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The life and achievements of Reverend Babu Tharchin,the Tibetan

scholar from Kinnaur

Frangoise WANG-TOUTAIN
Senior Researcher, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (France)

Scientific Director of the Library of Tibetan Studies in Collége de France, Paris

Numerous excellent contributions have already been published
about the fascinating life of the eminent Babu Tharchin. I will try
here to give a succinct yet comprehensive presentation of the different
facets that made up the rich and complex personality of this Indo-

Tibetan born in Kinnaur in April 1890.

Tharchin was born in a poor family and brought up by his mother
who found both a job and a shelter in the Moravian Mission in Poo,
which was founded in 1865 and was one of the main Christian mission

stations in the Himalayan regions.

The Moravian missions had already produced outstanding
researchers in the local culture (Jischke 1817-1883; Francke 1870-
1930). They placed solid emphasis upon education and learning in
the classical Tibetan language so that Tibetan children of the mission
schools could get a better than average formation. Tharchin thus
received education in Tibetan in the fields of geography, history and
of course Christian faith. He also learned Urdu. He was noticed by

his teachers as a promising youth.

He stayed in Kinnaur until 1906. That year, he went with the head
of the mission and his family to Kotgarha, a village in the Simla Hill,

a popular summer resort of the Western Himalaya. During this stay
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he made an important encounter with Sundar Singh (1889-1929), a
young Sikh converted to Christianism. Although both were almost the
same age, Sundar Singh had already engaged in evangelistic activities:
preaching and showing the famous “magic lanterns” (projector with
slides) of the Life of the Christ. But this stay was also an occasionfor
the young Tharchin to discover “modern civilization” (notably the
trains which first terrified him). Upon his return to Poo he plunged

for one year into Biblical and theological disciplines.

But Tharchin was already fascinated by Tibet. In order to get the
necessary money to go there to study, he went back to Simla in 1908
to work as a coolie on the Hindustan-Tibet road. Shortly after his
arrival, he met again Sundar Singh, who invited him to stay in Saint
Thomas Church. Immersed in Christian spirituality, Tharchin would
then serve Sundar Singh and follow him in the hills of Simlaas an
interpreter. The young Tibetan was experiencing for the first time the
important role he could play as a go-between for people of different
culture and language, a role that would become fundamental in his

whole life.

Thanks to Sundar Singh, Tharchin was also introduced to another
Christian converted Sikh, Daud Singh, who among various businesses
held a shop of mechanical and manufacturing works and who himself
was an accomplished technician. The young Tibetan stayed with
him and his family in Delhi for almost one year. Recalling this time,
he wrote: “I learned the art of bookbinding from him without any
fees being charged. The knowledge of this art helped me when later
I began to publish my own books on my own printing press. Even
the smattering of bicycle mechanics I acquired from him sometimes

served me later in good stead”. Besides helping Daud Singh in his
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business, Tharchin also had some small jobs to gather money to go to
Tibet to study. But affected by malaria, he went back to Simla. After
convalescence, he worked as an interpreter and then as a houseboy
before returning to his native village of Poo. This was to be his last

visit there.

In 1910, Daud Singh invited him to come back to Delhi and
Tharchin accepted with great enthusiasm. The young Tibetan was
curious of everything and working for this businessman in Delhi gave
him many opportunities to learn practical skills. Furthermore, Daud
Singh was participating in the preparations of the Delhi Durbar to
be held in 1911 for the coronation of King George V. Although from
afar, Tharchin witnessed the celebrations and must have been very
impressed. During his whole life, he had a kind of natural respect for
the British royalty. Later, he devoted several articles of his newspaper
to the royal family. However, one may note that Tharchin could not

yet speak English.

While in Delhi, the young man applied for an apprenticeship position
in the printing press of the Scandinavian Alliance Tibetan mission in
Ghoom. Tharchin seemed to have been interested by printing work
since a young age and he was eager to learn the profession. But when
he arrived in Ghoom in January 1912, the mission had already stopped
the printing job and offered him to teach Tibetan and Hindi (a language
which he himself had learned a few months before). Ghoom, not far
from Darjeeling, was an important place in the field of education and
so Tharchin’s move to this place was a turning event. Tharchin, now
21 years old, had become a teacher. In parallel, he also engaged in
preaching activities. In 1914, he notably accompanied Sundar Singh,

the “Christian sadhu” in Kalimpong and Sikkhim.
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As soon as he arrived in GhoomTharchin started learning English.
He also compiled a manual of Tibetan, The Tibetan Second Book,
that was published in 1916. It was his first publication. Later, several
revised editions would be of great use when Tibetan refugees came
to India in the 1960’s.

In 1917, in order to improve his academic qualifications, Tharchin
was sent to Kalimpong to the Scottish Universities Mission Institution
(SUMI) headed by Dr. Sutherland, a man who was deeply involved
with the Calcutta University Commission for the development of
education. Chosen as an interpreter, Tharchin made several trips
to Sikkhim and Bhutan with the academic delegations and met the
royal families and high government officials. The young Tibetan
thus began to develop a network of relationships that was to play an

important role later.

In 1919, Tharchinregistered for Calcutta University Matric
examination. He was enthusiastic about learning about modern
sciences yet, in 1921, he chose to leave Kalimpong before the actual
examination because an opportunity he had dreamt for so many years
had arisen: he was asked to go to Tibet. He would accompany the wife
of David MacDonald, the British Trade Agent to Yatung. From there,
Tharchin proceeded to Gyantse where he founded the first primary
school of the British Indian model.

Despite his missionary environment, Tharchin never despised the
religious customs of Tibetans and one of his main aspirations was
to gain a deeper knowledge of Tibetan language and culture. So, he
took advantage of his two years stay in Gyantse to discuss and learn
with the monks of Pelkor Chode. Besides, he participated in festive
gatherings and taught Hindi to Tibetan officials thus widening his
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contact network. In 1923, he headed with great excitement to Lhasa.
He stayed in the Doring House near the Jokhang and visited all the
sacred places. He also established many contacts in the Tibetan high
society, finally falling in love with a young Tibetan aristocrat: Karma
Dechen. They both came back to Kalimpong in 1924, accompanied by

Tibetan officials for whom Tharchin served as an interpreter in India.

Soon after, he joined the Mission of the Church of Scotland in
Kalimpong. But his main project was the creation of the famous
“Mirror” in 1925. Many studies have been dedicated to this influential
Tibetan newspaper that was to be published until 1963. The main
objective was not to propagate Christianism but to educate Tibetans
and disseminate knowledge among them. Tharchin himself possessed
a high level of curiosity about technical matters, modern histories
but he also knew about merchant interests. One page was dedicated
to Christian matter. The editorial choice of the newspaper varied
over the years. The first issues contained news of local events and of
the outside world, articles on Tibetan grammar, poetry, geography
and history, on domestic hygiene, and on regional and transnational
trade. When the fear of Chinese Communists became more concrete,
the newspaper became more political and emphasis was placed on

sustaining the cultural and religious legacy of Tibet as a nation state.

After India’s independence, Tharchin annually gave important
place to the celebrations of this event but he also looked for Indian
support to defend the independence of Tibet. Seeking to bring the
two countries closer, he focused on Buddhism. In fact, Tharchin
was really open-minded and despite his deep personal Christian
faith, he had a sincere interest and knowledge of Buddhism which

he saw as the foundation of Tibetan culture. At the end of his life, he
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wrote: “Tibetans are deeply rooted and grounded in the teaching and
traditions of their original faith - Buddhism. The Buddhist philosophy,
its way of life and thought patterns are deeply ingrained in the Tibetan
temperament”. Actually, a close examination of the Mirror shows that
news and illustrations about Buddhism are much more numerous than
those concerning Christianity. Tharchin had close relationship with
eminent Buddhist masters who would come to visit him in his printing
press. He was especially fortunate to have personal encounters with
H. H. The Thirteen and The Fourteen Dalai Lama who both gave him

support in his printing work.

Tharchin enjoyed a position of influence with fellow townsmen and
he had vivid intellectual exchange with people of diverse background.
As Kalimpong was a multicultural, multi religious cosmopolitan hill
station, he knew about all intellectual trends and had close relations
with Tibetan literati like Amdo GedunChophel (1903-1951). As
a scholar in Tibetan language, Tharchin was also looked for by
celebrated foreign Tibetologist of the time, like Georges Roerich,
Hisao Kimura, Jacques Bacot, to name but a few. All of them greatly
beneficiated from his knowledge of Tibetan. He was a useful contact
for Western travelers and colonial officials. It must be noted that the
five times he went to Tibet (1921, 1927, 1931, 1937 and 1940), he

accompanied western people as an interpreter and guide.

He had close contacts with British political officers and in 1942, he
received subsides from the British government to use his newspaper
as a tool for dissemination of news and information during the war.
In 1946, because of some dissensions surrounding the printing of the
Mirror, Tharchin resigned from the Mission and decided to create a

privately-owned Tibetan printing establishment. With the help of the
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new Indian government he acquired a new machine and inaugurated
in 1948 the Tibet Mirror Press which would be of vital importance

for the Tibetan nation.

Tharchin was a pioneer in several fields. The creation of this
newspaper was the beginning of secular writing in Tibetan, it was the
early days of Tibetan journalism. Tharchin was a staunch advocate
of Tibetan independence and the spokesman for Tibet’s freedom. He
also played a leading role in the modernization of Tibetan language
and in the development of Tibetan education. In 1959, he was part
of H. H. The Dalai Lama Committee for education in Mussoorie and
he intensified the printing of school books and dictionaries which he
mostly gave away for free to refugees though he himself was faced
with a shortage of funds. Actually, given the financial difficulties
he had to deal with during decades in order to maintain publication
activities, we may say that Tharchin had really embarked in a life
of philanthropic adventure to help Tibet retains its language and
identity. Leaving this world in 1976, he who had lived in a turbulent

and eventful time, had truly made his life meaningful.
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