Gerry Shephard on Magars

What caught my interest, however, was the great variety of ethnic groups tucked away in its inaccessible valleys. Previously, most of these groups in Nepal were not known to the out side world. In fact, only few people in Nepal knew much about them or could tell us where they were located. The Khams, for instance, were just such a group. Though more than forty thousand people spoke the Kham language, it was next-t-impossible to find anyone in Kathmandu who had even heard of them.

Of the numerous ethnic groups in Nepal, there was one group in particular that caught my attention. These people were the magars, a major group whose actual numbers may never be known. There were 300, 000 people who spoke that language, but like Khams and most other ethnic groups, a considerable number of Magars now spoke only the national language, Nepali. Everywhere Magars found they had gained a reputation for honesty and hard work. The Magars were a Mongolian people who had migrated into Nepal in the predawn of history. Many of the ethnic groups had legend that told how they had come to Nepal from Tibet or some other, but not the Magars. For them, at least, history simply began and ended in Nepal.

 In the sixteenth century the Magars invaded kathmandu under the leadership of the Palpa king Mukunda Sen. In the 1750s, Prithibi Narayan Shah, the “father of modern Nepal,” was consolidating the many petty kingdoms scattered across the land. For this task he counted heavily upon his Magar soldiers. The out side world, however, came to know of the Magar only after the British began recuiting soliers in Neoal for Gurkha regiments. The British quickly came to appreciate the Magars’ qualities and they became a major part of their Nepal contingent.

What confused the language issue was how various ethnic groups would take on the same name. I was to learn that there were at least five different groups who spoke very different languages, yet each claimed they were Magars! I presume the explanation in this: as successive waves of immigrants moved into Nepal, those who settled next to the Magars were quick to take the name of the original inhabitants, which gave them a degree of acceptance and made them insiders.

But who were the real Magars—the original ones?I found that most likely it was the Magar community which was to be found in Central Nepal in Palpa, Syangja andTanahu district.
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