
Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49935-4 — Through the India-China Border
Prem Poddar, Lisa Lindkvist Zhang
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

This book is a model of international scholarship, instructive and a delight to 
read. Variously a booming border town, a strategic asset, a listening post, a ‘nest of 
spies’, an ideological flashpoint and a cosmopolitan retreat, topsy-turvy Kalimpong 
amply merits the story told here. Through the India–China Border will be  of 
absorbing interest to Himalayanists and to anyone concerned with the interplay of 
external expectations and internal realities within a contested border region.

John Keay

Author of Himalaya: Exploring the Roof of the World (2022)

A rare, original and inimitable academic performance  in Sino-Indian studies. 
Stylish, engaging and seminal in its historical and theoretical reach.

Xi Lin

Professor, Fudan Institute for Advanced Study  
in Social Sciences, Fudan University

Poddar and Zhang, in this engaging and erudite volume, bring a slice of colonial, 
decolonial and postcolonial history to life through colourful and fascinating stories 
of events and characters shaping, and shaped by, the play of political and economic 
forces. Kalimpong emerges in this narrative as a protagonist in its own right, 
unique in its identity, yet emblematic of wider clashes and negotiations of empires, 
nations, peoples, authorities and individuals.

Chris Sinha 

Distinguished Professor, University of East Anglia

The newest must-read on the perennial topic of Sino-Indian geopolitics, Through 

the India–China Border lucidly and  vividly recounts how Kalimpong, a British 
colonial hill station in the early twentieth century, emerged as an interface between 
China and India. The book illuminates how the colonial  legacy cartographically 
sets the tone for relations between the two most populous nations on earth and 
their respective claims on territorial sovereignties in the Himalayas. 

Dan Smyer Yü 

Kuige Professor of Ethnology, Yunnan University

Advance Praise
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Through the India–China Border draws together original research on imperial 
history, postwar politics and culture by utilising rarely used archival material—
British, Chinese and Indian—and sheds new light on our understandings of the 
‘Tibet question’ in India–China relations. 

In its foregrounding of espionage, intrigues and the interplay of political 
machinations in the small border town of Kalimpong in the 1920s up until 1962, 
this book challenges the way remote regions, or peripheries, are typically seen 
from the ‘centres’ of nations. The innovative use of postcolonial and transcultural 
theories demonstrates how this transdisciplinary framework enriches our reading 
and writing of decolonial history. In its interdisciplinary approach, the book 
provides insights into the historical making of India–China relations. It reveals the 
motivations of actors who are not necessarily always tied to statecraft. 

Prem Poddar is former Professor in Cultural Encounters at Roskilde University, 
Denmark. He was an Alexander von Humboldt senior fellow in Berlin and is 
currently a Senior Research Associate at the Centre for World Environmental 
History, University of Sussex, and a Senior Fellow at the University of Manchester.  
He is the founding vice-chancellor of Darjeeling Hills University, West Bengal, 
India. His research interests include cultural theory, postcolonial and decolonial 
studies, India–China borders, nationalisms and the politics of the passport.

Lisa Lindkvist Zhang is a Postdoctoral Fellow at Tohoku University, Sendai, and 
Analyst at the Swedish National China Centre, Stockholm. She defended her PhD 
dissertation ‘Rethinking Indian Philosophy in Early Twentieth-Century China’ at 
Heidelberg University in 2023. Her research focuses on philosophy and history in 
the light of Chinese politics and China–India relations.

Through the India–China Border
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MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

The Series is a publishing collaboration of Cambridge University Press with The  
M. S. Merian–R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced Studies ‘Metamorphoses 
of the Political’ (ICAS:MP). It publishes new books that both expand and de-centre 
current perspectives on politics and the ‘political’ in the contemporary world.  
It examines, from a wide array of disciplinary and methodological approaches, how 
the ‘political’ has been conceptualized, articulated and transformed in specific arenas 
of contestation during the ‘long twentieth century’. Though primarily located in 
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imagined as one that is regionally focused but globally engaged, providing a context 
for interrogations of universalized theories of self, society and politics.

Series Editors:
 • Tanweer Fazal, University of Hyderabad, India
 •  Shail Mayaram, formerly at Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, 

India
 • Samita Sen, University of Cambridge, UK
 • Awadhendra Sharan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, India
 • Sanjay Srivastava, SOAS, University of London, UK 
 • Ravi Vasudevan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, India
 • Sebastian Vollmer, University of Göttingen, Germany

ICAS:MP is an Indo-German research collaboration of six Indian and German 
institutions funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(BMBF). It combines the benefits of an open, interdisciplinary forum for 
intellectual exchange with the advantages of a cutting-edge research centre. Located 
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The limit [Grenze, or border] is the mediation in virtue of which 
something and each other both is and is not. 

—Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Science of Logic

To serve a great power always requires substantial concessions, 
wherefore one must offer up one’s map and submit, and put the state 
seal in pawn for military aid. If the map is offered up, the territory will 
be cut up; if the state seal is handed over, prestige will be diminished. 
When the territory is cut up, the state will be cut up; when prestige is 
diminished, the government will fall into chaos. 

—Han Feizi, Han Feizi suoyin (Concordance to Han Feizi)
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Preface

I grew up and went to school in the multi-culture of Kalimpong—the town that 
is the focus and main protagonist of this book. My father, a trader-adventurer, 
landed up in Kalimpong from Rangpo, a town across the border in the Kingdom 
of Sikkim, which was then a British protectorate. His father in turn had been 
working in Singtam (also in Sikkim) for a firm with connections to Kalimpong. 
This was on the heels of Colonel Francis Younghusband’s ‘opening up’ of the route 
to Tibet in 1904. My father never really made it economically, nor did he sojourn 
in Lhasa as many businessmen were then wont to do. Coming of age, not without 
kvetching, in the Tenth Mile area of the town, I noted there was just a residue 
of the Indo-Tibetan trade, with descendants of merchants using the conduit via 
Kathmandu while still hoping that the Jelep-La border would one day reopen. 
The Chinese families still living in the town mainly ran restaurants or shoe shops. 
Tibetan refugees, lamas and aristocrats had a considerable presence in the town 
environs. The mule trains were but a distant memory for old timers as army trucks 
trundled up and down the roads carrying supplies and military hardware. 

I remained quite clueless about the potholes in the ground of history on which 
I daily trod. It was only when I relocated to the United Kingdom (UK) for my 
doctoral work, on a different topic, that I kept encountering material on Kalimpong 
in the British Library, London. It was then that the urge to someday write a book on 
the town took hold of me. This was not a bad beginning for a scholar specialising in 
postcolonial studies. It was only much later that this work began to take some sort 
of shape, its contours cut and circumscribed by the continuities and discontinuities 
of the colonial experience in Asia. Although the Tibetan side of the story at the 
border had been written about, it seemed to me that what was lacking was the 
presence of China in Kalimpong, with all that this implied for the larger story of 
China–India relations before and after 1947.

I had lost what little Tibetan I had in my pre-teens and my Mandarin was 
non-existent. Bumping into Dawa Norbu—who became a close friend—in 
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xvi Preface

Kalimpong in the late 1980s after his Berkeley stint was opportune. On the Indian 
side, Jawaharlal Nehru remained gripped by the town, mentioning it frequently, 
sometimes juxtaposing it with other cities such as Riga and Hong Kong that served 
as spy hubs. This mining, along with readings of the memoir by the Japanese agent 
Hisao Kimura and the archival files on Shen Fumin (who happened to be my art 
teacher in school), served as the basis of another article in the journal China and 

Asia in 2021. This book, I need not add, would not have been possible without the 
excavation of archival and textual material in Mandarin.

My work over the years has urged me to think in terms of ‘presence’ and 
‘presencing’ in ways that the philosophers Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida 
have explicated the concept. When I meditate on that in the book, I see how China 
‘presences’ India, or, more simply, is both present and absent in India. This also 
resonates with the Hegelian idea of the border which we have used as an epigraph 
to the book.

None of the chapters pretend to be exhaustive histories; they are better viewed 
as exemplary accounts based on interpretations of the materials available at the 
time. Negotiating borders and differences, exploring a nexus of connections 
and interactions through history and place, we strive to provide a sense of how 
concepts of ‘Chinese’ and ‘China’ became woven into the fabric of Kalimpong, 
in the spirit of what has been termed histoire croisée. It is along these lines that 
this work attempts to map just how these assorted orbits of interaction intertwine 
dialogically. It is hoped that the book will prompt further research on similarly 
entangled places, although much future work is contingent upon the opening up 
(that phrase, again!) of Chinese archives. 

I remain an emic insider–outsider as I visit the town every year. In the world’s 
perennial movement, I have not always been able, as the French essayist Michel 
de Montaigne echoed in 1580, ‘to keep my subject still. It goes along befuddled 
and staggering, with a natural drunkenness’, but with a logic and momentum that 
cannot be disavowed. 

Prem Poddar

London

I started working on Kalimpong’s Chinese connections during my MA studies in 
Copenhagen. In the work leading up to my thesis, supervised by Jørgen Delman 
and Prem Poddar, I identified four different intertwined histories that had traversed 
Kalimpong. These later became the basis of Chapters 3–5 of the book. The 
search for primary material was challenging and time-consuming, and I visited 
archives and libraries in China, India and the UK looking for traces of the town’s 
intertwined history with ‘China’ and the ‘Chinese’. Analysing the documents  
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Preface xvii

I collected took even longer, and I spent many a night poring over them. I was 
fortunate to meet Tansen Sen early in this endeavour, who introduced me to the State 
Archives of West Bengal (SAWB) and encouraged me to visit it. On his advice, I flew 
to a sweltering Kolkata and delved into the files, which now form much of the core 
primary material for the book. Later, I moved to Heidelberg to work on my doctoral 
dissertation on the history of Indian philosophy in modern China. While there,  
I had the good fortune to be a colleague of Markus Viehbeck, who was then the 
co-director of the research project ‘Kalimpong as a “Contact Zone”’. One of the 
achievements of this project was the digitisation of the newspaper Himalayan Times, 
published in Kalimpong from 1949 to 1963, which is now available as a database. 
Not only did I have productive discussions with Markus about Kalimpong while in 
Heidelberg, but he was also generous in sharing much of the primary material his 
team had found in India. Without the material he and his team provided and made 
available, this book would not have been what it is. 

I undertook two field trips while researching this book: one to Kalimpong 
and one to Yunnan. These were truly eye-opening and allowed me to discover this 
extremely diverse, interconnected, often fraught and complex region that is the 
Eastern Himalayas. The process of writing this book has at times been incredibly 
difficult and frustrating. But I feel privileged to have had the opportunity to study 
a sliver of this incredible part of the world. 

Lisa Lindkvist Zhang

Sendai
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includes two fieldwork trips in 2016–2017 in Kalimpong by both of us, several 
weeks in Yunnan in the summer of 2016 and many scattered months over four years  
in Shanghai.

Note

1.  There is no discernible difference between the IB files before and after Indian 
independence.
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CIA  Central Intelligence Agency
CTA  Chinese Trade Agency
GMD  Guomindang, the Chinese Nationalist Party
GNLF  Gorkha National Liberation Front
IB  (Indian) Intelligence Bureau 
IOR  India Office Records 
JKTS  Jenkhentsisum
LAC  Line of Actual Control
MEP  Missions Etrangeres de Paris
MTAC  Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission
NAI  National Archives of India 
NRC  National Register of Citizens
PLA  People’s Liberation Army
PRC  People’s Republic of China
ROC  Republic of China 
ROI  Republic of India 
SAWB  State Archives of West Bengal
SRO  Statutory Rules and Orders
SUMI  Scottish Universities’ Mission Institution
UK  United Kingdom 
US  United States
USSR  Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

www.cambridge.org/9781009499354
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-49935-4 — Through the India-China Border
Prem Poddar, Lisa Lindkvist Zhang
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Note on Translation and Transliteration

In general, we refer to places with the names they had during the time period 
we are writing about—for example, Kolkata is spelled as ‘Calcutta’; Shangri-La 
is sometimes ‘Gyalthang’ or ‘Zhongdian’ when necessary, and the differences are 
explained. When it comes to transliteration of Chinese names, most are in pinyin, 
with the exception being quotes and references where the names appear as they are 
in the original sources. All Chinese quotes are presented in translation; however, 
references to works in Chinese are accompanied by both the transliterations and 
translations of their titles. With regard to the rendering of Tibetan proper nouns—
the names of people, places and certain institutions—we have favoured forms of 
names that have become well established in English-language works (‘Xizang’, 
‘Phuntsog Namgyal’, ‘Lhasa’). All translations from Chinese and Indian languages, 
unless stated otherwise, are courtesy of Lisa Lindkvist Zhang, Prem Poddar and 
scholars who were consulted along the way (Lars Lehmann and Jiajie Du Cecilia 
for some Chinese translations). 
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Kalimpong’s geostrategic location

 Source: Prepared by Michael Brown, Heidelberg. 
 Note: Map not to scale and does not represent authentic international boundaries.

www.cambridge.org/9781009499354
www.cambridge.org

