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ABSTRACT

The thesis examines the political history of Nepal from 1830,
covering the decline and fall of Bhimsen Thapa, the fﬁctional struggles
which ended with Jang Bahadur Runwar (later Rana)'s emergence as premier
in 1846, and Jang's final securing of his own position when he assumed
the joint roles of prime minister and maharaja in 1857. The relationship
between king, political elite (bharadari), army and peasantry is analysed,
with special prominence given to the religious aspects of Hindu kingship,
and also to the role of prominent Chetri families and of the Brahman
Mishras, Pandes and Paudyals who provided the rajgurus (royal preceptors).
Special attention is also paid to the role of the British Residency in
internal politics and to rank—-and-file protest in the army, which although
largely manipulated by elite patrons showed signs of potential autonomy.
Jang's assumption of power is discussed in detail, emphasising the
importance of his alliance with guru Vijay Raj Pande. The main features
of the new regime are ocutlined, including the relationship between maharaja
and monarch (maharajadhiraj), the composition of the new bharadari and
Jang's dependence on it and on the army, changes to the administrative
system, the significance of the Muluki Ain (Law Code) of 1854, land revenue
policy and relations with the British. Jang's policies were partly the
natural continuation of lines already emerging, but he nevertheless made
significant changes leading to a more centralised administration, the
growth of a sense of national identity, and the shift towards de facto
private ownership of land which continued under his successors. Nepal
remained essentially in the tradition of Hindu kingship, but with the

secular functions of the king transferred to the maharaja. Jang's




regime was 'autocratic' but he acknowledged in principle an obligation
to the governed, and had in practice to conciliate key sectors of the
public, limitations which correspond to those recognised in classical
Hindu political theory. Appendices give details of Jang's family history

and translations of letters written by him from Paris in 1850.
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CEAPTER ONE

KING AND STATE IN PRE-RANA NEPAL

The Kingdom of Nepal

The integration of the former 'Princely States' into independent
India and Pakistan extinguished Hindu monarchy as a living political
form throughout almost all of South Asia. One sole exemplar survived,
however, in the Himalayan kingdom of Nepal, which had never been brought
into the British Indian empire. The country today is still officially
styled a Hindu kingdom, and the present king is the tenth-generation
descendant of Prithvi Narayan Shah, whose conquest of the Kathmandu
Valley in 1769 marked the beginning of Nepal's history as a unified
state. Nowadays, as in Prithvi's time, it is in the royal palace
that power principally resides. Over much of the intervening period
effective power was held by a minister ruling in the king's name.
Jang Bahadur Kunwar (later Rana) attained this post in 1846 and succeeded
in making it the hereditary possession of his family. From 1857 onwards
Jang and his successors combined the titles of Maharaja and Prime
Minister, and the Rana family continued to rule the country until the
'revolution' of 1950/51 put the reins back into the hands of the Shah
dynasty. Throughout the Rana ascendancy the royal family nevertheless
retained their formal superiority, keeping the title of Maharajadhiraj
in an arrangement paralleled in a number of Hindu states, most notably
in the Maratha svarajya and in Vijaynagar. The purpose of this study is
to examine Nepali politics in the crucial years leading up to and
following Jang Bahadur's assumption of power, locking at the relationship
between the constituent elements of the state in comparison with the

pattern elsewhere in the subcontinent and with the model of Hindu polity
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found in the canonical texts. The principal focus will be on kingship
itself, and on the problem of maintaining central control over an
extended territory. The present chapter will outline the structure of
the state as it had evolved by 1830 and consider the chief actors on the
political stage. Chapters Two to Five will present a detailed,
chronological account of events from 1830 to 1847, when the deposition
of King Rajendra marked the consolidation of Jang's power, and Chapter Six
will look more thematically at the nature of the new regime, as well as
covering the principal political events down to 1857. The concluding
chapter returns to some of the general issues raised in the first,
seeing how the characteristics of Nepal as a Hindu monarchy were
continued or modified under Jang's predominance.

The idea that Nepal is to some extent a microcosm of the whole
subcontinent was encapsulated at the beginning of this century in
Sylvain Levi's famous dictum, 'Le Népal est 1l'Inde qui se fait'.l The
progressive Hinduisation of an ethnically and culturally diverse
population by the dominant Indo-Nepalese, and the conflicting trends
towards amalgamation and disintegration of smaller political units
within the Himalayan foothills can both aid our understanding of what
happened on a larger scale throughout South Asia generally. There is
the crucial distinguishing feature in the Nepali case that unity ~ and
independence =~ have been maintained throughout the modern period, but
this in itself raises the interesting issue of how far a different outcome
resulted from the geographical factors of smaller size and peripheral
location, and how far from superior political skill. Recent work on

South Asian political systems has tended to downgrade the notion of a
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strong centre imposing its will on local interests and suggest instead

a model of ritual authority more or less voluntarily accepted or of
empire itself emerging from the shifting pattern of alliances between
local lords of the land.2 It is not impossible to detect traces of
both these patterns within the Nepali microcosm, but we have to reckon
with central control which proved itself solid and durable, and it will
be seen that some of the more traditional ways of locking at Indian
empires fit the Nepali data better than those for which they were
originally devised. This emerges particularly strongly in the question
of land ownership which will be taken up shortly.

Despite such potentially illuminating parallels and contrasts,
Nepali history has tended to remain a relatively isolated study, not
forming part of the main current of South Asian historiography, although
anthropologists adopting an historical perspective have made useful
attempts to fit Nepal into the wider framework of Hindu polity, most
significant being the work of Richard Burghart on the relationship
between Hindu ascetics and the state, and that of Andras H8fer on the
codification of the caste hierarchy in the 1854 Legal Code.3 Amongst
historians in the stricter sense considerable attention has been given
to Nepal's relations with British India and with China and Tibet, whilst
scholars writing in Nepali have concentrated on straightforward narrative
history and on the publication of indigenous material to supplement the
British records which remain the most important source for political
events after the establishment of the British Residency in 1816.4 For
economic life, and in particular the land tenure system, there is the

indispensable work of Mahesh Chandra Regmi, based almost entirely on




Nepal government records. Ludwig Stiller's studies of the unification
process and of the twenty years following the 1814-16 war with British
India, highlight the inter-relationship between land, army and royal
authority which will be developed further here, whilst his publication
of many of the key British documents for the period 1840-~1847 has
greatly eased the task of future historians. Valuable work on the
institutions of Nepal under Jang Bahadur has been produced by Kumar and
Adhikari, whilst Edwards has highlighted the existence of both
'traditional' and 'modern' elements in the Rana bureaucracy. Jain has
analysed Jang's rise and early years in a book which is marred by
eccentric and dogmatic judgments, but which does have the merit of
trying to look critically at the sources. The analysis offered below
relies on all of these writers, whilst seeking to provide a fuller
account of the factional politics of the 1830s and to fit Nepali
developments into a wider South Asian pattern.5

With the exception of the relatively small area which was to be
ceded to her in 1860 in return for assistance in suppressing the Sepoy
Revolt, Nepal's borders in 1830 were as they remain today. Stretching
for some 520 miles along the southern flank of the Himalayas, the
kingdom decends in uneven steps from the snow-covered peaks to the
Gangetic plain. The northern border in its eastern section actually
follows the crest line, whilst further west it runs slightly to the north
of the main Himalayan range, taking in the southern fringe of the arid
Tibetan plateau. South of the mountains are 'the hills' (pahad), a
confusion of interrupted ridges and spurs which are the cultural and

political as well as the geographic heart of the country. The limit of
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this region is marked by the Mahabharat range, beyond which lie the
valleys of the 'inner Tarai', and then the low Siwalik or Chure hills,
last barrier before the plains. Nepali territory generally extends
into the low country a depth of between ten and thirty miles, Until
two decades ago the prevalence of a particularly virulent form of malaria
rendered this region — the Tarail proper — uninhabitable through much of
the year to all but the local tribesmen who had acquired some degree of
immunity. However, where the jungle had been c¢leared the land was
worked during ‘the cold season, generally by peasants brought in from
India, and the fertile soil made the region vital to the Nepali economy
as it still is today.

Virtually the whole of Nepal falls within the catchment area of {hree
great river systems — the Karnali in the west, the Gandaki in the centre,
and the Kosi in the east, each with its many different branches and
tributaries. From their sources in Tibet they flow through deep gorges
across the line of the Himalays, then traverse the hills and plain to
merge eventually with the Ganges. Within the hills they shape the
agricultural pattern, the valley floors providing good rice-growing land,
whilst the slopes above must be used for 'dry' crops such as maize.

Until the British managed to open an alternative route through
Sikkim towards the end of the last century, the passes through the
Himalayas formed by the Trisuli (a branch of the Gandaki) and the Sunkosi
rivers were major routes for trade between India and Tibet. Situated in
the hills between the Gandaki and Kosi basins, the Nepal Valley, which
gave its name to the whole country and which contains the capital,
Kathmandu, was a natural halting point for traders travelling between

the plains and one or other of the passes. This commercial importance,
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together with the valley's great fertility, enabled its Newar inhabitants
to develop a complex urban civilisation. Outside the valley, however,
the area of their control was limited, both because the difficulties
of communication in the hills naturally favoured local autonomy, and
because from the fifteenth century onwards the Newars were themselves
divided, Kathmandu and the neighbouring towns of Patan and Bhaktapur each
forming the capital of its own little kingdom.

Within the hills unification of substantial parts of Nepal had been
achieved twice before Prithvi Narayan Shah: in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries the 'Malla Empire' had covered the Karnali basin
and large areas of south-western Tibet, whilst the Sen kingdom established
in the early sixteenth century briefly united the southern hills from Palpa
eastwards.6 By the eighteenth century, however, this unity had long
been last. The bazsei (twenty-two) kingdoms of the Karnali region
continued to recognise the formal precedence of the king of Jumla, in
whose territory the Mallas had had their capital, but were in practice
completely independent. The Gandaki basin was divided amongst the
caubisi (twenty-four) states, and it was by separation from one of these,
Lamjung, that Prithvi Narayvan's ancestral kingdom of Gorkha had been
founded in 1559. South and east of the Kathmandu Valley were the
kingdoms of Makwanpur, Bijaypur and Chaudandi, ruled by branches of the
Sen family, whilst much of the hills was controlled by non-Hinduised
Kiranti tribesmen.

Prithvi Narayan came to the throne of Gorkha in 1743 and embarked
the fellowing vear on the first of the military campaigns which were to
lead to the conquest of the Kathmandu Valley twenty-four years later.

The emergence of a united Nepal thus took place at a time when Mughal
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guccessor states were being consolidated in India proper, most notably
by erstwhile Mughal viceroys and by Sikhs and Marathas.7 Nepal had
always been beyond the periphery of even the most tenucus Mughal
control, but the example of what others were achieving as that control
loosened must have impressed Prithvi. He received no military backing
from Mughal sources or indeed from anywhere outside the hills, and this
total reliance on the resources of his own region set him apart from a
ruler such as Martanda Varma, first king of united Travancore, who also
fought his way to supremacy over his fellow chieftains but who had
obtained initial support from the Viceroy of the Carnatic and later
employed mercenaries from the east coast.8 Prithvi did, however, follow
the pattern of applying updated military technology to local conflicts,
obtaining firearms on a journey to Banaras.9 It is also significant that,
as will be seen below, he, and possibly even his predecessors on the
Gorkha throne, regarded the Mughal emperor as a potential source of
legitimisation.

In Nepal's case, the conquest of the Valley was only the beginning
of a pericd of rapid Gorkha expansion, which carried the borders of the
new kingdom to the Tista in the east and the Satlej in the west. The
ultimate prize of control of the Himalayan chain as far as Kashmir might
well have been attained had not an aggressive policy towards Tibet over
terms of trade and control of the border passes provoked a punitive Chinese
invasion of Nepal in 1792. Hostilities were concluded on terms which
involved nominal Nepali submission but imposed no hardship on them other
than the surrendexr of their recent Tibetan gains. However, the withdrawal
of forces from the far west in the face of the emergency halted the

momentum of expansion, and when the advance was resumed in the 1800s their
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path was blocked by Ranjit Singh's kingdom of the Panjab. A further
blow followed in 1814, when Nepal became involved with the British over
rival claims to the Tarai. Terms imposed after her defeat in 1816
deprived her of Kumaon, Garhwal and the section of Sikkim she had
previously occupied, between them comprising about one-third of her
pre-war territory.

Even within Nepal's restricted boundaries the population was a
complex amalgam of highly diverse elements. The Muluki Ain (Legal Code)
of 1854 attempted to arrange all the different groups in one country-wide
hierarchy, and this structure, which corresponds in broad outline with
social reality even today, is set out in simplified form in Table I
(on following page) .

In pre-unification Gorkha, as in the other former statelets of the
Karnali and Gandaki basins, two principal elements could be identified:
the Parbatiyas, or 'Indo-Nepalese', divided into castes and speaking the
Indo~Aryan language known in the nineteenth century as khas kura ('the
language of the Khas') or Parbatiya, and today as Nepali;lo and Magar and
Gurung tribesmen, only partially Hinduised and speaking Tibeto-Burman
languages. The main divisions within the Indo-Nepalese caste system,
as it had evolved in the eighteenth century wexe: Brahmans who claimed
to have come originally from the old imperial city of Kanvakubja (modern
kanauj) on the Ganges; Thakuris, who included the ruling dynasty of
Gorkha and of the other hill principalities and who proclaimed themselves
the descendants of Rajput refugees from Muslim invaders on the plains;
Khas, who were in the main a continuation of the people of that name who
had lived in the Himalayas since ancient times, ‘and finally a number of

occupational, untouchable castes.11 The Indo-Nepalese had brought the
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TABLE 1 : THE CASTE HIERARCHY IN THE MULUKI AIN

*

the position (status of the caste within the group is not precisely
determined
ethnic group

Caste group of the "Wearers of the holy cord" (tagadhari)
Upadhyaya Brahman

Rajput (Thakuri) ("warrior"}

Jaisi Brahman

Chetri (Xsatri) ("warrioxr")

Dew Bhaju (Newar Brahmans) E

Indian Brahman

Ascetic sects (Bannyasi, etc.)

"lower" Jaisi

Various Newar castes *E

Caste group of the "Non-enslavable Alcohol-drinkers" (namasinya matwali)
Magar *E

Gurung *E

Sunuwar *E

Some other Newar castes *E

Caste group of the "Enslavable Alcohol-drinkers" (masinya matwali)
Bhote *E ("Tibetanids" and some "Tibetanoids")

Cepang *E

Kumal * (potters)

Hayu *E

Tharu *E

Gharti * (descendants of freed slaves)

Impure, but "touchable" castes (pani nacalnya choi chite halnunaparnya)
Kasai (Newar butchers) E

Kusle (Newar musicians) E

Hindu Dhobi (Newar washerxmen) E

Kulu (Newar tanners) E

Musulman *

Mlecch * (European)

Untouchable castes (pani nacalwya choi chito halnuparnya)
Kami (blacksmiths)

Ssarki (tanners, shcemakers
Kadara (stemming from unions between Kami and Sarki)
Damai (tailors and musicians}

Gaine (minstrels)

Badi (musicians)

Pore (Newar skinners and fishermen) E

Cyame (Newar scavengers) E

; of equal status
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Magars and Gurungs within the caste framework by granting them a position
below the twice-born Khas but above the impure castes, corresponding with
the categoxrv of sat Sudra found in some parts of India. Classed together
with these were also castes of Khas origin whose ancestors had not been
granted, or who had lost, the right to wear the sacred cord.12

Within this whole structure the Khas, who since Jang Bahadur's time
have been officially known as Chetris (i.e. ksatriyas), were the key
element. The original Khas tribesmen are believed to have been a branch
of the Arvan migration into the subcontinent distinct from the Vedic
Aryans but subsequently Hinduised. From Kumaon and Garhwal they moved
east into Nepal, where they were the founders of the 'Malla Empire’.
It was probably this strong political position which enabled them to
secure integration with Brahmin and Rajput newcomers on more favourable
terms than their fellows who remained in Kumaon, where the caste structure
is broadly similar to that of Nepal.13 Though both hierarchies show a
clear opposition between high-status immigrant and low-status Khas, the
degree of subordination is much less in Nepal than in India. Intermarriage
between immigrant and Khas in Kumaon is infrequent and frowned upon,
whereas in Nepal it has been tolerated for as far back as we have any
knowledge, subject only to the normal rule of hypergamy. The offspring
of unions between Brahman men and Chetris women, or between either
Brahmin or Chetri males and Magar or Gurung females, are themselves
regarded as Chetris.- Before the eighteenth century some Magars may
have been accepted into the Khas ranks on the strength of cultural
assimilation alone; this process would have been a replication of that

by which the original Khas had been granted the right to wear the sacred
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cord by the baisi and caqubisi rulers. Finally, of course, it may be
assumed that, while immigration from India during the medieval period
did take place, many Brahman and Thakuri must have been basically of Khas
extraction.

The unification of Nepal brought a number of new ethnic groups under
Gorkha rule, in particular the Newars of the Kathmandu Valley and the
Kiranti (Limbus and Rai) of the eastern hills. The Newars possessed an
elaborate caste structure of their own and these different castes were
incorporated into the Indo-Nepalese scheme at different levels. The
Kiranti came to be accepted into the same general category as the Magars
and Gurungs — pure, but not twice-born — though the question of their
status may not have been consciously considered at first: unlike the
western tribes they were not intimately associated with the Nepal state,
having submitted to Prithvi Narayan in return for considerable internal
autonomy, in particular the retention of their kipat system of communal
tenure. Neither Newars nor Kirantis were admitted into the army in
pre-Rana times — indeed the ban on Newar recruitment was not to be
rescinded until the overthrow of the Rana regime in 1951. A number of
Newars held administrative posts during the nineteenth century and the
role of a few such individuals was to be very important under Jang
Bahadur. Newars also provided almost the entire commercial class.
Nevertheless their position remained very much that of a conquered people.

The political structure of unitied Nepal was essentially that of
Gorkha translated to Kathmandu, though Prithvi Narayan was careful to
present himself as continuing the principal ritual functions of his Newar

precedessors on his new throne. Gorkha forces had entered Kathmandu
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whilst the inhabitants were celebrating the festival of Indra Jatra,
during which the king received tZlak from the Kumari Devi, or 'Living
Goddess', who was regarded as the earthly embodiment of Taleju, the
istadevata of the Newar monarchs. Prithvi Narayan at once ascended

the platform erected for the ceremony and received the Kumari's recognition,
whilst the defeated ruler, Jay Prakash Malla, was in flight to the
neighbouring city of Patan.14 Thereafter the authority of Prithvi and
his successors rested on Hindu notions of monarchy as they had evolved

in both the Indo-Nepalese and the Newar traditions, as well as on the
prestige which military conquest had conferred upon the dynasty, and upon
the crucial fact that land was entirely within the king's gift. These
factors are to some extent interlocking, especially the second and third,
but for ease of analysis these religious, military and economic aspects

of royal power will be examined in turn.

RKingship as a ReligiousInstitution

Much ink has flowed on the question of the religious nature of Hindu
monarchy, in particular since Louils Dumont advanced his thesis that the
spiritual predominance of the Brahman resulted in the 'secularising' of
royal power.lS Dumont's view has been heavily criticised in subsequent
anthropological and Indological writings, and there has been a renewed
emphasis on the 'magico-religious' aspect of kingship; in this process
critics have sometimes overloocked the fact that Dumont himself did not
deny that this aspect continued to play an important role. Differences
of emphasis are possible because, as Ronald Inden has pointed out,

Indian kingship is neither fully divine (as in Japan or ancient Egypt),




nor fully immanent (as in China or medieval Europe), but a mixture of
the two, a situation mirrored by the symbolic, cyclical alternation
between the two states found in royal rituals and particularly the
installation ceremony as described in early medieval texts.16 The form
of the ceremony used by the Shah dynasty in Nepal — most recently for
King Birendra's corxronation in 1975 — is essentially that laid down in
the eighth-century Visnudharmotitara, the text on which Inden's analysis
principally relies; it is interesting that he ascribes its compilation

to Brahmans associated with the Kashmiri Karkota dynasty, which ruled
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briefly from Kanyakubja, claimed as their original home by Nepali Brahmans.

Whilst it may be debated how far ordinary Nepalis in the period we
are considering thought consciously of their king as rainmaker, guarantor
of the cosmic order, bride of the earth and so on, as Vedic texts and the
mixed Vedic~Puranic roval rituals suggested him to be, belief . in the
divine or quasi-divine nature of the king's person remains strong among
many of his subjects even today. It is a commonplace of the tourist
handbooks that he is an avatar of Visnu, and this belief, expounded in
Manusmriti and attested for many parts of India since the early centuries
of the Christian era, is known to date back in the Newar royal tradition
to at least the reign of Jayasthiti Malla in the fourteenth century.17
On the Gorkha side the seventeenth-century King Rama Shah is referred to
as visnuko ams ('a portion of Vishnu') in a nineteenth-century vamsavalz
(chronicle) which doubless represents an older tradition,18 and the title
'Narnarayan' ('the human Narayan') was included in the Gorkha king's
prasasti. It has been argued by Gerald Toffin that the Newar king was

not a full avatar in the sense the Krishna had been, or that the Khmer
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rulers of South-east Asia were believed to be by their subjects.19
This is perhaps also the case with the Shah kings of unified Nepal,
‘as is arguably attested by the very expression visnuko ams. However a
petition from a courtier to King Rajendra, probably dating from the
1830s, could assert without qualification, 'Your Majesty is an avatar of
God‘.20 The term was in any case one which came readily to mind in royal
contexts throughout Hindu India; indeed in Darbhanga district, immediately
south of the Nepal border, a Maithili bard celebrating famine relief
efforts by the British government in 1873/4 could even describe the
'Company’' as having 'become an avatar of part of the deity'.21 Popular
belief in Nepal continues today to see the king as something more than
human. Clear evidence of this is provided by the widespread conviction
that just seeing the king wipes out the beholder's sins of that day.22
Another demonstration is provided by the peasant farmers of Janakpur
district (in the Nepal Tarai) asserting that the king shines with one
half of the fiery energy of the sun (identified with the supreme soul),
while Brahmans and ascetics embody a much lesser proportion of divine
energy.23

It must be admitted, however, that the king is at the same time
dependent on the Brahmans for the assumption of his superhuman status,
since Brahman priests must officiate at his installation ceremony and at
other royal rituals. Additionally, consistent with the practice of the
hill principalities which had been amalgamated to form the new kingdom,
Prithvi Narayan and his successors followed the classical Hindu pattern

of reinforcing their legitimacy through extensive lands grants to Brahmans.
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In Vedic times the most essential feature of king-Brahman inter-
dependence had been what Heesterman terms 'the marriage-like bond between
the king and...his purohita'.24 The purohit's role continued to be
emphasised in the Arthasastra and the dharmasastra texts, but his importance
was waning by the medieval period. In Gorkha and subsequently in unified
Nepal, much greater importance attached to the post of rajguru. The
guru's relationship to the king was formally established by the latter's
receiving from him either the gayatri mantra, a specific verse of the
Rigveda which was given to every twice-born boy when invested with the
sacred cord at his upanayan, or alternatively a diksa mantra, which was
in principle conferable at any time. Before 1800 the functions of gayatri
and diksa guru were sometimes combined by a single individual, but largely
because of the very considerable secular influence which went with the
posts, care was afterwards taken to ensure that they went to members of
two different families. After the establishment of the Rana regime both
roles were entrusted to a single family — the Pandes — but by now the
king himself had lost effective bower, so there was no longer the same
need to balance one guru family against another.25

The importance of the rqjguru has to be understood against the
background of the heightened emphasis given to the guru—sisya relationship
in sectarian Hinduism, and in particular in the tantric tradition which
had long been of great influence in Nepal. The expression diksa
("initiation') frequently occurs in Vedic texts, but-later came to refer
pre-eminently to tantric initiation.26 In no other Hindu state does the
institution of rajguru seem to have played the critical role it often did

in Nepal, with the possible -exception of the Chola monarchy in South India.
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inscriptions show that the gurus there wielded great influence in religious
matters, but it is less clear how important they were in the secular
sphere.27 It is worth noting, however, that in Bengal and elsewhere,
the role of the purohit as roval adviser seems to have been superseded by
a dharmadhyaksa ox d%armadkikaranika,zs and that these can probably be
equated with the WNepali dharmadhikar ('righteousness officer' or
'enforcer of morals'), who was normally drawn from a family which also
provided rajgurus. By the mid-nineteenth century the dharmadhikar was
responsible for supervising the expiation of offences égainst caste, but
he had earlier enjoyed a wide jurisdiction over criminal cases generally.29

While the relationship with Brahmans was the key religious buttress
to the king's position, non-Brahman elements played a supporting role.
The Newar kings of Kathmandu had been closely associated with the goddess
Taleju, in whose cult non-Brahmans officiated. As we have already seen,
Prithvi Narayan continued the custom of receiving tZlak — and thus
reconfirmation of his royal power, from the Kumari Devi, the human Taleju.
The Shah kings did not take over all the other aspects of their
predecessors' special relationship with Taleju, but they had their own
personal deity (Zstadevata) in Gorakhnath (from whom 'Gorkha' derives)
and patronised Gorakhnath's devotees, the Kanphata Yogis. Members of
this sect had long been closely associated with many of the ruling
families in central and western Nepal.30

Although both actual practice in certain parts of India and also a
a number of dharmasastra lexts suggest that Ksatriya status was not
essential for a Hindu king, it was none the less certainly to be preferred.

Kings whose sudra ancestry was beyond doubt might seek to remedy the
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situation through the Airanya garbha ('golden womb') ceremony, in which,
with Brahmanical assistance, they underwent symbolical rebirth as members
of the ksatriya varna. Martanda Varma of Trevancore was one who took
this course.31 The Shah dynasty, on the other hand, had no such
difficulties, since, in common with the ruling families of many of the
hill states incorporated into the new kingdom, they had long claimed
descent from Rajput refugees fleeing into the Himalayas to escape the
Muslim invader. There is no reason to doubt that some refugees did
enter the hills in this way, and it has been plausibly suggested that the
break-up of the 'Malla Empire' was triggered by their arrival.32 However,
the pedigrees advanced by the numerous hill chieftains have rightly
attracted considerable scepticism: in many cases they will have been
fabrications by court bards to flatter rulers of simple Khas extraction.
The specific claim of the Shah dynasty, who see themselves as the
descendants of a fourteenth-century prince of Mewar, the premier Rajput
state, has been carefully analysed by Leelanteswar Baral, and shown to be
almost certainly false.33 From the point of view of the position of the
monarchy in the nineteenth century, however, this is really irrelevant:
what is important is that the claim was generally accepted in Nepal and
alsco by the Gorakhpur Rajputs with whom the Nevali royal family inter-
married. According to the famous story related by Brian Hodgson, the
Shah family's pretensions were rejected by the Mewar court itself when

an envoy from a seventeenth-century king of Gorkha had to confess that

he himself had a Brahman name although he was of the ksatriya order, and thus
revealed that caste matters were not regulated in the hills as in the

, 2 . .
plains. 4 Hodgson also stressed frequently in his correspondence that
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the marriage of King Rana Bahadur to a Brahman girl at the end of the
eighteenth century had left an indelible stain on the Shah escutcheon as
far as the more pakka Indian Rajputs were concerned.35 Direct evidence
of the Mewar attitude in the nineteenth century suggests rather that even
if they were worried about the dynasty's subsequent behaviour, they were
inclined to accept that the two families were connected. A letter from
the Udaypur ruler te King Rajendra of Nepal in 1838 referred to him as a
member of his own family.36 In 1861 Prince Birendra, son of Rajendra
by his junior queen, applied to Maharana Sarup Singh to be allowed to
visit Udaypur and be given maintenance at his court. Birendra, who had
been in exile in India with his mother and brother since 1846, described
the Maharana as his 'paternal uncle'. In a letter to the Governor-General's
Agent for Rajputana, through whom the correspondence was being conducted,
Sarup Singh expressed willingness to invite the prince 'as the boy is a
relative of his'.37 The project fell through only because of the death
of the Maharana shortly afterwards.38

In addition to emphasising their status as ksatriyas by descent, the
Nepali kings also sought to play the ksatriyaq role as champions of dharma.Bg
In the Dibya Upades, the political testament which he dictated shortly
before his death, Prithvi Narayan stressed his view of Nepal as asal
Hindustan — a real Hindustan, in contrast to India proper which had fallen
under Muslim domination.40 Long after the Mughal power had crumbled into
dust, official Nepalil documents continued to refer to India as Mughlana —
the land the Mughals had polluted. Internally, whilst the non-Hinduised
elements of the population were by and large left free to continue their

existing customs, efforts were made to prohibit cow slaughter and more
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generally to curb practices particularly repugnant to orthodox Hinduism.
Caste regulations, particularly in regard to commensality and sexual
relations, were enforced as strictly as possible; after the establishment
of the Rana regime these rules were incorporated in the Muluki Ain
('National Code') of 1854.

Yet despite the assertively Hindu nature of the monarchy, reinforcement
for the king's legitimacy could sometimes actually be sought from the mleccha
power to the south. The prasasti (formal titles) of the Shah kings
contained the Persian words bahadur samser jang ('brave with the sword in
war'), granted to Prithvi Narayan Shah by the Mughal emperor, Shah
Alam II, or by a local north Indian ruler claiming to act in the emperoxr's
name. In his 1770 letter soliciting this title, Prithvi described
himself as 'the zamindar of Gorkha', and applied for appointment as a
Mughal jagirdar.41 A nineteenth-century chronicle claims that as far
back as the seventeenth century, envoys of Xing Rama Shah of Gorkha had,
on the Rana of Udaypur's advice, sought authority from an earlier emperor
for an alteration in the prasasti, which was at that time purely
Sanskritic.42 In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the Rana
Maharajas' ready acceptance of British titles might be regarded as a

continuation and extension of this tradition.

The Military Factor

Even where all other factors making for legitimacy are missing,
capacity as a military leader may be sufficient to secure the allegiance

of one's followers. This was especially true of Prithvi Narayan's

gituation when he was still only the ruler of one amongst fifty hill
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principalities. The social and pelitical structure was similar throughout
the baisi and caubisi kingdoms, so that individuals would as willingly
work for one ruler as another. Ludwig Stiller sees the secret of
Prithvi's success in a greater degree of concern for the people that he,
and to some extent his predecessors at Goxrkha, evinced in comparison with
the Rajput rulers of other hill states.43 This may well be true, but it
was specifically Prithvi's military abilities and the fact that he was
successful which bound his followers to him. Other members of his family
were also effective commanders, notably his second son Bahadur Shah, but
this was not the case with his successoxrs on the throne. Either the
simple fact of their being minors at the time of accession or their lack
of aptitude resulted in command of the army in the field always going to
someone other than the king himgelf. Prithvi's own exploits had been
sufficient to allow his direct descendants a kind of reflected glory, and
this is part of the reason for the general loyalty of the army during the
years of internal crisis which are the main focus of this study. But the
fact that it was the family rather than the individual who attracted the
army's traditional loyalty, made it easier for them to accept the transfer
of the throne from King Rajendra to King Surendra engineered by Jang
Bahadur in 1846-7.

The senior officers of the army were drawn from the king's own Rajput
relatives and from a number of Khas families, most of whom had been
associated with the Shah dynasty through several generations. The
composition of this elite will be examined more closely below, but here
it is important to note that although a particular commander might well

enjoy patron-client ties with soldiers under him, as well as influence
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over them on the strength of his perxrsonal qualities, the way in which

the army was recruited and paid worked to strengthen the direct link
between soldier and monarch. Up until the end of the eighteenth century,
a large proportion of Nepal's military force was made up of irregulars
ralsed and maintained by officers known as umraos, who were generally
Rajputs. Under Prithvi Naravan's grandson, Rana Bahadur, however, this
system was discontinued and the troops raised and paid centrally, as was
already the case with the regular battalions.44 A small number of local
battalions continued to be maintained in the hills, undexr officers of
varying ranks, but they were of minimal importance in the overall balance.
The political importance of the regular army was enhanced after the
Anglo~-Gorkha war when it was largely concentrated at the capital. Direct
control by the king — or his representative — was thus facilitated.

Since payment of the military from the most senior officer to private
individual was predominantly by assignment of land revenue, this whole
aspect of royal power can best be further considered in the context of

land assignment generally.

Land and Central Control

The confident assertion by early European observers that the South
Asian ruler was the owner of the soil is now generally seen as a gross
over-simplification, stemming both from preconceptions of 'oriental
despotism' and from the assumption that there had to be an 'owner' in the
Western sense and that therefore if neither the jagirdar nor the cultivator
fitted the bill, the king was logically bound to do 50.45 In fact the

indigenous concept of property in land, as it had developed by the early
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medieval period, was one of concurrent rights held bv a number of
parties, rather than exclusive ownership by one individual, the situation
thus resembling that seen by Bloch in feudal Europe.46 Although the
Muslim invasions brought certain changes in the concept of land rights,
the picture painted by Habib for the Mughal period is basically the
same.47 Against this background, the frequent insistence by Mahesh
Chandra Regmi, the foremost authority on Nepali land tenure, on the
doctrine of state ownership is initially a little disquieting. However,
there is evidence to show that the balance of rights between king,
cultivator and intermediary in Nepal was indeed more firmly tilted in

the royal favour in Nepal than elsewhere in South Asia. The Jjagir grant
to an ordinary soldier, for example, was not only a transfer of the
revenue right but also entitled the beneficiary to dispossess the cultivator
unless the latter's tenure was in a special protected category.48

Stress on the king's predominant right had in any case long been one
important strand in the Hindu tradition, and the speed and completeness
of the Gorkha conquest doubtless reinforced the notion in the Himalayan
context,

Conscious awareness of the king's proprietorship as a distinguishing
feature of the Nepali system is shown in Jang Bahadurko Belait Yatra, an
account of Jang Bahadur's 1850 visit to Britain written by a member of his
partv:

The sovereign cannot confiscate anybody's property,
punish anyone, resort to violence or insult, nor
hand out and cancel appointments at his own pleasure,
as if he were absolute master of his own resources.
His wealth in fact comes from the earnings from
agriculture ‘of the nobility, the military and the

common people, who give up one half as the king's
share.49
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Notwithstanding the inaccuracy over the percentage of British national
income taken in taxation (the figure is in fact the proportion of the
crop traditionally claimed by the ruler in the hills), the author is
correct in making an implicit contrast with the state 'ownership' of

land in Nepal. In a slightly earlier Nepali account of Britain, the
Inglisrajyaprabandhavamsavali, it is stated explicitly that land in
Britain was mostly held by individual members of the aristocracy as
bunyadi birta.so Bunyadi means real, or absolute, and birta is the name
of one type of Nepali land tenure under which, contrary to the usual
practice, the king did grant outright possession.

Birta grants were intended especially for Brahmans and ascetics,
gifts to whom had to be unconditional fox the royval giver to earn full
merit for his action.51 Grants of this type had long been a feature of
Hindu royal practice, and it has been argued that it was a major cause of
the 'feudalisation' of North India which developed during the early
centuries AD.52 Land could also be gifted for the support of a temple
or shrine, tenure of this type being known in Nepal as guthZ but virtually
equivalent to birta in its effect on the landholding structure. In
addition to grants for religious purposes, birta could also be bestowed
on favoured courtiers, particularly to military commanders who had rendered
exceptionally valuable service. Prithvi Narayan not only made grants of
this sort to his own followers, but also frequently confirmed the birta
rights granted by rulers of the pre-unification states. This was
especially important for the Newar inhabitants of the Kathmandu Valley
towns, who were allowed to retain their sona birta or lhumbu lands,

regarded as their own property in contrast to the royal domain of the
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former Newar sovereigns. Land in this last category was subject to
taxation, but was not assignable as Jjagir to state employees. This
exemption also applied to the kZpat lands held communally by the Kirantis,
and Brian Hodgson, British Resident at Kathmandu during the 1830s, classed
these together with birta as private land, opposing them jointly to the
sarkart (government) lands which were assignable and which he believed
comprised three-quarters of the total agricultural land in the Valley
and nine-tenths in the hills.53

on sarkari land — the term is a useful one, though was probably
Hodgson's own rather than one actually used by the Nepali revenue
administrators — the king's subjects held land purely on sufferance,
either as tenants in return for rent, or as jagirdars to whom the revenue
from a particular area or areas was assigned for as long as their
apointments lasted. Jagirs were the normal method of remuneration both
for the key figures in the administration and for rank-and-file soldiers.
There is a distinction, though, in that whereas more senior personnel
were in effect local rulers, collecting taxes of all kinds and exercising
criminal jurisdiction, the ordinary soldiers, if not cultivating his jagir
himself, was entitled only to a share of the main rice crop and, in some
circumstances, to a levy on the other produce.54 On land not assigned
to jagirdars the cultivators had to pay their rent, whether in kind or
(as became more common as the nineteenth century progressed) in cash, to
the state. Collection from land in this category was carried out either
directly by an official of the central government or by tax-farmers.

The entire system, similar in many ways to that of Mughal India,

involved a high degree of administrative decentralisation, since a
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Jjagirdar or tax—-farmer would have wide powers over the inhabitants
of the lands granted to him. The building up of a strong central
bureaucracy was a task which had to wait till the establishment of the
Rana regime. Nevertheless the pre-Rana system was designed in such a
way that overall central control could readily be maintained. Every
Jagirdar or tax-farmer was liable to have his appointment or contract
cancelled; and thus his land rights terminated, at the annual review of
appointments (pajani), a vivid symbol of the universal dependence on
royal patronage. The pajant system applied to the entire army, and since
the bulk of this was concentrated at Kathmandu it was possible for the
king, if he chose, to conduct it in person. Those individuals who were
not confirmed in their positions for the ensuing year were known as
'aff-roll' (dhakre), and the British Residency calculated in 1837 that
there were enough trained dhakres available to triple the standing army
of about 18,000, if the resources were made available to pay for them.55
Colonel Kirkpatrick, who visited Nepal in 1793 and later produced
the Western world's first book-length account of the country, wrote that
umraos (see above p.30) retained in service had their land assignments
changed frequently so that they would not build up a potentially dangerous
power base.56 This would have involved great administrative difficulties
if applied to all jagirdars, but even after the wumrao system was ended it
seems to have been continued for the more senior appointees; the practice
was a standard Mughal one which had also been adopted in Hindu states on
the plains.57 A different method of securing the same result was to
grant the jagirdar a large number of small plots in different parts of the

country, This system is most fully illustrated by the record of revenue
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assignments for 1852/3, six years after Jang Bahadur came to power, but
was clearly established well before then: during Hodgson's time in
Kathmandu soldiers belonging to the kampu, the regiments stationed at
the capital, would typically be assigned fields in three different
locations.58 Such an arrangement complicated the jagirdar's task in
realising the proceeds from his land, but a number of mechanisms were
available to cope with this problem. Senior jagirdars with large areas
under their control could employ local agents, whilst ordinary soldiers
might arrange with a suitably located colleague for them to superintend
each other's plots, or they could rely on the regimental accountants to
collect the rent for them.59 There also emerged a class of brokers who
bought the jagirdars' tirjas (the certificates entitling them to the rent
from specified lands) at a discount.6o

In contrast to the situation with a jagir, a permanent relationship
to a particular locality could result where a senior Gorkha officer had
been made a birta grant which passed to his descendants, or where a
conquered hill chieftain had been allowed to retain his ancestral position
in return for a block tribute payment. An example of the former category
was the grant in about 1772 of the revenues of Dhulikhel, a town just
beyond the eastern rim of the Kathmandu Valley, to Ram Krishna Kunwar,
the great-grandfather of Jang Bahadur.61 This land appears to have
remained in the family until Jang Bahadur became the master of all of
Nepal, and the Kunwars were virtually the squires of Dhulikhel. The
connection is attested by documents in which members of the family
intercede with the king on the inhabitants' behalf, and by the institution

in the town of a festival in honour of Jang's father, Bal Narsingh Kunwar
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(this feétival is probahly the one which is still held today but now
known as the 'Bhagwati Jatra').62 The relationship with the family is
remembered in Dhulikhel itself, albeit in distorted fashion, in the

form of the local belief that the town was the maite ghar (woman's
paternal home) of Jang's mother, and that Jang's own glorious future was
presaged when he was discovered asleep in nearby fields with a king cobra
standing guard over him.63 Dhulikhel, however, was not sufficiently
large a fief to present any threat to the central government, especially
with the bulk of the Gorkha army stationed at Kathmandu, only twenty-five
miles away.

The erstwhile independent hill rajas might have posed a more serious
threat, but the central government was always careful to maintain its
right of regulation, replacing one ruler with another where necessary.64
The largest of them, Palpa, was absorbed within the Nepali polity early in
the nineteenth century, and none of the others subsequently tried to
assert their independence even after Nepal's decisive defeat in the 1814-16
war. Often surrounded by directly administered areas, and aware of the
size and solidarity of the Gorkha army, they had little choice but to
remain loval.

It was strong support from outside Nepali territory that any bid for
local separatism really reguired to become effective in the face of the
forces working in favour of the centre. During the 1814-16 war this was
supplied, and British success in the critical campaigns in Kumaon and
Gadhwal was in turn assisted by discontent amongst chieftains and people

alike with the recently imposed Gorkhali supremacy. The war itself had

been opposed by the commanders of the forces in the west, and in 1815
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there appeared the possibility that one of these, Bam Shah, might be

set up as sovereign of Doti, in the far west of Nepal's present-day
territory, if his attempts to persuade Kathmandu to accept a settlement
should be unsuccessful. However, after their chastening experience of
mountain warfare, the British were reluctant to enter such an open-ended
commitment, whilst Bam Shah himself regarded the project only as a last
resort and soon abandoned the idea.65 What the East India Company wanted
from Nepal after the war was a clearly demarcated border and a reasonable
degree of confidence that the Nepalis would not violate it. Given a
central government prepared to meet those conditions, as Kathmandu always
was except for a brief period of acute internal instability at the end of

the 1830s, they had no wish to encourage separatism.

The 'Bearers of the Burden'

Although the nature of Hindu kingship, the structure of the Nepali
state and the attitude of British India combined to place the king in a
position of great potential strength, he nevertheless had to reckon with
the views of his principal followers. In pre-unification Gorkha a
number of families had come to constitute an hereditary elite around the
Shah dynasty, and this structure persisted after the transfer of the
court to Kathmandu. These were conventionally said to number thirty-six,
although no complete list has been preserved, and within the group
special prominence belonged in theory to six particular famillies, supposed
to have assisted Prithvi Naravan's ancestor, Drabya Shah, take control of

66

Gorkha in 1559. Both the wider and the narrower group were referred to

as tharghar ('the houses with the names', or 'the names in the household').




38

Those actually holding office under the king were known as bharadars
(literally, 'bearers of the burden'), and in the nineteenth century, if
not before, this expression came to denote the elite as a whole, both
those currently in office and those out of public employment (dhakre) .
The bharadari in this wider sense was reinforced by a number of families
from the former baisi and caubisi kingdoms, whose language, culture and
social structure were similar to those of Gorkha.67 At the same time,
the term tharghar, though never completely losing its fuller meaning,
began more usually to refer to members of the inner group of six in their
capacity as land survey officials, which they retained while no longer
enjoying any political predominance. Bharadar, and the collective noun
bharadari, will therefore be used throughout this study to refer to
members of the political elite, though it should be remembered that the
expression may bear a narrower meaning in some of the original sources.
Whilst in Kathmandu in 1793 on an abortive mission to establish

closer political and commercial links with Nepal, Kirkpatrick was struck
by the importance of the bharadari, and stressed that this rested on their
family connection with the ruling dynasty rather than on the wealth or
number of supporters that they possessed as individuals. His description
of their role is a perceptive one which helps understand much of the
country's later history:

. ..the leading members of this body, whether actually

employed or not, appear to possess such a high

authority in the state, as renders it nearly impossible

for the executive government, in whatever hands that may

be, to pursue any measures of an important nature, in

opposition to their advice. I have even been assured

that the throne of the Prince himself would be no longer
secure, should the principal Thurghurs concur in
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thinking that his general conduct tended to endanger

the sovereignty, which they profess themselves bound,

as far as rests with them, to transmit unimpaired to

the distant posterity of its founder, and the

interests of which they do not allow to be determined

by the partial views, or temporary policy of the

temporary ruling individual.b3

Under the traditional system at Gorkha, as throughout the caubist
and baisi, the most important bharadar, effectively a chief minister, had
been the cauntara, who was a close relative of the king. After
unification this post declined in importance, while the word itself came
to be used in a wider sense as a kind of surname for collateral members of
the royal family. These retained their status as bharadars even when not
holding any specific administrative responsibility. Their Thakuri caste
and relationship with the king entitled them in their own eyes to special
consideration and their resentment at subordination to those they considered
their inferiors was an important factor in nineteenth-century politics.
Object of this resentment and the largest element in the bharadari

were the Khas, who provided the bulk of army officers.69 The families
and individuals most important in 1830 will be treated in detail in the
next chapter, but some general points are relevant here. Khas family
names appear usually to derive either from titles of functiocnaries
associated with the medieval Malla Empire, or from place names in western
Nepal.70 All those bearing a particular name are commonly spoken of as
belonging to a particular thar, and that word is therefore often rendered
into English as 'clan'. Strictly, however, this is inaccurate, since
the unit of (putative) common descent is rather the kul ('lineage'), a

number of which make up a particular that. All members of a kul are bound

together by the worship of a patron deity (kuldevata).71 Jang Bahadur,
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for example, belonged to the Khandka kul of the Kunwar thar.72 Whilst
members of a single kul would be aware of the fact and retain some residual
sense of solidarity, individual families within it could be political rivals,
The same applied a fortiori to the 'members' of a thar, who shared nothing
but a common name. With a particularly common thar, failure to remember
these fundamentals can cause confusion: writers referring to the family

of Bhimsen Thapa, effective ruler of Nepal from 1806 to 1837, are not

always aware that another family within his Bhagale Thapa kul was also
politically important, or that the name was borne by many Khas, and also

by Magars, with no connection to Bhimsen at all.

The more prominent lineages often possessed origin legends and a
genealogy going back to their founder. Those of Prithvi Narayan's
minister Kalu Pande and of Bhimsen Thapa claimed Brahman ancestry, and
at least in the first case the claim may well have been correct.73 By
far the best known is that of Jang Bahadur, who, like the Shah dynasty,
claimed descent from the Rana family of Mewar. The story was clearly
elaborated after he came to power in 1846, but the lineaments may well
have existed beforehand.74 With a general presumption that the older a
family's connection with the Gorkha throne the greater consideration it
deserved, the temptation to manufacture a useful past was clear, and the
vamsavali material on the early history of Gorkha has to be regarded with
caution for this reason.75

Jealous of their own standing and constant rivals for power, the
different Khas families struggled as families, or even as individuals,
not as a caste. Not that the Chetris, as the prominent families must

have styled themselves long before the change of name was given legal




force by Jang Bahadur, were unaware of their caste status, but as they
formed a clear majority of the political elite they had no need to
assert themselves as a group.76

A number of bharadars are specifically identified as Magars in a
list of prominent personalities at the Nepali Court prepared by the
British Residency in 1816.77 One of those mentioned, Abhiman Singh
Rana, is freguently identified as such in Nepali sources, so there can
be no doubt that the Residency was accurately reporting local information.
However, a Residency Report of the 1830s asserts that although Magars
and Gurungs then made up about half of the privates and non-commissioned
officers, thev were not found among the officers (meaning probably the
rank of subedar and upwards).78 The explanation is probably that men
such as Abhiman Singh belonged to families which had been granted the
right to wear the sacred thread before the caste line hardened, but
retained their Magar name and were commonly still regarded as such.
This hypothesis is supported by Kirkpatrick's reference to the tharghars
including families from 'the Khus and Mangur tribes of the Chetree class'
(italics supplied); the Rana family included amongst the six senior
tharghars were presumably 'Magars' of this category.79 A similar
explanation must apply to the occasional 'Gurung' found amongst the
bharadari, the most prominent being Kaji Nar Singh Gurung, a leading
figure at the turn of the century. Such individuals can be classed
with the Khas for practical purposes, but their ethnicity may have

strengthened their personal hold on the Magar and Gurung troops under

them.

41
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The Brahman section of the bharadari was considerably smaller.
If the traditional account is to be trusted, hill Brahmans had in
earlier times played a significant military role, since two of them,
Ganesh Pande and Bhagirath Pant, minister and general respectively to
Drabya Shah, fought in the battles which established Gorkha as an
independent kingdom in the sixteenth century.80 Prithvi Narayan Shah
two centuries later had at least one prominent Brahman officer in his
army, ¥i2., Sardar Kalu Pande, a descendant of Ganesh. However, a
passage in Prithvi's Divya Upades suggests that by this time fighting was
not thought appropriate work for Brahmans, whilst in the nineteenth
century Hodgson noted Nepali Brahmans' lack of enthusiasm for it in
comparison with their counterparts on the plains.81 Given the
militarised nature of Nepali government this virtually ensured that the
highest positions would be in non-Brahman hands. However, the rajguru
and purohit families were very much part of the elite, wielding considerable
influence both because of their special relationship to the king, and,
in the case of the two guru families with strong plains connections,
because of their expertise as intermediaries with the British. The gurus
were bv far the most important Brahman element, but at a lower level of
influence other Brahman specialists also found a position in the bharadart.
Kulananda and Hira Lal Jha, probably father and son, were representatives
of this category in post-~war Nepal, enjoying political consideration as
revenue-farmers of the Tarai, of which they were themselves natives.82

As with the Khas, it is misleading to talk of a 'Brahman party',83
since they pursued family or individual interests rather than caste ones.

This is particularly true of the guru families, who were bitter rivals of

one another and who often aligned with different Khas factions.
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The normal lack of a strong personality on the throne after Prithvi
Narayan ensured that factionalism among the bharadari was given extended
scope. The accession of Rana Bahadur Shah as a minor in 1777 produced a
struggle for power between his uncle, Bahadur Shah, and his mother,
Rajendra Laksmi, in which Prithvi Narayan's old commanders generally
supported the former and the queen, like her husband Pratap Shah before
her, relied more on newer, non-Gorkha adherents.g4 The issue was
decided in Bahadur Shah's favour by the queen's death in 1785, but he
was weakened by the failure of his forward policy towards Tibet and by
his promotion of an alliance with the British, whom Nepal had tried to
keep at arm's length since the Company's ill-conceived intervention in
favour of the last Newar king of Kathmandu in 1767. Shortly after the
British envoy, Colonel Kirkpartick, had left XKathmandu, Bahadur Shah was
dismissed and imprisoned by his nephew. Rana Bahadur did not, however,
remain long in charge of the government. In 1799, five years after
taking power into his own hands, he abdicated in favour of Girvana Yuddha,
his two-year-old son by a hypogamous (and thus, under Hindu law, irregular)
marriage with a Brahman widow. His intention in renouncing the throne
was to devote himself to prayers and offerings for the mother, who had
contracted smallpox, and also to ensure that the boy should not be set
aside despite the circumstances of his birth. Rana Bahadur was
succeésful in the latter aim, managing to have almost all the bharadars
subscribe to a document recognising his son as king, but when his Brahman
wife died shortly afterwards, he instituted violent reprisals against the
Brahmans and the temples of the gods, who he thought had betrayed him,

and he also attempted to re-assert control of the government. He was
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resisted by his son's ministers, although these were men he had himself
originally selected, and was compelled to withdraw in 1800 to Banaras

in East India Company territory. In a tortuous series of negotiations
and intrigues he and his advisers managed to out-manoeuvre both the
British and his Nepali opponents: the 1801 Commercial Treaty, which

the latter parties had concluded and which provided for the exclusion of
Rana Bahadur from power, proved unworkable because of dissension within
the government at Kathmandu. The British Resident appointed under the
agreement withdrew after only a few months, and the ex-king was able to
return home in triumph in 1804. For two years he held no formal position
in the administration, and the cauntaras and kajis ruled in the name of his
infant son. In February 1806, however, Rana Bahadur was appointed
mukhtéyap ('manager' or 'executive')85 to the king. Less than a month
later he was assassinated by his half-brother, Sher Bahadur.

At this point one of Rana Bahadur's closest confidants, the Khas
bharadar Bhimsen Thapa, then around thirty years old, took charge of the
situation, and executed many of his political opponents on grounds of
their real or supposed involvement in the assassination plot. Tripura
Sundari, youngest of Rana Bahadur's five consorts, and probably a relative
of Bhimsen's, was declared Queen Regent.86 It is not certain whether
Bhimsen himself was appointed mukhtiyar at once, which would have been
formal recognition of his de facto predominance over the other bharadars,
but such recognition was afforded at the latest in 1811 when he became
the first Nepali to acquire the title of janaral (i.e. general).87
Three years later Bhimsen led Nepal into the disastrous war with the

British, yet his power, after seeming to totter for a short while, survived
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intact. The death of King Girvana Yuddha a few momiths after the
conclusion of peace meant that Bhimsen was once again minister for an
infant king, the two-year-old Rajendra Bikram Shah. His position rested
on backing from the Queen Regent, on support (oxr at least acquiescence)
from leading bharadars, many of whom were linked in marriage with his
family, and on his popularityv with the army. With the death of Lalit
Tripura in 1832, Bhimsen's supremacy came under increasing challenge,
leading to his fall and to the period of frantic political struggle which
was to issue in Jang Bahadur's emergence, and which forms the subject of

the greater part of this study.

State, Caste and Nation

It is possible to paint a picture of the political process in South
Asia which has no room for the concept of nation-state as a source of
legitimacy and focus of loyalty. Kingdoms and empires are then seen
only as temporary patterns in a constantly shifting mosaic of lesser
units, and alliances and rivalries among the latter are conducted without
respect for the boundaries. There does exist an ideal order contrasted
with the everyday political struggle, but it is a universal one,
transcending individual states, and visualised in the classical Hindu
tradition as the establishment of varnasrama under a cakravartin (world
emperor), or in the Muslim tradition as the undivided milat—i-islam.
There is a clear parallel with the medieval European concept of
Christendom, contrasted with the later European order of territorial
nation-states. This is a model implicit in much work on the region,
but elaborated in a particularly sophisticated form in Wink's recent study

of the Maratha svarajya.Ss It is a picture which can to some extent be

applied to Nepal.
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The full reality, however, is more complex, and South Asian history
also encompasses something nearer to naticonalism in the modern European
sense. Wink allows this for the Marathas, perhaps somewhat reluctantly,
to account for facts such as the doctrine of maharastra dharma promulgated
by Sivaji's guru, Ramdas.89 The reference by British observers to a
Maratha national spirit are paralleled by comments on a similar spirit
in Nepal. It is in fact arguable that, more than other units in South
Asia in the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, Nepal was a nation-state
in embryvo, with a distinct identity rooted in territorial and cultural
factors. The development of this identity through the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries has been explored by Burghart90 and will be looked at
in more detail in the final sections of this study. For the moment,
however, it will suffice to identify two factors operating from a very
early date.

The first of these is the conception held by the political elite of
the state which Prithvi Narayan had created as an entity to be protected
and preserved independently of allegiance to any individual. This is
the conception seen very cleérly in the passage from Kirkpatrick quoted
on p.38. When talking of the kingdom in this sense, the Nepali word
used was not rajya, but dhumga, literally meaning ‘stone'. Mahesh Regmi
has pointed out that the use of this word, common from Prithvi's time
onwards, signifies a contrast with the pre-unification system, in which
the concept of the state, as opposed to the personal bond between king
and follower, had not vet emerged.91 This connotation is well brought
out by Rana Bahadur's use of the expression just before he was cut down

by his half-brother, Sher Bahadur. Accusing Sher of having acted against
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him during his (Rana Bahadur's) exile in Banaras, he told him that although
he had forgiven him for his offence against him personally, he still had to
answer those present for his crimes against the dhumga.92

The second factor lies in a sense of Parbatiya identity anchored
around the Khas, whose central position in the Parbatiya caste structure
has already been described and who had given their name to the language
(khaskura) spoken by all Parbatiyas. This basic reality was not altered
by the Khas themselves progressively rejecting their old name in favour
of '"Chetri!', mnor by the disdain which Brahman or Thakuri might at times
express. In particular, solidarity between hill Brahman and Chetri
was enhanced by the fact of many Chetri lineages claiming Brahman
ancestry. The hill Brahmans were looked down upon by their counterparts
in the plains, who to this day will ofiten refuse to allow them the title
brahman but refer to them instead only by the Nepali form bakun. Within
the hills, however, it was the plainsman who was the inferior, as was
made clear by the lower ranking of Tarai Brahmans in the hierarchy
enshrined in the 1854 Muluki Ain, In this respect the Ain was faithfully
reflecting a well—established view: the Shah dynasty had accepted the
Misra family of Banaras as hereditary gurus in the seventeenth century,
but never admitted them to commensality as they did their purohits, the
hill Aryals.93 Whilst many groups in the hills sought to raise their
status by claiming plains origin in the distant past, it was also
necessary to be fully 'naturalised' in the new environment.

Other ethnic groups in the hills were excluded from the Parbatiya
identity, whilst the impure Parbatiya castes could not share it in the

full sense. The whole history of the system had, however, been one of
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the acculturation and integration of tribal groups into the overall
hierarchy, and although by the time of unification the situation was
less fluid than it had been earlier, some flexibility remained. And
all who lived in the hills were, if not Parbatiyas, at least 'Pahadis’
(*hillmen'), with a shared sense of separateness from the plains. As
the nineteenth century progressed, groups such as the Rai and Limbu
were to start on the path along which Magar and Gurung had already gone.

More radically excluded from the nation in embryo were two non-tribal
groups — the Newars of the Kathmandu Valley and the people of the Tarai.
The position of both, especially the latter, remains problematic today.94
In the Newar case there is a special irony, given that 'Nepal' is itself
a Newari word, deriving indeed from the same root as 'Newar'. Throughout
the period this study deals with, the word was used only in its original
sense referring to the Kathmandu Valley: the Parbatiya elite spoke of
ruling Nepal whilst identifying themselves as Gorkhalis.95 With the
Tarai, the problem was of course that the area was geographically and
culturally part of the North Indian plain. The boundary between Nepal
and East India Company was purely arbitrary.

Despite these difficulties, the hill base was sufficiently large
to allow the overall process to continue, and, paradoxically, it was
assisted in the long run by Nepal's defeat at the hands of British India.
The ending of Gorkha expansion and the loss of Gadhwal and Kumaon was
a devastating psychological blow, and competition amongst the elite for
land assignments may have been intensified now that the supply of land
was finite. However, the British decision to restore to Nepal the

eastern Tarai, originally annexed under the Treaty of Segauli, ensured




that the country was not economically crippled.96 A western border
on the Mahakali aided integration, because it excluded areas where the
position of the Khas was much more depressed vis—0-vis immigrants from
the plains than in Nepal p:t:o;_:)er.g'7 And although the slogan of ganga
samdh ('the frontier on the Ganges') would long retain an emotional
appeal, the restriction of Nepal territory on the plains to the Tarai
allowed the 'Pahadi' domination to remain unchallenged. A slow
consolidation was possible, and this was the backcloth to the more

dramatic political events of the 1830s and 1840s.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE FALL OF BHIMSEN THAPA: 1830-1838

Introduction

Through the 1830s the forces ranged against Bhimsen in the royal
family and the bharadari grew in strength culminating in his arrest in
the summer of 1837. Within a few months he was released and at one
point geemed to have a chance of regaining at least part of his former
power. By mid-1838, however, it was clear that there was to be no real
recovery, and the focus of attention was thereafter upon Bhimsen's old
enemy, Ranjang Pande. An emotionally committed observer of the
unfolding struggle, and to a degree a participant, was Brian Houghton
Hodgson, the British Resident. The Residency was not the real source
of political developments, but it was inevitably seen as a potential
ally by discontented factions. The involvement of an external power
in internal dissension had long been a feature of political life in
South Asia, and was all the more present as a possibility in Nepali
minds because Prithvi Narayan's conquests had relied to a considerable
extent on winning over elements within the political units he aimed to
absorb. Seeking British aid could none the less be a two-edged sword,
for suspicion of them as a common enemy could unite sentiment against a
faction backed by them, as had happened both after Kirkpatrick's visit
to Kathmandu in 1793 and after Damodar Pande and his colleagues reached
agreement with them in 1801. This counter-effect was to become very
evident as British involvement grew more open and explicit. Up to the
end of the thirties, however, the British were avowedly pursuing a policy
of non-interference and both the direct effect of Hodgson's actions and

the reaction to them were limited. Their main significance is that they
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provide a useful window through which the historian can observe the
Nepali political system functioning. In the post~war years that system
seemed to possess a stability amounting almost to rigidity, but Bhimsen's
fall was to illustrate that it depended on an equilibrium which could

easily be disturbed.

The Political Stage in 1830

whilst Bhimsen Thapa was beyond question the most powerful individual
in Nepal, he depended for his position on hig ability to conciliate other
actors. Foremost amongst these was the Queen Regent, Lalit Tripura
Sundari, who held possession of the roval seal which had to be affixed
to all decrees (lal mohars). A famous verse of the Sukranitisastra, a
treatise on political science probably composed in a Maratha state
during the first half of the nineteenth century, declares that 'the
document signed and sealed by the king is the king and not the king
himself',1 and this principle applied very clearly in Nepal; the
standard prcocedure in 1816, probably retained throughout the Regency, was
for 200-300 blank sheets of paper to be stamped with the seal in advance
and then filled out with whatever Bhimsen wa.nted.2 As was seen in the
previous chapter, Lalit Tripura mav well have been a relative of Bhimsen's;
in any case, as a child-widow when appointed Regent in 1806 she must have
been greatly under his influence, and in later years she was rumoured to
have become his lowver.

Central as the link to Tripura certainly was, Ludwig Stiller has
rightly pointed out that it did not give Bhimsen completely unfettered

power and that he relied alsc on his ability to balance conflicting




interests within the bhavadari.B It was therefore something of an
exaggeration when the Resident, Brian Hodgson, wrote that Bhimsen and
his family 'monopolised all the loaves and fishes' to the exclusion of
'ancient families...who, by the constitution of this state, are entitled
to share its counsels and exercise its highest offices'.4 It is true
that the minister and his relatives were the highest-paid jagirdars, but
important positions were alsc held by members of other families, in
particular by men who had themselves, like Bhimsen, accompanied ex-King
Rana Bahadur during his exile in Banaras, or whose close relatives had
done so. Prominent in this category was Dalbhanjan Pande, who was
continuously in office as 