ble outcaste with whom, according to the laws of our Shastras, we should
not even drink and dine . . . one who captures the budding, beautiful,
innocent Brahman damsels to be his concubines’”” The hold of Hindu
orthodoxy affected even the Praja Parishad leader Tanka Prasad Acharya,
who, politically, combined a quasi-Marxist outlook with an admiration for
the British parliamentary system. He and other Brahmans imprisoned with
him turned vegetarian for fear that meat meant for them might be mixed
with the buffalo meat eaten by their Newar comrades.™

Another older strand working against Rana rule was the resentment of
other groups against Parbatiya domination. The Ranas themselves told the
British that the Praja Parishad was essentially a Newar creation. In fact the
principal dissidents acted as Nepalese rather than as members of particular
castes or ethnic groups, but specifically Newar discontent did play some

part. When Dharma Bhakta, one of the Praja Parishad’s ‘four martyrs’, first
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recruited fellow Newar Ganesh Man Singh, he thought it wiser to tell him
that the plot was directed against the Parbatiyas generally. Tanka Prasad
Acharya later found that some of his Newar fellow prisoners clearly did
still feel themselves a conquered people and hoped for support from the
Japanese against both the British and the Parbatiyas. It was, however, among
the Limbus of the eastern hills that ethnic particularism was strongest. Plans
for a declaration of independence in 1950/1 were never fully implemented
but there was violence against Brahmans, some of whom had to take refuge
in the Tarai. A Brahman friend of the author’s, who was five years old at
the time, remembers charred pages floating through the air from a burn-
ing library in Terhathum and bands of Limbus raising the cry ‘Shri Char
Sarkarko Jay’ — “Victory to the Four-times Illustrious Ruler(s)’. By this they
meant the Limbus themselves as opposed to the ‘Five-Times Illustrious’
King Tribhuvan and “Three-Times Illustrious’ Mohan Shamsher Rana.”

Finally, although there were few areas where true mass risings occurred,
increasing peasant discontent probably made it easier for anti-Rana forces
from across the border to hold and seize strong points. Congress agitation
had some effect in Tamang areas north of the Valley,*® while K. I. Singh
attracted considerable support in the western Tarai. In fact, local grievances
of many kinds contributed to the end result, even though force applied from
outside the country was the most decisive factor.

In their ultimately fruitless struggle against growing opposition, the
Shamshers had sought first to prevent the education system from under-
mining their authority. Chandra Shamsher supposedly told King George V
that the British were faced with the challenge of Indian nationalism because
they had made the mistake of educating Indians. Chandra actually closed
down many of the thirty or so schools that Dev had set up during his
brief period in power. These schools provided a basic education in Nepali,
and one historian has seen this as a sign of Dev’s non-elitist attitude.* It is
also possible, though, that Dev thought the vernacular politically safer than
education in English. In the late 1940s, when it was proposed under another
relatively liberal Rana, Padma Shamsher, to set up vernacular schools on
the lines of Mahatma Gandhi’s ‘basic schools’ in India, many in Kath-
mandu saw it as an attempt to keep people in their place. Chandra (in his
later years) and also Juddha had encouraged Gandhian-style training but
Chandra had in addition allowed the development of a small number of
English-medium secondary schools. His main objective in the 1919 foun-
dation of Trichandra College, which was affiliated to Calcutta University,
was to allow Nepalese students to take Indian university exams without
being exposed to the increasingly radical atmosphere on Indian campuses.
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The Shamshers did allow some scope for intellectual expression, but the
literary magazine Sharada, established in 1938, remained subject to strict
censorship.

As a more positive ideological defence, the Ranas sought to sustain values
that had underpinned the Nepalese state since its creation. In the first
place, the Shamshers projected themselves as the guardians of the Hindu
social order enshrined in Nepal’s legal system. This entailed strict religious
observance, special reverence for Brahmans and cows, and also systematic
discrimination against those at the bottom of the hierarchy. If, for example,
a member of a ‘pure’ caste came into contact with an Untouchable while
carrying home sweets from a shop, he was entitled to insist that the other
man refund him the price of the now polluted purchase. The Ranas felt
able to incorporate some Gandhian ideas into this framework but not, of
course, Gandhi’s commitment to egalitarianism. While their stance angered
the more radical, it did buttress their legitimacy among the traditionally
minded within Nepal and also attracted support from Hindus in India.
Though the principle of the formal equality of all citizens was acknowledged
after 1950/1, the Shah kings continued to use Hinduism as a means of
legitimation, as seen in King Gyanendra’s well-publicised visit in 2003 to
major shrines in Nepal and India. And here lay the fundamental problem
for the Rana regime: it was the king, not the maharaja, who was traditionally
regarded as an incarnation of Vishnu, so that, once the monarchy came out
against the Ranas, the Hindu card was no longer theirs to play.

As the Newar kings had once sought to stand tall on the stage of the
Kathmandu Valley, the Ranas aimed for prestige among South Asian royalty.
As well as Hindu credentials, this also required recognition from the dom-
inant power on the subcontinent, the British. An obsession with matters
like British decorations conferred on the maharaja or the precise status of
the British resident/envoy stemmed from the desire to have their own supe-
rior status as rulers of a fully independent state acknowledged. It has even
been suggested that Bir Shamsher’s infrastructure projects were intended
primarily to impress the British rather than actually to improve the living
conditions of ordinary Nepalese.”* Similarly, Chandra’s emancipation of
Nepal’s slaves improved his own international standing, but very few of the
60,000 freed slaves accepted the offer of land in the unhealthy environ-
ment of Amlekhganj (‘Emancipationville’) in the Tarai and the majority
remained in de facto dependence on their former masters.”> Nevertheless,
foreign opinion was not the Ranas’ only consideration. The idea that a ruler
should care for his people was already part of Hindu political thought, even
if often disregarded in practice.
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The Shamshers also sought to project themselves and their regime as
natural champions of the Parbatiyas and particularly of the Thakuri—Chetri
caste to which they themselves belonged. This was probably a major reason
behind the 1905 decision to allow only Nepali-language documents to be
allowed as evidence in court** and also behind their attempt to portray
opposition as Newar-inspired. Pride in the conquest of the Newar kingdoms
was still reflected in the national anthem which referred before 1967 to the
maintenance of Gorkbali rule over Nepal. The Magars and Gurungs, who
had been associated with the Gorkhali state since long before 1769, could
also claim the label ‘Gorkhali’ but they, too, had to be kept in their place.
It was acceptable for them to join Britain’s Indian army, but the Shamshers
were unhappy if individual soldiers were singled out for special privileges.
A British Gurkha officer, Santabir Gurung, who had been honoured by the
British for his long hours standing vigil over the body of Edward VII, was
in 1913 denied readmission to his country and caste, despite the displeasure
this caused to the new British monarch, George V. In a similar spirit, there
was a ban from 1926 to 1936 against Gurkhas travelling to Britain under the
King’s Orderly scheme allowing officers of the Indian army to be attached
to the royal household.

Yet at the same time the Shamshers did try to foster a common Nepalese
identity, centred, of course, around themselves. The official adoption by
the 1930s of the name ‘Nepal’ for the whole kingdom and of ‘Nepali’
for its principal language, replacing ‘Gorkha’ and ‘Gorkhali” was probably
part of this strategy, even though it seems also to have been a response
to demands by Gorkhali-language activists in India, and was opposed by
some Newar-language activists, also India-based, who used the name Nepal/
Bbhasha (language of Nepal) for Newar. Official insistence on a single
Nepalese identity, including use of Nepali, for all citizens and resistance
to this by ethnic activists was to continue after Rana rule itself came to an
end.
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