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Decline of the Rong-folk:
reflexions on A.R. Foning's "Lepcha, my vanishing tribe"
(New Delhi: Sterling 1987)
R.K. Sprigg

The Lepcha, or Rong, tribe has been
vanishing for more than a hundred years.
Writing in 1875 Col. Mainwaring, in his A
Grammar of the Rong (Lepcha)
Language, traces the 'downfall' of the
Lepchas to "the advent of the Euro-
peans'(1). The decline in their fortunes
began, he writes, in 1839, with the arrival
of Dr Campbell as Superintendent of the
East India Company's acquired settlement
of Darjeeling; and its main cause was the
influx of Nepalese and others whom
Campbell had invited to settle in the
Company's new and, in his opinion, under-
populated territory. The population of
Darjeeling was reported as being only
about a hundred in 1828-9, an abnormally

low figure because many of its inhabitants
had deserted the area on the outbreak of
civilwarin Sikkim two years earlier; butby
1850 Campbell had succeeded in
increasing it to 10,000 (2). Immigration
swelled the population even further after
1856, the year in which the tea industry in
Darjeeling reached the stage of commer-
cial production, to meet the needs of the
tea-gardens forlabour. By 1866 thirty-nine
tea-gardens had been planted out, with
10,000 acres under cultivation; and by
1869 the population of the Darjeeling tract
had more than doubled, to over 22,000 (3).
No doubt the Lepcha population of the
District had shared in the general increase
during this time; for the 1872 census gives

it as 3,952; but by then the total for the Hills
area of the District had reached 46,727, and
reduced the proportion of Lepchas to hardly
more than 8% of that total (4).

In Sikkim, the Lepcha heart-land, too the
story was much the same; but the swamping
process began about fifty years later than in
Darjeeling. Campbell estimated the Lepcha
population of Sikkim in 1840 as about 3,000,
approximately 60% of the total population
of that country (5); and it seems likely that
the proportional figure must have remained
much the same until the late '70s. The
Sikkim Court's policy with regard to immi-
gration from Nepal (and from Bhutan too,
for that matter) was the reverse of Camp-
bell's. The 7th and 8th Maharajahs, who
occupied the gaddi during this period, had
good reason to remember the Nepalese inva-
sion of Sikkim in 1788, when General Jahar
Singh had succeeded in occupying the
greater part of Sikkim, all of the country, in
fact, west of the river Teesta, including the
Sikkim Terai and the capital, Rabdentse, and
had very nearly captured the (6th) Maha-
rajah and his family (6). The Nepalese mili-
tary occupation of western and southern
Sikkim continued until 1817, when the
treaty of Titalia brought the Anglo-Nepalese
Wartoanend, and, at the same time, restored
to Sikkim a substantial part of the territory
that it claimed (7). Such an impression had
the Nepalese military occupation made on
the Sikkim Durbar that Nepalese were,
thereafter, strictly excluded from Sikkim;
and in accordance with this policy, when
Hooker, the botanist, entered Sikkim from
Nepal in 1848 withanescort of "two Ghorka
sepoys", he was required to send them back
to Nepal at once (8). Sikkim continued to be
exclusively inhabited by the three races
Lepchas, Bhutiyas (or Sikkimese Tibetans),
and Limbus, known in Tibetan as Lho-Mon-
Tsong-sum, for the greater part of the last
century (9). It was not until 1875 that, in
defiance of the official policy, a number of
Sikkimese noblemen began to introduce
Nepalese into southern Sikkim, in collabora-
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tion with Newar merchants in Darjeeling,
with some support from the British adminis-
tration there (10). For a number of years
there was resistance to these new colonies;
indeed, in 1879 (or 1880) there was a clash at
Rhenock, with some loss of life, between the
Phodong Lama (patron of some of the immi-
grants) and his supporters and those who
wished to preserve the status quo, especially
the monks of Pemiongchi, the senior monas-
tery (11).

All resistance to immigration came to an
end with the appointment of Claude White
as Political Officer, Sikkim, in 1889. Like
Campbell in the infant settlement of
Darjeeling fifty years earlier, it was White's
policy to enlarge the taxable population of
Sikkim inorder to finance his road-building,
bridge-building, and  school-building
schemes: "...in about ten years the revenue
was raised from Rs. 8000, or little over £500
per annum, to Rs. 2,200,00, or about
£150,000. But the country was very sparsely
populated, and in order to bring more land
under cultivation, it was necessary to
encourage immigration, and this was done
by giving land on favourable terms to Nepa-
lese, who, as soon as they knew it was to be
had, came freely in."(12). His policy was so
successful that by the time of the 1891
census 15,925 Nepalese had settled in
Sikkim; the Lho-Mon-Tsong-sum, on the
other hand, totalled 14,012; so, even before
the end of the lastcentury, they hadbecome a
minority in Sikkim (13). The proportion of
Lepchas, with a population of 5,762, had
now declined from an estimated 60% in
1840 to less than 19%.

The British administration had decided
that the Lepchas were unsuited to the
economic developments of the latter half of
the 19th century: "The Lepchas ... claim to
be the autochthones of Sikhim Proper ... .
They are above all things woodmen of the
woods, knowing the ways of birds and
beasts, and possessing an extensive zoolog-
ical and biological nomenclature of their
own. Of late years, as the hills have been



stripped of their timber by the European tea-
planter and the pushing Nepalese agricul-
turist, while the Forest Department has set
its face against primitive methods of cultiva-
tion, the tribe is on the way to being pushed
out. The cause of their decline is obscure.
There is no lack of employment for them:
labour is badly wanted and well paid; and the
other races of the Darjeeling hills have flour-
ished exceedingly since European enter-
prise and capital have made the cultivation
of tea the leading industry of the district. The
Lepchas alone seem to doubt whether life is
worth living under the shadow of advancing
civilisation, and there can, we fear, be little
question that this interesting and attractive
race will soon go the way of the forest which
they believe to be their original home";
Risley, writing these words in 1894, clearly
believed that the Lepchas had out-lived their
time (14).

Very different was the view of Hooker,
the botanist, later, as Sir Joseph Hooker, to
become Director of Kew Gardens (1865-
85); on his first visit to Sikkim, in 1848,
before the Lepcha tribe had begun to vanish,
he wrote: "it is always interesting to roam
with an aboriginal, and especially a moun-
tain people, through their thinly inhabited
valleys, over their grand mountains, and to
dwell alone with them in their gloomy and
forbidding forests, and no thinking man can
do so without leaming much, however
slender be the means at his command for
communication. A more interesting and
attractive companion than the Lepcha I
never lived with: cheerful, kind, and patient
with a master to whom he is attached, rude
but not savage, ignorant and yet intelligent;
with a simple resource of a plain knife he
makes his house and fumishes yours, with a
speed, alacrity, and ingenuity that wile away
that well-known long hour, when the weary
pilgrim frets for his couch, Except for drun-
kennesss and carelessness, I never had to
complain of any of the merry troop; some of
whom, bareheaded and barelegged,
possessing little or nothing save a cotton
garment and a long knife, followed me for
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many months on subsequent occasi
from the scorching plains to the ev s
snows. Ever foremost in the forest or on the
bleak mountain, and ever ready to help, to
carry, toencamp, collect, or cook, they cheer
on the traveller by their unostentatious zeal
hshisscwicc.mdmmunwhisprom‘
(15).

For comparison with Hooker's
commendation of the Lepchas I give the
practical view of the administrator towards
the typical Lepcha method of cultivation:
"When the District was first taken over by
the British administration, the hill portion
was almost entirely under forest. The only
cultivation was that of jhuming or bumning
down the forests, in the interior of the hills by
Bhutias and Lepchas and on the foothills by
Meches and other aboriginal tribes...

Jhum cultivation has now entirely
disappeared owing to forest reservation,
appropriation of land for tea cultivation and
extension of plough cultivation to the
remaining land. This last is a far more effi-
cient method of cultivation than jhuming
but requires the application of considerable
hard labour both to render the land suitable
for this kind of cultivation (i.e. by terracing,
revetting and irrigating it) and in the perfor-
mance of the various operations of agricul-
ture. The Nepalis were far more assiduous
and skilful in this superior method and
consequently displaced or speedily outnum-
bererd the original inhabitants” (16).

Since, in its jhuming operations, a
large section of Sikkim's population was
more or less constantly on the move, it is not
surprising that the Gazetreer of Sikhim
should note that "there are no towns or even
villages in Sikhim; the nearest approach to
the latter is to be found in the collection of
houses near the Rajah's palaces at Tumlong
and Gantok, round some of the larger
monasteries, such as Pemiongchi, Tash-
iding, Phensung, and a few others at the
copper mines of Pache near Dikkeling and
the bazaars at Rhenock, Pakhyong, the
Rungeet and Rumman” (17). Jungles, in
which to pursue their semi-nomadic manner

of life, were to the Lepchas as essential as
Highland cattle were to the Highlanders of
Scotland before the "Forty-five Rebellion”,
or the buffalo to the Plains Indians of North
America; once they had been deprived of
these, the bases of their economy, each of
these three peoples was doomed.

My purpose in giving this introductory
historical sketch has been to set the stage for
the appearance of the principal actor, as it
were, the author of this "quasi-autobiog-
raphy”. My brief survey covers roughly the
period from 1839 to the year of Mr Arthur
Foning's birth, 1913, during which time the
status of the Lepcha people changed dramat-
ically. At its beginning they were the most
numerous of the three races of Sikkim, witha
sizable share in government, having, as
members of their own race, the former Prime
Minister (chdng-zdt, Tib. phyag-mdzod)
Bho-lod, whose assassination, in 1826, led
to the Sikkim civil war (and, indirectly, to
the Darjeeling grant), his brother Prime
Minister Chothup, alias Satrajeet (from his
seventeen victories), the hero of Sikkim's
resistance to the Nepalese invasion, and
their sister Anyo Gyelyum, married to the
6th Rajah (18); by the end of that period they
had been reduced to a minority position
among a largely immigrant population in a
country where deforestation was making the
appearance of their homeland increasingly
unfamiliar to them. It was at that time, when
the decline of the Lepchas had become abun-
dantly clear, that Mr Foning was bom; in
Lepcha, my Vanishing Tribe his has been
the melancholy task of chronicling the reac-
tion of the Lepchas to their diminishing
political and social importance and to the
threat to their tribal identity. This task his
university education, in Calcutta, four
hundred miles away from his home and
people, has enabled him to do dispassion-
ately and without rancour.

There are two counts on which the
authorisexceptionally well qualified to give
an account of the changing fortunes of his
tribe during the 20th century: language and
religion. The number of Lepchas who can
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speak fluently in their mother tongue is
continually decreasing as Nepali, the lingua
franca of Sikkim and the Darjeeling
District of West Bengal, continues to spread.
Even smaller is the number of Lepchas who
can read and write it in its own script; and
they are largely confined to the older genera-
tion. The importance of the author’s three
chapters "Our Rong literature”, "Character-
istics of our mother-tongue, the Le

language”, and "Lepcha Buddhist scrip-
tures” is, accordingly, so much the greater.

The second of these chapters for the
most part deals with stylistic features of the
language, especially ' "Tung-bor" or innu-
endo’, the peculiarly Lepcha use of allegor-
ical language; the first and the third deal with
the earlier literature, Buddhist, and therefore
translated from Tibetan, and the Christian
literature that followed it, translations of
parts of the Bible together with the Bible
stories of Father Stolke, and grammars,
dictionaries, and school primers (19).

The author discusses three theories
that claim to account for the mysterious
origin of the Lepcha script; but I find it diffi-
cult to resist the conclusion that it was
devised to help in promoting the work of
missionaries: Buddhist missionaries repre-
senting three different sub-sects of the
Nying-ma sect entered Sikkim from Tibet in
the middle of the 17th century, and made
sure of political support by enthroning
Phuntshok Namgyal, a fellow-Tibetan, as
'Cho-gyal (Skt. Dharma-raja) or "religious
king"'(20); and his grandson Chador, one of
the candidates for the honour of having
devised the script, came under strong
Buddhist influence during the years that he
spent in Lhasa as a refugee from the Bhuta-
nese invasion and occupation of Sikkim
(around 1700-1707) (21).

The first people to write the Lepcha
script were Buddhists; but the first people to
print it were Christians: the Baptist Mission
Press, Calcutta, had cast Lepcha fount by
1849 (22). The Christian missionaries were
especially attracted to the Lepchas by their
docile demeanour; and, besides, their



animism, with a veneer of Buddhism, made
them less resistant to conversion than
Buddbhist Tibetans and Hindu Nepalese. The
Christian missionaries were also struck by
what they took to be parallels with the Old
Testament: "Many of their legends were
markedly similar to the Old Testament; they
had, for example, their Adam and Eve
(Fudong Thing and Nazong Nyu); they too
were banished from their mountain home;
the Tower of Babel (Tallom Parton) and the
Deluge (Tendong Chyu) were familiar to
them" (23).

The author’s account of these three
myths is in his chapter "Lungten Sung".
Wisely, in my opinion, he does not try to
relate them to the narratives contained in
Genesis chapters 1-4, 11, and 6-8; for the
similarity of the Lepcha myths to the
Judaeo-Christian tums out to be fairly super-
ficial. Itbu-mu, in the Lepcha Creation
myth, is female, the Great Mother Creator;
and her male and female creations inhabited
the country of the gods until they were rele-
gated to the earth because they had taken to
co-habiting, and were breeding demon
offspring (24).

The separation of a single human
language into a great diversity of languages
that is essential to the Genesis legend ("7.
Go to, let us go down, and there confound
their language, that they may not understand
one another’s speech”) has no place in the
Lepcha myth: in their legend it is a partic-
ular, and foolish, tribe of Lepchas, the Na-
ongs, who attempt to build a tower, and hook
it to the sky-ceiling, but fail because the
instructions of those on the top were mis-
heard by those far below, with the result, in
this case, that the tower was brought
crashing to the ground (25).

Similarly, Noah's ark is essential to the
Biblical legend of the Flood, with the simul-
taneous preservation of specimens of the
animal kingdom; “and every living
substance was destroyed which was upon
the face of the ground, both man, and cattle,
and the creeping things, and the fowl of the
heaven"; but there is no Noah's ark in

Foning's account of the flood suffered by the
Lepchas. On the contrary, when the rivers
Rong-itand Rong-nyu (Rungeet and Teesta)
were blocked, giving rise to a great flood, it
was a partridge that saved those Lepchas
who had managed to take refuge on Mount
Tendong, between those two rivers, by
n;.l.ﬂking an offering of brewed millet seeds
(26).

In his chapter "Ancestors” the author
gives an account of the major influence that
Christianity has had not only on his family
directly but also on his tribe, beginning with
the arrival in Kalimpong, in his grandfa-
ther’s time, of the Rev. Mr W. Macfarlane, in
1880. Macfarlane died there seven years
later leaving the work of the Mission to the
Rev. Mr Sutherland and the Rev. Mr (later
Dr) Graham, who arrived in Kalimpong in
1880 and 1889 respectively (27). In those
early days of the Church of Scotland in
Kalimpong and Darjeeling the new religion
had the effect of maintaining the tribal iden-
tity of the Lepchas; this was because there
were few converts to Christianity other than
Lepchas; so that it was possible to write: "...
Graham rarely differentiated between Nepa-
lese and Lepchas. Yet in his early days the
word Christian was synonymous with the
word Lepcha, and doing anything good fora
Christian meant doing good for a i
(28). Some of the parts of the Bible that the
Baptist Mission Press had printed in 1849,
StJohn and The Book of Genesis and part of
Exodus in Lepshd, were re-printed in 1872
and 1874; The Gospel of Luke in Lepcha,
translated by the Rev. Mr Dyongshi Sada
with the help of Graham himself and Mr
David Macdonald, was printed in 1908; and
a catechism was printed in 1903 (29).

Later, however, as more Nepalis and
Tibetans became converts, Christianity had
the reverse effect; for marriage partners
were now chosen largely for their compati-
bility in religion; Christians tended to marry
Christians regardless of difference in race.
Even leaders of the Lepcha community like
Anyu Babuni Sahiba (Mrs David Mohan),
prominent in the author's list of acknowl-

edgements, and Mr J. Rongong married
outside their tribe (30). It was seldom that the
children of these mixed marriages leamnt to
speak Lepcha; and, apart from a re-print of
St Luke in 1953, translations of the Bible
ceased to be printed (31).

Though his upbringing was Christian,
Mr Foning has retained his respect for the
traditional priesthood of his tribe,
bongthing and mun. He devotes a fairly
lengthy chapter, "Keepers and custodians”,
to a sympathetic study of this characteristic
aspect of Lepcha life, which had managed to
co-exist with Buddhism. The chapter
begins: "We know our gods, we revere and
respect them; we also know and are afraid of
the malignant spirits and devils that roam
and pester our world; yet, being humans, we
are unable to do anything to protect
ourselves directly. This handicap we mind
least, because we know, and are certain, that
from the very first days of creation our Itbu
Debu Rum, 'the Great Creator', has made
necessary arrangements for us to face these
difficulties and obstacles. The institution of
the Muns and Bongthings is devised and
directed to this end. They, as had been origi-
nally ordained, have the power to communi-
cate with the gods, as well as with the Mungs
or the devils and the demons. On our behalf,
they intercede with the gods, and also exhort
or appease the different mungs or devils; so
that we humans may be left unharmed” (32).

It would appear, from this account of
the functions of the bongthing, that the
Lepchas whom Macfarlane, Sutherland, and
Graham set out to convert to Christianity

towards the end of the last century would .

have had little difficulty in accepting Jesus
the miracle-worker into their existing
scheme of religious concepts, as an excep-
tionally powerful bongthing.

It is not difficult to find parallels, even
in the Mediterranean world of the Gospels,
for the activities of demons and devils that
harass and beset the Lepchas far away in the
Himalayas: "When the even was come, they
brought unto him many that were possessed
with devils: and he cast out the spirits with
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his words, and healed all that were sick"
(Matthew, 8, 16). Foning has described one
of the functions of the bonghting as being
"to appease the different mungs or devils"; a
remarkable example from the Gospels of
negotiation with devils is that undertaken by
Jesus on behalf of “two men possessed with
devils, coming out of the tombs, exceeding
fierce, so that no man might pass that way"
(Matthew, 8, 28); the devils prevailed on
Jesus to permit them to enter a herd of swine,
whereupon the unfortunate creatures,
unwilling participants inamiracle, rushed to
their destruction in the sea (a congregation
of Lepchas, a people remarkable for pig-
breeding and pork-eating, would, I suspect,
have been too distressed by the thought of so
much good meat going to waste to appre-
ciate the curing of the two lunatics).

The author recounts a successful feat
of exorcism attributed to his grandmother;
she got rid of a devil from an unapproachable
cave in Parvong village, near Kalimpong,
that was suspected of being responsible fora
number of infant deaths. A huge boulder
hurtling down the rock face was hailed as
proof of his mun grandmother’s success in
exorcising the demon.

Similarities between faith-healing and
exorcism in Christianity, on the one hand,
and the ministrations of bongthings and
muns in the religious life of the Lepchas, on
the other, make it difficult for me to sympa-
thize with the attitude of some Christian
Lepchas towards the activities of tribal
priests whom their ancestors in the recent
past looked up to with respect and awe (33).
Fortunately for those of his readers who are
anxious to leam something of the formerly
influential but now waning role of the tribal
priest-hood the author is not one of these: he
freely admits to having sought the services
of bongthings and muns; he is aware of
degrees of expertise among them in the
fields of exorcism and prediction; but even
the less effective among them he accepts as
worthy of respect. In other words he finds it
possible to be a Christian without sacrificing
his cultural heritage as a Lepcha; similarly,



20

in earlier times, when Lepchas first encoun-
tered Tibetan Buddhist missionaries, many
of them were able to accommodate their
traditional religious attitudes and practices
to the requirements of the new faith from the
north and east.

Nineteenth-century Christian mission-
aries seem to have been less accommodating
in their attitude towards Lepcha animism
than their seventeenth-century Buddhist
predecessors: "Another powerful obstacle
to the missionary is the gross superstition of
the heathen. As the preachers move about
they find the entrance for the Gospel
message hermetically sealed by many
customs antagonistic to its spirit, and strong
because hoary and respected from ancestral
usage. Demonolatry prevails in these moun-
tains among all the races, irrespective of the
religious system with which they claim
connection. To the aboriginal Lepcha, the
rites of religion are chiefly valuable in
averting the anger or malice of an evil spirit
as shown in the illness of a dear one, and all
sickness is caused by such possession” (34).
Minto describes Graham's attitude in those
days as: "To many he was like a crusading
knight, fighting for ‘the cause' against the
forces of ignorance, evil, and superstition. It
was a role that Graham liked and fostered by
seeing that his supporters were well fed with
statistics which at that time were the
concrete signs of a missionary's successful
impact on the enemy's ranks" (35).

It would be unfair to Graham to treat
the above passage as typical: "Even in his
early days of district work it appears that he
did not convert by preaching a non-
compromising faith, but rather tried to fit the
Christian message subtly into the traditions
and beliefs of the Lepchas in particular. In
other words, on paper for the outside world
he conformed to the pattem of the
missionary of his day - the pattern expected
by the Guild in Scotland - but in fact, perhaps
even unknown to himself, there was a broad-
ening of his views through his love of his
fellow-men and his sympathy with their
creeds regardless of their race" (36).

Possibly, even in their decline, the
Lepchas' influence on Graham was as great
as his influence on them, replacing certitude
by humility.
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THE COLLECTIONS ON NEPAL IN
BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE

The Bibliothtque Nationale (National
Library) in Paris, rightful heir to the Royal
Library of French kings, has as its first duty
to keep copies of anything published in
France (the Dépot Légal system, founded in
XVIth century by the French king Frangois
ler); consequently all French books and
periodicals are automatically available
there; it is also rich with manuscripts, from
the Middle Ages to nowadays, French and
foreign; but the Library may also be con-
sidered as a good international library,
having bought the best foreign books,
covering a vast range of topics in various
languages. Among others: it has a

collection, not insignificant, on Nepal and a
rich collection on Tibet.

The Bibliothéque Nationale is situated
58 rue de Richelieu in a historical building.
Access is limited to people fulfilling certain
conditions. No loans are allowed.

Collections on Nepal are found in two
of its departments: the Département des
Manuscrits Orientaux and the Département
des Imprimés (Department of Oriental
Manuscripts and Department of Printed
Material). Readers should go to both, The
Département des Manuscrits Orientaux
holds oriental manuscripts and most of the
printed production in vernacular languages.
It also holds a part of the printed production
in Western languages on Asian countries.



