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Bengali Beauty
Kalimpong may lack the glam, the bustle and the crowds of its more 

famous cousin, Darjeeling. But this sleepy little hill town has its own 
history, a unique loveliness and a truly soothing charm.  

Words RATHINA SANKARI

Deolo Hill, the highest point 
of Kalimpong town, gives a 
360-degree panoramic view of 
snow-covered peaks, the town 
and the Teesta valley
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W
elcome to Gorkhaland,” stated a 
signboard as soon as we neared the 
outskirts of the languid hill station 
called Kalimpong. I was weary after 
flying for long hours from Pune to 
Bagdogra followed by a three-hour 

road trip. But the sight of the humble and ever smiling locals 
perked up my spirits. 

After leaving the urban dust and chaos of Bagdogra 
behind, my drive had taken me through sparsely populated 
quaint hamlets followed by the sight of the pale green 
water of the Teesta river with a bunch of whitewater rafting 
enthusiasts enjoying themselves. A trip to Darjeeling had 
long been on the cards, but the highly commercialised 
summer resort didn’t lure me for varied reasons. This was a 
trip that was meant to be luxurious on the time front. It was 
about slow travel and getting immersed in the surroundings. 
So, at the first opportunity, I decided to take a break two 
hours before reaching Darjeeling, at Kalimpong. The name, 
which means ‘stronghold of king’s minister’ in Tibetan, is 
said to have been derived from the term kaulim, a fibrous 
plant used to make paper, while yet another version 
suggests a link to kalenpung or ‘ridges where we play’ in 
the local Lepcha dialect. The area has a strong presence of 
the indigenous Lepchas and the migrant Limbus, Bhutias, 
Nepalese, Tibetans, Sikkimese, Marwaris, Bengalis, Anglo-
Indians and Bhutanese. 

The region exchanged hands a couple of times. Until 
the early 18th century, when it was called Dalingkot, it 

was ruled by the Sikkim king after which the Bhutanese 
took control. It was in 1865 after the Sinchula Treaty that 
the borders were redrawn by the British, giving shape to 
Darjeeling district of which Kalimpong, then a small hamlet, 
was part. Its proximity to Nathu La and Jelep La ensured 
it was an important stopover on the Silk Route. Commerce 
brought in people from the neighbouring areas, leading to an 
increase in the settlement’s size and it became a prominent 
station for Indo-Tibet trade.

Kalimpong is perched daintily on a ridge adorned in 
greenery and colourful blossoms, overlooking the Teesta 
river. Little boys waved to me as the car raced past them 
that chilly evening. Sunil Tamang, the receptionist at Hotel 
Sood Garden Retreat, draped an off-white silk scarf, the 
customary khada, around my neck and welcomed me with a 
smile that would light up a room. These ceremonial wraps 
hold high significance in the traditions of Tibetan Buddhism 
from birth to funeral.

As I walked into my room, the sun had long set and the 
valley was shrouded with a veil of mist.Famished, I checked 
with Arindam Roy, the manager, if the kitchen was serving 
dinner. He agreed to get a local dish rustled up at the 
earliest. Hot rotis and spicy Nepali aloo dum ensured a full 
stomach and I slept like a baby that night.

The next morning, as the sun peeked out, it was 
time for me to explore the surroundings. Arindam kindly 
volunteered to show me around the town which had been 
recently declared the 21st district of West Bengal. With the 
sun on my back, I noticed little houses with small patches 

The Kalimpong region has a strong presence of the indigenous Lepchas and various migrant communities such as Bhutias, Nepalese, Tibetans and more. Here, 
Bhutanese boys play football on a field in Kalimpong, while a mother carries her baby in a basket (facing page)
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in the backyard growing vegetables like radish, cauliflower, 
squash and cabbage, which I had missed the previous night. 

We toiled uphill to Dr Graham’s Homes, established in 
1900 by Reverend Graham as a home for unwanted illegitimate 
Anglo-Indian children born to English tea planters and local 
women. The institution was a microcosm of the love and 
dedication Dr Graham showered on these cast-off children. 
Later, it became a popular school of the area. As we toured 
the campus, Arindam proudly showed me the school building, 
hostels, playground and the canteen, growing nostalgic about 
his days as a student there. Soon he grew hungry as he had 

skipped breakfast so we went in search of a boxywala – a 
Tibetan vendor selling local snacks in a large box, door-to-door. 
He remembered the good old days when ‘Pala’ (old man in 
Tibetan) would sell sha phaley and aloo phaley to him and his 
friends. Phaley is Tibetan street food – deep-fried circular or 
semi-circular pies stuffed with meat and vegetables. Then we 
ambled up the road towards the imposing stone chapel built in 
memory of Dr Graham’s wife, Katherine. But it was closed and 
I couldn’t enjoy its majestic interiors.

We left the institution and started towards Deolo, the 
highest view point in Kalimpong. Arindam suggested a brief 

stopover at Lark’s Provisions and told me to try the famed 
Kalimpong milk lollipops and the cheese. The lip-smacking 
lollies were such a treat that I decided to carry a few packets 
back home. He also introduced me to dalle khursani, the cherry 
chilli pepper regarded among the top 10 fieriest chillies in the 
world. The chillies were yet to arrive in the market as it was 
off-season but their paste and pickles were in the shops.

There was so much to savour in Kalimpong that I wondered 
if I had enough time. The ridge on which Kalimpong is 
positioned connects the hills of Deolo and Durpin. With its 
table-top, Deolo is a thriving centre for paragliding—offering 
a panoramic view of Kanchenjunga, the third tallest peak in 
the world, and a bird’s eye view of Kalimpong. As I soaked in 
the view of the hill town, I decided to return the next morning 
to watch the spectacular sunrise from Deolo hill. “There is 
something magical about the hills,” claimed Arindam. After 
completing his schooling in Kalimpong, he had moved to the 
plains for work. But, some time later, the charm of the hills had 
drawn him back to Kalimpong.

We left the vantage point and took the road towards Durpin 
Monastery, a treasure trove housing rare Buddhist manuscripts 
on Tibetology called Kangyur, consisting of 108 volumes. It is 
said that the Dalai Lama brought them from Tibet when he 
visited the town in 1956. My interesting find was the pagoda 
next door with a plaque that stated Helena Roerich (1879-
1955) had lived in Kalimpong. A Russian writer born in St 
Petersburg, she was so impressed with Kalimpong’s beauty on 
a visit that she decided to stay at the British colonial bungalow, 
Crockety House, from 1949 until her death.  

After what seemed an eternity, we stepped out and decided 
to stop at a local shop selling noon (salt in Nepali) chai or fikka 
chai. Over the piping hot cuppa, Arindam said, “Do you know 
Rabindranath Tagore stayed just behind Crockety House, in 
Gauripur House, and broadcast his poem, “Janmadin,” live on 
the radio on his birthday?” No, I replied and suggested we visit 
Tagore’s Kalimpong retreat next. Arindam quizzed, “How long 
are you staying in Kalimpong?” I looked into my cup, drew on 
the mountain breeze and uttered a soft “Indefinitely!”  

DISCOVER THIS!
Gyalo Thondup, the elder brother of the Dalai Lama, lives in Kalimpong and runs a noodle factory next to his house. He has penned an autobiographical book, 
The Noodle Maker of Kalimpong, with co-author Anne Thurston in 2015, detailing the on-going struggle of Tibet for independence.

 (Facing page) Kalimpong houses a sizeable 
Buddhist population and several monasteries, 

including the Thongsa Monastery; a group of locals 
enjoy mugs of the local drink, chang—an alcoholic 

beverage made of barley, rice or millet
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GETTING THERE
Kalimpong is 75 km from 
Bagdogra airport and 73 
km from New Jalpaiguri 
station. Bagdogra is 
well-connected by air 
with all major metros. 
From Bagdogra and New 
Jalpaiguri, pre-paid taxis 
ply to Kalimpong. Buses are 
available from the Tenzing 
Norgay Bus Terminal in 
Siliguri for Kalimpong. 

WHERE TO STAY
Sood Garden Retreat 
(www.soodsgardenretreat.
com; +91- 9733123113) is a 
decent budget hotel to put 
your feet up. For a luxurious 
touch, head to Elgin Silver 
Oaks (www.elginhotels.
com/kalimpong.php; +91-
33-40646300)

EAT
Gompu’s Bar and 
Restaurant is a great place 
to relish some Tibetan fare. 
King Thai and Lee’s serve 
tasty Chinese cuisine. 

SHOP
Colourful artefacts made 
from handmade Kalimpong 
paper are available in 
the region. Also, shop 
for fi ng, the locally made 
glass noodles available in 
Kalimpong market.

 NAVIGATOR

A group of archers 
practise on a playground 
in Kalimpong. Archery is a 
popular sport in the region 
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