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﻿
Sam Cowan is well known as a narrator and commentator on different 
episodes of Nepali history particularly regarding the evolution of Nepal’s 
borders with British India and nuances of Nepal’s political dependency 
on British India. There are two things that distinguish Cowan from other 
commentators and historians. The first is that he has an abiding professional 
as well as personal interest in Nepal. He served in the Brigade of Gorkhas and 
retired as a General. He has also traveled extensively in Nepal. The second 
is that he has delved painstakingly into British archival and other sources 
to unravel the issues of contention. This makes Cowan’s essays singularly 
interesting reading for the students of Nepali history and politics.

Almost all the essays in this book are updated versions of essays that 
were published in The Record, an online magazine that was published from 
Kathmandu between 2015 and 2022. The book has eight chapters. The first 
four deal with the contentious north-western Indo-Nepal border and its geo-
strategic ramifications, while the last four deal with monarchs and Maharajas. 
The first four inter-linked chapters are of particular interest and pertinent to 
the on-going Nepal-India border dispute in the Mahakali. 

The first two chapters are devoted to Indian checkposts, the issue of 
Lipulekh and Kalapani as well as the aftermath of the Anglo-Nepal war 
of 1814–1816. It is now well established that India’s hawk-eye on the 
northern borders of Nepal was evidenced as early as November 1950 when 
its Minister of Home Affairs, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel penned the famous 
letter to Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in which he outlined India’s 
imperative to secure the Himalayan borders of the neighboring countries 
to India’s advantage by policing and intelligence gathering at the frontier 
outposts. This was the rationale for the deployment of eighteen to twenty 
checkposts (although the names of only eighteen checkposts are known) 
at a time when Nepal had a pliant prime minister and a subservient king, 
and the administration was a captive of Indian advisors. Cowan explores 
archival and other sources to ascertain the number and dates of deployment 
of the checkposts and comes to the conclusion that the deployment began 
in late 1951, earlier than suggested by Shrestha (2003). Both Lipulekh and 
Kalapani are not included in the list of checkposts deployed earlier or vacated 
in 1969 on Nepal’s demand. Cowan regards this exclusion as a result of 
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Sino-Indian Trade Agreement over Tibetan Border of April 29, 1954 which 
considered Lipulekh as a border pass between India and China. Subsequent 
memoranda of understanding (MoU) regarding trade through this border pass 
between India and China strengthened this view. Nepal’s initial silence and 
weak objection subsequently was conveniently ignored by both parties. The 
fact that China did not consider it necessary to involve Nepal indicated its 
refusal to even accept it as a tri-junction point between the three countries 
notwithstanding the fact that the Sino-Nepal Border Protocol signed in 1961 
had not established a tri-junction point because of India’s absence in the table. 

The date in which Kalapani, some kilometers south-west of Lipulekh 
was occupied by Indian forces has not been firmly established but Cowan 
implies that the area had a State Police Post of Uttar Pradesh as early as 
1956. Other Nepali sources put the date as early as 1952. All evidences are 
that the Kalapani occupation was reinforced after the 1962 Sino-Indian 
war. The occupation of Kalapani by Indian forces apparently was known to 
Nepali authorities as well as the palace but King Mahendra chose to remain 
silent because as Cowan puts it: “For King Mahendra, national interest was 
always placed below what, for him, was the vital interest of preserving his 
regime” (p. 19). While the assertion about Indian occupation and Nepal’s 
silence could as well be true, firm evidence is still awaited (Manandhar 2022).

Of particular interest in the first chapter is a note (quoted from Bhasin 
2005) to the Delegated Legislation and Government Assurances Committee 
of the National Assembly by the then Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala 
on June 18, 1998 almost a year after the visit of the Indian Prime Minister 
I.K. Gujral. The note appears to present Nepal’s position with respect to 
Lipulekh and Kalapani. It cites the 1850 and 1856 maps of the Survey of 
India showing Lipulekh as the source of the Kali River which according 
to the Sugauli Treaty is the international boundary. The note contends that 
since Kalapani lies to the east of the Kali it falls under the territory of Nepal 
and Indian claims on Kalapani remain contested. Koirala’s note is focused 
on Kalapani. However, there is no document to prove that Nepal formally 
recognized the said Survey of India maps, or Lipulekh as the origin of the 
Kali River or Lipu Khola (the stream originating in Lipulekh) as the Kali 
River. Further, there are fourteen maps published before 1856 which show 
the Kali to be the river originating in the Limpiadhura area (Khanal 2022). 
Cowan cites Koirala’s note as proof that the matter of Lipulekh and the north-
western border of Nepal as settled for good and dismisses all arguments to 
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the contrary, including Nepal’s claim of Limpiadhura as the origin of the 
Kali, which in its headwaters is known by the name Kuti Yangdi. The fact 
that Nepal government has not offered a cogent explanation of past errors 
of facts and judgments (including the Department of Survey map of 1975) 
even after the inauguration of the new map released on May 18, 2020 has 
unfortunately tended to give credence to commentators such as Cowan.

Chapter Two recounts the Anglo-Gorkha war and its aftermath. Nepal 
was humiliatingly defeated in the war and the victorious party pushed 
Nepali forces beyond the Kali River. Article Five of the Sugauli Treaty 
which came into force on March 4, 1816 (not March 16, 1816 as given by 
Cowan) unambiguously designated River Kali as the border between the 
Company’s possessions and that of Nepal in the west. However, it did not 
include a map or the place of origin of the Kali River. Cowan makes a great 
deal about the reasons why the map was not included when the fact is that a 
riverine border in the mountains does not really require a scientific map for 
orientation. All it requires is the identification of the principal river (Kali) 
which in its upper reaches is the river with the largest volume of water, 
longest channel, and largest drainage area following the principles of river 
hydrology (Bhusal 2022). In the case of the Kali River it is Kuti Yangdi with 
its origin in Limpiadhura.

Cowan provides a geo-strategic and mercantile perspective to the origin 
and aftermath of the Anglo-Nepal war in the western sector. He contends that 
the East India Company (EIC)’s objective of control over Lipulekh was not an 
after-thought but the key driver for the whole war plan for securing an easily 
defensible border against future Gorkha attacks, and gaining unrestricted 
access to Lipulekh, the most accessible pass to enjoy the rewards of envisaged 
trade with Tartary. He concludes that the EIC which dictated the terms of 
the Sugauli Treaty “decreed” that the river which flows from Lipulekh was 
to be the frontier. He asserts, without citing evidence, that Nepal accepted 
it when the fact is that the terms of the Sugauli Treaty remained intact. If 
Lipulekh was indeed the prime objective of the Company’s initial war plan 
it would have been noted as the origin of the Kali River in the Treaty itself 
or a supplement to the Treaty would have been drawn to reflect the same 
as was done in the case of the return of the areas in the Tarai in December 
1816 (Sharma 2022). The Company’s interests in securing the Himalayan 
passes is understandable but equally revealing is the famed British double-
speak in pushing the borders eastwards while at the same time accepting the 
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provision of the Sugauli Treaty (Dhungel, Bhusal and Khanal 2022). It is to 
Cowan’s credit that he critiques the 1879 map of the Survey of India which 
is contrary to the riverine border provision of the Sugauli Treaty.

Surveyor Captain William S. Webb’s meetings with the Chinese Governor 
of Taklakot in Lipulekh (Chapter Three) is intended to bolster Cowan’s 
arguments about the centrality of the possession of Lipulekh to facilitate the 
trade with Tibet. This matter had become urgent because the Anglo-Nepal war 
had turned out to be vastly more costly than initially envisaged. In doing so 
Webb had clearly transgressed his authority, as many imperial functionaries 
were want to do, and invited the ire of the authorities. Chapter Four—The 
Battle for the Ear of the Emperor—looks at Sino-Nepal relations during and 
in the aftermath of the Anglo-Nepal war and how Nepal Darbar took great 
pains to solicit the support of the Chinese Emperor. Cowan, quoting from 
British sources, shows how Nepal’s efforts to play the Chinese against the 
British imperial power were rebuffed at a time when the British were trying 
to secure a foothold in Tibet and entry to the Chinese market.

The fifth chapter entitled “A Worried Monarch” deals with the context 
and the aftermath of King Mahendra’s December 1960 coup against the 
elected government of B.P. Koirala which changed the course of Nepali 
history. This episode is well known and much commented upon. Based on 
British and other diplomatic sources Cowan reveals that the genesis of the 
coup lay in the 1959 Constitution drafted by Sir Ivor Jennings which, prodded 
as he was by the British foreign office, ensured that monarchy retained its 
constitutional supremacy.

The last three chapters of the book reveal how British imperial authorities 
assiduously cultivated the passion of Rana rulers and aspirants for honors 
and awards bestowed by the British sovereign, and fine-tuned the art of using 
awards as a leverage to support their policies and objectives. 

Cowan’s book is basically a defense of British imperial policies with 
respect to the Anglo-Nepal war and its aftermath. The book is also a challenge 
to Nepali historians to dig into Nepali archives and sources and reveal the 
inside story from the Nepali side.
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Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka. 2022. Belonging in Motion: Contested Social 
Boundaries in South Asia. Kathmandu: Himal Books for Social 
Science Baha. 

In this collected volume of articles, Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka revisits her 
scholarship on social movements, democratization, migration, development, 
ethnicity, and minority politics, bringing them under the conceptual umbrella 
of “belonging.” Published over the last thirty years, these essays were written 
without the scaffolding of this particular concept. Instead, by tracing her 
academic trajectory, Pfaff-Czarnecka retroactively comes to understand 
belonging as the key category tying her scholarly interests together. 

After a brief literature review of belonging in the introduction, Pfaff-
Czarnecka develops her understanding of the term in the first essay. She 
writes, “belonging is an emotionally charged social location” which 


