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Abstract

While there is burgeoning scholarship on the transnational lives of Nepali Gurkhas and their
families, research on their migration history and lived experiences in Asian contexts is few
and far between. Building upon VronWare’s concept of Gurkha families as ‘militarymigrants’
and using an inter-Asia approach as a framework, this article foregrounds the interconnec-
tions between military service and migrant pathways during the period of decolonization,
particularly in Southeast Asia, and in so doing, offers a gendered perspective on labourmigra-
tion. Drawing on multi-sited archival and ethnographic research, it seeks to argue that from
1948 to 1971, the Asian region(s) were a dominant feature in the global migration process of
Gurkha familieswho circulatedwithin the arc of a declining British empire. The article further
advances that their gendered mobility patterns problematizes the ‘migration–left behind’
nexus as binary opposites as Gurkha wives and children engaged with mobility and mediated
their transnational lives in complex ways. It also expands upon the notion of dukha—meaning
‘sadness’ or ‘suffering’ in Nepali—as an analytical theme to yield further insights into their
lived experiences and to revisit colonial historiography about Gurkha society.

Keywords: Gurkha families; military labour migration; left-behind women and children; gender and
transnational lives; inter-Asian connections

Introduction

Several Nepali Gurkha1 cemeteries and memorials from the Second World War and
decolonization periods are located in former British colonies in Asia. At present,

1‘Gorkha’ refers to a hill principality west of Kathmandu where the kings of the Gorkha kingdom con-
quered and annexed neighbouring states to form the modern nation of Nepal during the eighteenth
century. It is important to note that the term ‘Gorkha’ (or its Anglicized version ‘Gurkha’) is mainly used
by outsiders to refer to Nepali men who enlist in British regiments. In their self-representations and dur-
ing my interviews, the term lāhure (otherwise also spelt as lahuray or lāhore) was used as a descriptor. The
term commonly used for a Nepali sipāhī (solider) who serves or has served in a foreign army is lāhure, a
word derived from ‘Lahore’ in Pakistan, where the enlistment of Gorkha soldiers into the Khalsa army of
Maharaja Ranjit Singh began in the early nineteenth century. See, for example, Michael Hutt, ‘A hero or
a traitor? The Gurkha soldier in Nepali literature’, South Asia Research, 9:1 (1989), p. 23. Mary Des Chene,
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they are managed by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. The Gurkhas, as
Cynthia Enloe highlights, constituted Britain’s ‘principal military presence in Asia’.2

Intriguingly, during British imperial expansion, Nepal was not colonized nor is it a
member country of the Commonwealth of Nations.3 Therefore, the Nepali Gurkhas
engender a paradox as they comprise a ‘relic of the forces of Britain’s imperial days’,4

and their recruitment since the early nineteenth century still weighs heavily on their
colonial legacies, despite Nepal’s statuswithin the British empire.5 In her book,Military
Migrants: Fighting for Your Country, Vron Ware examines Britain’s multinational army
within the domestic context of the United Kingdom and explores a range of contem-
porary socio-political issues that emerge for the Nepali Gurkha community on account
of their status as ‘migrant soldiers’.6 Following Vron Ware’s suggestive insights, this
article will deliberate upon Gurkhas and their families as ‘militarymigrants’. However,
this article attempts to go beyond theUnited Kingdomand looks at an earlier era in the
Asian region(s), using Gurkha families as a case study, to explore transregionalmilitary
labour migration and lived experiences from 1948 to 1971.

The transnational lives of Gurkha families between 1948 until the withdrawal of
British troops from the Far East in 1971 brings into sharp focus the interconnections
betweenmilitary service andmigrant pathways in predominantly Asian contexts. The
aftermath of India’s independence—and partition—in 1947 signalled a new beginning
for the erstwhile Gurkha troops of the British Raj as they were divided between the
newly formed Indian Army and the British Army.7 Subsequently, in 1948, the head-
quarters of the British Army’s ‘Brigade of Gurkhas’ was located at Seremban, Negeri
Sembilan in Malaya, and Gurkha battalions were widely dispersed across Malaya,
Singapore, and, to a far lesser extent, Hong Kong.8 In other words, in 1947, follow-
ing the reconstitution of Gurkha units that had long served in the British Indian Army,
British colonies such as Malaya, Singapore, and Hong Kong formed an integral part
of a transregional military labour network in Asia. Furthermore, the development of
a British Gurkha garrison in Brunei following the revolt in 1962 renders visible the

‘Relics of empire: a cultural history of the Gurkhas, 1815–1987’, PhD thesis, Stanford University, 1991,
p. 235.

2Cynthia Enloe, Ethnic soldiers: state security in divided societies (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980),
p. 41.

3See, for example, John Whelpton, A history of Nepal (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005);
‘Nepal urged to join Commonwealth’, The Himalayan, 19 January 2016, https://thehimalayantimes.com/
kathmandu/nepal-urged-to-join-commonwealth, [accessed 30 September 2022].

4Mary Des Chene, ‘Soldiers, sovereignty and silences: Gorkhas as diplomatic currency’, South Asia

Bulletin, 13:1–2 (1993), p. 67.
5There were two Anglo-Nepalese wars (1814–1816) between Nepal and the British East India Company,

during which time Britain began recruiting Gurkha troops. For further information, see Kanchanmoy
Mujumdar, Anglo-Nepalese relations in the nineteenth century (Calcutta: Firma K. L. Mukhopadhyay, 1973).

6Vron Ware,Military migrants: fighting for your country (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
7Nepal: future of the Gurkha troops employed in the British and Indian armies; Tripartite agreement

between the governments of Nepal, United Kingdom and India, 1947, DO 35/2462, The National Archives,
United Kingdom (hereafter TNA). See also David Omissi, ‘A dismal story?: Britain, the Gurkhas and the
partition of India, 1945–48’, in The Indian Army, 1939–47: experience and development, (eds) Alan Jeffreys and
Patrick Rose (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), pp. 195–214.

8The Kukri—The Journal of the Brigade of Gurkhas, No. 1, May 1949, pp. 3–43 (accessed at The Gurkha
Museum, Winchester, United Kingdom).
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significance of Brunei as a transnational historical link.9 More significantly, Malaya,
Singapore, Brunei, and Hong Kong were nodal points in the military migrant routes
of Gurkha families. These countries, therefore, encompassed ‘sites of Asian interac-
tion’10 that draw our attention to the protean ways in which colonial legacies and
geopolitical imperatives mutually constituted and shaped the transnational lives of
this lesser-known military migrant community.

The impetus for writing this article stems from the Social Science Research
Council’s call in 2008 for investigation into ‘inter-Asian connections’.11 I employ inter-
Asian connections as a methodological analysis to frame transregional military labour
networks and gendered circuits of migration during decolonization. To this end, this
article sets out to make three key contributions. Firstly, it attempts to facilitate a dia-
logue between two distinct historiographical fields—military history and migration
history—and in doing so, broadens the history of Asian labour migration within Asia
by examining a less explored form of colonial labour network. By drawing out transna-
tional processes that intersected between and within South Asia, Southeast Asia, and
(to a lesser extent) East Asia, this article seeks to argue that from1948 to 1971, theAsian
region(s) were a dominant feature in the global migration process of Gurkha families
who circulated within the arc of a declining British empire. Secondly, through a study
of Gurkha families, this article offers a gendered perspective on inter-Asian military
labour migration by directing a gaze at realms of family histories and transnational
lives, which remain largely unexplored. In bringing to fore military regulations that
came to bear upon when and under what circumstances Gurkha wives and children
could migrate or were left behind in Nepal, this article contends that their transna-
tional history provides a vantage point from which to disentangle the ‘migration–left
behind’ nexus as binary opposites and to instead evaluate military migrant patterns
that inflected the transnational lives of Gurkha families in complexways.12While there
is expansive literature onmigration and transnational families in Asia, within the con-
text of studies on the ‘left behind’, research tends to focus on the unidirectional nature
of mobility rather than taking into account case studies that account for dynamic

9‘Permanent Gurkha guard for Brunei’, The Straits Times, 10 December 1963. Malaysia and Gurkhas
for Brunei, 1963–1964, CO 1037/246, TNA. See also Michael Leifer, ‘Decolonisation and international
status: the experience of Brunei’, International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs), 52:2 (1978),
pp. 240–252. K. U. Menon, ‘A six-power defence arrangement in Southeast Asia?’, Contemporary Southeast

Asia, 10:3 (1988), pp. 306–327.
10Tim Harper and Sunil Amrith, ‘Sites of Asian interaction: an introduction’, Modern Asian Studies,

46:2 (2012), pp. 249–257. See also TimHarper and Sunil Amrith (eds), Sites of Asian interaction: ideas, networks
and mobility (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

11In 2008, the Social Science Research Council made a call to seriously consider ‘inter-Asian connec-
tions’ to encourage research on the shared histories and global connections of Asian pasts, present,
and futures. This initiative was aimed at creating exchanges and dialogues between different regions
of Asia. For additional and varied perspectives, see Kuan-Hsing Chen, Asia as method: toward deimperializa-

tion (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010); Engseng Ho, ‘Inter-Asian concepts for mobile societies’, The
Journal of Asian Studies, 76:4 (2017), pp. 907–928.

12See, for example, Mika Toyota, Brenda S. A. Yeoh and Liem Nguyen, ‘Bringing the “left behind” back
into view in Asia: a framework for understanding the “migration–left behind nexus”’, Population, Space and
Place, 13 (2007), pp. 157–161. Here, the authors make a compelling argument for the need to explore the
experiences of those ‘left behind’, and call for a new research framework that explores the ‘migration–left
behind’ nexus in an integrated manner.
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patterns wherein the ‘left behind’, for instance, women and children, also engage in
mobility, therefore complicating the ‘migration–left behind’ nexus. Thirdly, by study-
ing the transnational experiences of Gurkhas and their families asmilitarymigrants in
Asia, this article seeks to humanize their narratives and offer a critique of colonial con-
structs that reduce the Gurkhas to embodiments of masculine loyalty and bravery.13

In using inter-Asia as a point of entry, the purpose of this article is not to claim Asian
exceptionalism. Instead, an inter-Asia approach offers analytical purchase to provide a
longer-term perspective on Nepalese migration and to seriously consider how Nepal’s
transregional historical links to other parts of Asia developed vis-à-vis the military
migration of Gurkha families.

The first part of the article situates Gurkha families within post-Second World
War Asian contexts. Through an analysis of the Tripartite Agreement (TPA) signed in
1947 by the United Kingdom, Nepal, and India, this section will examine the histor-
ical and political context that gave rise to and shaped their transnational dynamics.
By reconstructing their transregional routes in the past, the second segment delib-
erates on inter-Asian connections and demonstrates how Gurkha families negotiated
their transnational lives within and between South and Southeast Asia as well as Hong
Kong. The last section expands upon the notion of dukha—meaning ‘sadness’ or ‘suf-
fering’ in Nepali—as an analytical theme to yield further insights into the impact of
military migration on their lived experiences, and in so doing, revisits colonial con-
structs about Gurkha history. One caveat pertains to the usage of ‘Gurkha’ as a term of
reference in the broadest sense. While there are distinctions among the ‘Singapore
Gurkhas’, ‘Indian Gurkhas’, and ‘British Gurkhas’, kinship ties and social networks
transcend these categories. This article focuses on the transnational lives of Gurkha
familieswhowere part of the British Armyduring a particular historical period. Hence,
‘British Gurkha’ as an appellationwill be used only in so far as to tease out nuances that
emerge about their migration and/or professional trajectories.

This article forms part of an ongoing study to document the transnational history of
Gurkha families in the past. The empirical research is drawn frommulti-sited archival
and ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Nepal, Singapore, Malaysia, and the United
Kingdom between 2019 and 2020. By closely reading along and against the archival
grain, this article pays attention to the strengths and limitations of engagingwith only
official archival sources as a research methodology.14 Archival data from the Foreign
Office, War Office, Commonwealth Office, and Defence Department during the post-
SecondWorldWar period offer scant glimpses into the transnational history of Gurkha
wives and children who, in general, are categorized as ‘dependants’ in these records.
Broadly speaking, insights about them, if any, are embedded within the framework

13‘Bravest of the brave’ is a phrase that is widely used in British military publications, and various
Gurkha cemeteries bear this quote as an epitaph that has become synonymous with the Gurkhas. Lionel
Caplan highlights that this phrase first appeared in the Preface of a Nepali dictionary published in 1931
by Gurkha officer Ralph Turner. See, for example, Lionel Caplan, ‘“Bravest of the brave”: representation
of “the Gurkha” in British military writings’, Modern Asia Studies, 25:3 (1991), pp. 571–597. See also Ralph
Turner, A comparative and etymological dictionary of the Nepali language (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1965); George MacMunn, The martial races of India (England: Taylor and Francis, 2013).

14See, for example, Ann Laura Stoler, Along the archival grain: epistemic anxieties and colonial common sense

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009); Antoinette Burton (ed.), Archive stories: facts, fictions, and the
writing of history (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005).
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of service provisions for Gurkha troops serving in the British Army. Although Gurkha
families have slipped through the cracks of history, it is between those interstices, in
the fragments of written traces that crisscrossed between the United Kingdom, India,
Nepal, and the Far East, that I begin to reconstruct their transnational past. While
archival documents offer a rich avenue to critically assess geopolitical realities and to
piece together how transregional military labour networks within Asia were shaped
in the past, there is a resounding silence about the lived experiences of Gurkha fami-
lies as military migrants. As Alistair Thomson alerts us, ‘if history is the story wemake
of the stories we find, then one needs to consider those missing stories and the sig-
nificance of their absence’.15 Herein, in-depth life history interviews conducted with
approximately 50 Gurkha families across Nepal (Kathmandu, Dharan, and Pokhara)
and in Hampshire, the United Kingdom, were ‘an essential source for examining the
lived experiences of individuals and communities whose history was undocumented
or ill-recorded’.16 By recentring marginalized voices through a life history methodol-
ogy, this article seeks to ‘enlarge and enrich the scope of historical writing itself ’, in
Paul Thomson’s words.17 In short, the transnational lives of Gurkha families allow us to
study a largely unexplored form of transregional labour networks in Asia, and within
this parameter, it opens up an area of enquiry to discover a lesser-known dimension
of their social history.

Imperial inheritance: Situating Gurkha families in post-war Asian contexts

Two fundamental limitations surface in extant scholarship on the Gurkhas in the con-
text of the post-Second World War period. Firstly, most of the literature is relegated
to military history within the purview of defence and decolonization in Asia. On the
one hand, as Lionel Caplan rightly observes, countless British military writings tend
to unproblematically represent ‘The Gurkha’ as the ‘Bravest of the Brave’.18 While
there are exceptions,19 numerous British military publications, as Michael Hutt pos-
tulates, are ‘quasi-historical accounts’.20 This corpus of work details military exploits
and chronicles various historical events—the SecondWorldWar (1939–1945); partition
of India in 1947; Malayan Emergency (1948–1960); Brunei Revolt (1962); Indonesia-
Malaysia Confrontation (1963–1966); and riots in Hong Kong in the late 1960s during
the Cultural Revolution—to chart the crucial role played by the Gurkhas in various
military campaigns.21 While these works inform our understanding of the historical

15Alistair Thomson, ‘Life histories and historical analysis’, in Research methods for history, (eds) Simon
Gunn and Lucy Faire (London: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), p. 118.

16Ibid.
17Paul Thomson, ‘The voice of the past: oral history’, in The oral history reader, (eds) Robert Perks and

Alistair Thomson (New York: Routledge, 1998), pp. 29–30.
18Caplan, ‘“Bravest of the brave”’, pp. 571–597. See also Lionel Caplan,Warrior gentlemen: ‘Gurkhas’ in the

Western imagination (Providence: Berghahn Books, 1995).
19See, for example, Robin Adshead, Gurkha: the legendary soldier (Singapore: Asia Pacific Press, 1970);

J. P. Cross and Buddhiman Gurung, Gurkhas at war: eyewitness accounts from World War II to Iraq (London:
Greenhill Books, 2007).

20Hutt, ‘A hero or a traitor?’, pp. 21–32.
21See, for example, Duncan Forbes, Johnny Gurkha (London: R. Hale, 1964); Byron Farwell, The Gurkhas

(London: A. Lane, 1984); Scott Leathart,With the Gurkhas: India, Burma, Singapore,Malaya, Indonesia, 1940–1959
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development of Gurkha troops in Asia and, at times, offer clues about their families,
they ultimately seek to position the Gurkhas as ‘brave warriors’ within a larger colo-
nial enterprise. On the other hand, several scholarly works situate Gurkha troops as a
colonial army and in doing so, further our understanding of issues relating to imperial
security, nationalism, and the Cold War in Asia.22 This body of scholarship is valuable
to our understanding of defence and decolonization processes. However,more notably,
the focus is on the positionality of Gurkhas as ‘soldiers’ rather than as ‘migrants’.

Secondly, in sharp contrast to military historiography, there has been burgeoning
research since the 2010s examining Gurkha/Gorkhali migration and, more broadly,
the Nepali diaspora, as a global phenomenon. For example, in comparison to pre-
vious scholarship, it might be fair to suggest that the edited volume, the Routledge
Handbook of the South Asian Diaspora, with its inclusion of a critical chapter on the
Nepali/Gorkhali diaspora by social anthropologist David Gellner, signals a promising
endeavour to appraise the Nepali diaspora within the broader field of South Asian
diaspora studies.23 Thereafter, two other significant volumes which have been pub-
lished since—Nepali Diaspora in a Globalised Era and Global Nepalis: Religion, Culture, and
Community in a New and Old Diaspora—speak to migration and diaspora studies as an
emergentfield of research in the context ofNepal.24However,while this historiograph-
ical shift has given fresh scholarly impetus to studying Nepali Gurkha families’ social
and transnational history, most works are focused on a single country, and few have
examined them across regional boundaries. Moreover, writings on the social expe-
riences of Gurkha families, such as identity, belonging, caste, culture, ethnicity, and
religiosity, are primarily focused on either India or the United Kingdom.25 While there
are stirrings in the direction of research towards other parts of Asia,26 there is a lacuna

(Edinburgh: Pentland Press, 1998); Peter Harclerode and David Reynolds, Gurkha: the illustrated history

(Stroud, Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing Ltd, 2003); John Parker, The Gurkhas: the inside story of the

world’s most feared soldiers (London: Headline, 2005); Christopher Bullock, Britain’s Gurkhas (London: Third
Millennium Publishing, 2009).

22Christopher Bayly and Tim Harper, Forgotten wars: the end of Britain’s Asian empire (London; New
York: Allen Lane, 2007); Karl Hack, Defence and decolonisation in Southeast Asia: Britain, Malaya and Singapore

1941–1968 (Richmond: Curzon, 2001); Karl Hack and Tobias Rettig (eds), Colonial armies in Southeast Asia

(London; New York: Routledge, 2006).
23David Gellner, ‘Warriors, workers, traders, and peasants: theNepali/Gorkhali diaspora since the nine-

teenth century’, in Routledge Handbook of South Asian Diasporas, (eds) DavidWashbrook and Joya Chatterjee
(New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 136–150.

24Tanka Subba and A. C. Sinha (eds), Nepali diaspora in a globalized era (New York: Routledge, 2016); David
Gellner and Sondra Hausner (eds), Global Nepalis: religion, culture, and community in a new and old diaspora

(New Delhi, India: Oxford University Press, 2018).
25Taken together, both the aforementioned volumes includewide-ranging chapters on the experiences

of Gurkhas in the United Kingdom as well as India. For further insights in the context of the United
Kingdom, see, for example, David Gellner et al., ‘Shrines and identities in Britain’s Nepali diaspora’,
Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies, 19:1 (2010), pp. 116–146; Mitra Pariyar, ‘Overseas caste among
military migrants: the migration and settlement of Nepalese Gurkhas in Britain’, PhD thesis, Macquarie
University, 2016. For further insights into the context of India, see, for example, Tanka Subba, Ethnicity,
state and development: a case study of Gorkhaland movement in Darjeeling (New Delhi: Vikas 1992); Amiya
Samanta, Gorkhaland movement: a study in ethnic separatism (New Delhi: Ashish Publishing House, 2001).

26Siumi Tam, ‘Dealing with double marginalization: three generations of Nepalese women in Hong
Kong’, Asian Journal of Women’s Studies, 16:2 (2010), pp. 32–59; Wai-Man Tang, ‘Entangled in big events:
rise of heroin use among children of ex-Gurkhas in Hong Kong’, Substance Use and Misuse, 50:7 (2015),

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000191 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000191


Modern Asian Studies 675

in scholarlyworks that study transregionalmilitary labour networks and gendered cir-
cuits of migration during the era of decolonization, with scant research studying the
transnational entanglements that developed within and between the Asian region(s).
This article, therefore, addresses this gap and builds upon previous scholarship in this
field while broadening the contours of military migration by engaging with inter-Asia
as a reference point.

The Tripartite Agreement, 1947: Constructing transnational Gurkha families

India, historically, was the ‘regimental home’ for Gurkha regiments.27 In 1947, uncer-
tainty about the future of Gurkha troops emerged at the time of India’s independence
and partition. In tandem with the development of India and Pakistan as indepen-
dent nations, the ten Gurkha regiments from Nepal that had long served under the
British Indian Army were reconstituted. In the aftermath of India’s independence,
the main document governing the future of Gurkhas recruits and their families was
the Tripartite Agreement (TPA) signed by the representatives of the governments
of the United Kingdom, India, and Nepal on 9 November 1947.28 The TPA permitted
Nepali Gurkhas to be recruited by both India and Britain, and correspondingly, the
ten Gurkha regiments were reorganized, with six remaining in India and four being
transferred to the British Army.29 The four rifle regiments—the Second, Sixth, Seventh,
and Tenth Gurkha Rifles—comprised eight battalions, alongside various other Gurkha
units,whichwere collectively knownas the ‘Brigade of Gurkhas’. They set sail to British
Malaya and Hong Kong in 1948.30 Notably, the TPA demonstrates how the extensive
workings of the empire shaped transregional military labour networks within Asia
during the period of decolonization.

Further analysis of official correspondences in the archives reveals the terms and
conditions that undergirded the military service of Nepali nationals and how this, in
turn, impacted on gendered mobility patterns. In contemplating this, two key ques-
tions are significant. Firstly, how were ‘Gurkha families’ as a category defined by the
British Army, and in what ways did military regulations bear upon when and under
what circumstances families could travel abroad or be left behind in Nepal? In perus-
ing these official documents, the ‘family’ of a Gurkha officer or soldier was defined to
include ‘his legal wife and legitimate unmarried children below 15 years’.31 Typically,
in the past, Gurkha recruits enlisted to the British Army at the age of about 17 and after
15 years of service they were entitled to a pension.32 After three years of continuous

pp. 869–877; Hema Kiruppalini, ‘Riots, “residence”, and repatriation: the Singapore Gurkhas’, in Nepali

diaspora in a globalized era, (eds) Tanka Subba and A. C. Sinha (New York: Routledge, 2016), pp. 259–273;
Kelvin Low, ‘Belonging and not-belonging: experiences of Nepali Gurkha families on returning from
Singapore’, in Global Nepalis: religion, culture, and community in a new and old diaspora, (eds) David Gellner
and Sondra Hausner (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 163–187.

27Byron Farwell, The Gurkhas (London: A. Lane, 1984), p. 253.
28Nepal: future of the Gurkha troops employed in the British and Indian armies; Tripartite agreement

between the governments of Nepal, United Kingdom and India, 1947, DO 35/2462, TNA.
29Ibid.
30Ibid. See also ‘Gurkhas’ H.Q. closes down’, The Straits Times (Singapore), 17 March 1948.
31Ibid.
32Movement of Gurkha personnel and families: policy on air trooping, 1959–1966, WO 32/18664, TNA.
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service overseas with the British Army, personnel were granted six months’ leave to
Nepal.33 Based on the life history interviews, most Gurkhas generally married dur-
ing their first leave period. However, they were not entitled to a ‘family permission
tour’ since it was ‘only after having served for four years that Gurkhas were quali-
fied and permitted to take their entitled families overseas at the expense of British
Army funds’.34 More significantly, only about 25 per cent of the Gurkha unit were
entitled to have their familes accompany them overseas.35 In other words, as many
informants corroborated, notwithstanding the families of Gurkha officers, the vast
majority of the rank and file had an opportunity to bring their families from Nepal
only once or at most twice in their 15 years of service. Consequently, respondents fur-
ther shared that Gurkha children were born in Nepal and subsequently travelled to
Malaya, Singapore, Brunei, or Hong Kongwhen the opportunity arose. Otherwise, they
were born in Asian colonies during the ‘family permission tour’ andwere subsequently
repatriated to Nepal. Therefore, historically, the ‘migration–left behind’ nexus in the
context of Gurkha families was complexly negotiated as Gurkha wives and children
engaged in mobility at different junctures, therefore making it imperative to situate
military migration within a broader institutional context.

Secondly, what sorts of welfare arrangements were made to accommodate Gurkha
families during their sojourns inmilitary camps in Southeast Asia andHongKong? To a
certain extent, social, cultural, and religious concerns figured in the discussions about
Gurkha families in 1947. Welfare concerns such as medical amenities, broadcasting
facilities, and Nepali religious observances were raised in the meetings and discus-
sions between Nepal, India, and the United Kingdom. It was agreed that Nepali nurses
would be employed to attend to Gurkha families in pre-natal clinics and maternity
hospitals overseas. In the months leading up to the signing of the TPA, it was high-
lighted that Nepal would assist in advertising for employment prospects in nursing.
However, since few nurses were available from Nepal, the United Kingdom proposed
to turn towards India to secure nurses from ‘Gurkha colonies’ in Assam, Darjeeling,
and Shillong.36 The setting up of a broadcasting station in Nepal was also mooted
to help ‘minimise to some extent the feeling of exile’ among the Gurkha community
abroad.37 Lastly, concerning religious aspects, Hindu priests were attached to units of
British Gurkha regiments. In addition, it was proposed that the ceremony of panipatiya
(or pani patya)—a religious-military ritual deemed to give complete religious absolu-
tion to Gurkha soldiers who crossed the kalo/kala pani (terms derived from Sanskrit to
mean ‘black waters’ in Nepali and Hindi respectively)—would be arranged for Gurkhas
returning to Nepal. It was further suggested that Calcutta would be the most suitable
site for the panipatiya ceremony.38

33DO 35/2462, TNA.
34Ibid.
35Ibid.
36Ibid.
37Ibid.
38Ibid. For further insights on panipatiya, see, for example, Kate Imy, Faithful fighters: identity and power

in the British Indian Army (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019), pp. 87–115. Kate Imy demonstrates
that, historically, although individual soldiers did not necessarily ascribe to caste-specific beliefs about
the kala pani, by the FirstWorldWar pani patyahadbecomemandatory andwas institutionalized forNepali
troops but not for Indian Hindus. She demonstrates that the centralizing religious-secular proclivities of
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Although the lived experiences of Gurkha families are obscured in official archival
records, they nevertheless allow us to evaluate the interconnections betweenmilitary
service and migrant pathways during the post-Second World War period, and situate
the origins of Gurkha families in Asian colonies within a broader imperial context. The
transnational lives of Gurkha families were shaped by colonial legacies and geopolit-
ical realities when the curtain fell on the British empire. Furthermore, we learn that
the military recruitment of Nepali nationals had implications for gendered circuits of
migration and transnational processes for familymembers,which, in effect, provide an
avenue to reconceptualize the ‘migration–left behind’ nexus within a more integrated
framework.

Military labour, migrant pathways: From sea movement to air-trooping

The arrival of Gurkha troops in British Malaya in 1948 coincided with the initial rum-
blings of the Malayan Emergency. Raffi Gregorian posits that although the intended
purpose of stationing the Gurkha division in Malaya was to train them to fight the
Russians in the Middle East, it was clear that the Gurkhas had become a de facto Cold
War force in the Far East instead.39 From the outset, the transregional flow of Gurkha
troops within and between the Asian regions during the Cold War gave rise to con-
tending political rhetoric that emanated from the United Kingdom, India, and Nepal.40

Arguably, the role of Gurkha troops in containing the spread of communism during
the Malayan Emergency constituted a trope against which geopolitical realities were
imagined and contested during the Cold War period. As a result, although assurance
was given to the United Kingdom by India to permit Gurkha families, who hailed from
landlocked Nepal, to ‘travel freely on duty or leave through Indian Territory between
the frontier of Nepal and the Port of Calcutta, without interference’,41 there were par-
allel discussions to make ‘the movement of Gurkha recruits from Nepal to Malaya as
inconspicuous as possible’.42 In addition, it was further proposed that the ‘use of air

Nepal’s prime minister Chandra Shumsher Jung Bahadur Rana had an impact on issues concerning the
social purity of Gurkha soldiers and their ability to reclaim their place in the nation once they returned
home. For further insights on caste policies and practices of the Brigade of Gurkhas, see, for example,
Mitra Pariyar, ‘Caste, military, migration: Nepali Gurkha communities in Britain’, Ethnicities, 20:3 (2019),
pp. 608–627.

39Raffi Gregorian, The British Army, the Gurkhas and Cold War strategy in the Far East, 1947–1954 (New York:
Palgrave, 2002), p. 75.

40Throughout the late 1940s–1960s, there was a backlash from some Indian and Nepali political parties
over the recruitment of Gurkhas by the United Kingdom. The Nepali National Congress operated from
India during the late 1940s; at that time, their leader B. P. Koirala, through letters published in the Indian
press in the early 1950s, exerted pressure for the withdrawal of Gurkhas from Malaya and alluded to the
moral degradation of Nepali nationals fighting against an independence movement there. Copy of the
Sunday Leader, 6 August 1948, DO 35/2462, TNA. Apart from the Nepali National Congress, other political
circles in India, such as the Communist Party of India (CPI), objected both to the recruitment of Gurkhas
and the role they played in Malaya during this period. See, for example, Negotiations for continuation of
Gurkha Recruitment, 1958–1959, DO 35/8968, TNA.

41Gurkha Troops Serving in the British Army—Service Provisions for Gurkha Officers and Men, DO
35/2462, TNA.

42Negotiations for continuation of Gurkha recruitment, 1958–1959, DO 35/8968, TNA.
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troopingwould certainly aid inmaking the transit of Gurkha recruits inconspicuous’.43

The debates and discussions that emerge fromofficial archival sources tend to polarize
the identity of Gurkhas as either ‘mercenaries’ who were used to contain communism
in Asia or as ‘brave warriors’ fighting for the cause of democracy in Asia.44 Ultimately,
these sources emphasize the mobility of Gurkhas as ‘military soldiers’ and obscure
theirmovement as ‘militarymigrants’who journeyed to Southeast Asia andHongKong
with their families during the Cold War.

In contrast, the picture published in the Parbate newsletter in 1949 (see Figure 1)
draws our attention to Gurkha wives and children from Nepal arriving in Malaya after
their sea journey from Calcutta, India, on the S. S. Sangola. The Parbate, which is still
in circulation today, began in 1949 as a weekly Roman Gorkhali military newsletter
published by the General Headquarters—Far East Land Forces (GHQ FARLEF) based in
Singapore.45 The late 1940s–1960s was a politically tumultuous period, and pioneer
editions of the Parbate bring into sharp focus the early origins and development of
Gurkha families in various parts of Southeast Asia andHongKong against the backdrop
of decolonization and Cold War realities.

Apart from vernacular sources such as the Parbate, we gain insights into the devel-
opment of Gurkha families in 1948 through the British Women’s Voluntary Service
(WVS) Bulletin. The WVS played a significant role within the British Army, as they
were intimately involved in the welfare of Gurkha families. The British WVS Bulletin
highlights that in early 1948, they sent members to Malaya to act in a welfare capacity
for Gurkha families who had started arriving in the spring of that year.46 The Bulletin
sheds light on the migrant journey of Gurkha families and their need to adapt to new
ways of life:

These [Gurkha] families have never been out of Nepal in their lives; had proba-
bly never seen the sea; had anything from a five to fourteen day’ walk to reach
the port of embarkation; and could speak no English. To go overseas to live in a
strange country with strange people in unknown and unimaginable conditions
would be a tremendous step.47

In addition, a newspaper article highlights that in 1953, a group of 60 wives and chil-
dren of the 2nd/2ndGurkhaRifles set sail fromCalcutta toHongKong in the S.S. Santhia
and, after that, made their way to the New Territories.48 By this time, there were an

43Ibid.
44See, for example, DO 35/2462; FO 766/41; FO 766/40, TNA. On the one hand, from the perspective

of the United Kingdom, the Gurkhas were not fighting against a national movement but a ruthless com-
munist insurrection. On the other hand, from the perspective of anti-imperialists and pro-communist
segments, the Gurkhas were viewed as ‘mercenaries’ furthering British imperial agendas.

45The Parbate used to be printed by Shaw printing works at Robinson Road in Singapore, and was
distributed to the various military bases in the Far East and beyond. See, for example, weekly Parbate

issues published in the years spanning 1949–1971 (accessed at the Gurkha Museum, Winchester, United
Kingdom).

46‘Gurkha welfare’, The WVS Bulletin, No. 111, March 1949, Royal Voluntary Service, United Kingdom.
47Ibid. See also ‘The WVS with the Brigade of Gurkhas’, The Kukri—The Journal of the Brigade of Gurkhas,

No. 1, May 1949, pp. 46–50.
48‘Wives of Gurkha soldiers arrive’, South China Morning Post, 16 November 1953.
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Figure 1. Gurkha wives and children arriving in Malaya after a ship journey on board the S. S. Sangola. Source: Parbate,
25 February 1949, The Gurkha Museum,Winchester.

estimated 43 WVS workers in Singapore and Malaya serving the Gurkha community.49

There is a paucity of research on the migrant experiences of women and children.
Apart from a few sources, little is known about how they engaged with military
migration and mediated patterns of im/mobilities.

For Gurkha wives, their migrant journey from Nepal to Singapore, Malaya, or Hong
Kong marked their maiden voyage to uncharted territories. Their personal accounts
during the early years tell a story of their migrant journeys and how they adapted to
new ways of life. When Gurkha wives first arrived, they commonly wore traditional
attire, often a long-sleeve blouse in velvet material and thick, full-length petticoats
(Figure 2). Despite severe prickly heat and outbreaks of impetigo and other skin disea-
ses inMalaya, it was not easy to convince the women that light clothing was suitable.50

For example, during my interview in the United Kingdomwith Tika Gurung,51 a great-
grandmother and Gurkha widow in her eighties, she candidly shared how challenging
it was to adjust to the tropical weather at first, given that she was not accustomed to
wearing other types of attire. ‘I continued to wear lungi (sarong) or sari with bulaki
(traditional nose ornament), and till today, I still do not like to wear trousers’,52 she

49‘Lady Reading: Chairman ofW.V.S. visits H.K’, South ChinaMorning Post, 9 April 1953. In 1953, the dowa-
ger marchioness of Reading, GBE, chairman of theWomen’s Voluntary Service, is reported to have toured
the Far East tomeet and discuss welfarematters withmembers of theWVS, visiting all the Gurkha camps.
The welfare of the armed forces was among the various duties that the WVS undertook. They served
Gurkha families, especially women and children.

50‘Gurkha welfare’, The WVS Bulletin.
51Pseudonyms have been used throughout this article to protect informants’ identities.
52Personal correspondence with Tika Gurung, United Kingdom, 2019.
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Figure 2. Chairman of theWomen’s Voluntary Service, Lady Reading, with Mrs Man Maya Rai and Mrs Gangamaya
Limbu at Sungai Udang, Terendak Camp in Malacca, Malaya, circa 1960s. Source: Women’s Royal Voluntary Service
Archive and Heritage Collection, UK.

said in Nepali with a soft chuckle. Tika’s father served as a Gurkha in the British
Indian Army. She was born in India as a ‘Gurkha daughter’ who subsequently became
a ‘Gurkha wife’ when she married her late husband in 1950, who was then serving
in Malaya. Initially, she stayed behind in Nepal, and after the ‘family permission’ was
granted sometime in 1953, she accompanied her husband to Malaya. Tika described
walking for about seven days from her village to the Indo-Nepal border before settling
sail to Singapore from Calcutta.

In another, similar account Gita Rai, who is now in her sixties, recounted that her
late mother was left behind in Nepal during the initial years of her father’s service.
Her parents were married in the mid-1940s and her father was among the first batch
of Gurkha recruits to travel to Malaya in 1948. Gita, who was born in Nepal in 1954,
travelled to Malaya with her mother and elder brother around 1956. She explained
that she spent more than a decade of her schooling in the Gurkha Children’s School
at Sungai Petani, Kedah, and during this period, three of her other siblings were born
in Malaya. Gita’s family experienced repatriation to Nepal in 1968, when the British
gradually withdrew their forces from Malaysia and Singapore.

From the late 1940s to the mid-1950s, sea travel provided the primary mode of
transportation. Gurkha families typically began their migrant journey walking for
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Figure 3. Gurkha wives at Sungai Udang,Terendak Camp in Malacca,Malaya, circa 1960s. Source: Private collection of
Mr Sankhabahadur Limbu and Mrs Gangamaya Sankhabahadur Limbu, courtesy of the author.

several days from their villages in the eastern or western regions of Nepal towards
the Indo-Nepal border, where upon crossing, they would take a train to Calcutta
before heading towards the transit campwhich was located at Barrackpore. After that,
they would set sail to the ports of British Malaya before heading to the respective
‘family lines’ (Figure 3). The Training Depot of the Brigade of Gurkhas was established
in Sungai Petani, Kedah, in 1951.53 New recruits would head towards the northern
part of Malaya to undergo training before being posted to their respective units in
Southeast Asia or Hong Kong. For example, in Nepal, during a conversation with a
couple in their late eighties and their daughter, who was born in Hong Kong, Balhang
Limbu recollected that:

Balhang Limbu: … India’s independence was in 1947. I joined the naya [new]
British Army when I was just 17 and a half years old. Six went to India and four
to the British. It was a Friday, I remember, 27 February 1948, I enlisted.
Author: Could you please describe your journey?
Balhang Limbu: I walked from my village in Nepal to the Indian border for
many days, then took a train to Calcutta to [the] first transit camp, then went
to Barrackpore, second transit camp. From there took a big pani jahaj [ship]

53‘The Brigade of Gurkhas Recruit Training Centre’, The Kukri—The Journal of The Brigade of Gurkhas, No.
4, August 1952, pp. 81–87.
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S.S. Sangola to Rangoon and then to Singapore. From there [Singapore], I went
to Kluang [Johor Bahru, Malaya] for infantry training …54

By 1962, the two British India Steam Navigation Company cargo-passenger ships on
the Far East/Calcutta run—the S.S. Sangola and S.S. Santhia—which had been relied upon
in the past to effect the sea movement of Gurkha troops and their families between
Calcutta and Singapore/Hong Kong were in the process of being withdrawn.55 By this
time, air trooping was considered the most economical method of facilitating the
movement of Gurkha families.56

Archival records shed light on how, annually, there was a pattern to the movement
of air trooping Gurkha families within Asia, and various considerations had to be taken
into account. For example, the monsoon in Nepal, raging torrents and landslides in
the hills during June/July, as well as traditional festivals (such as Dashera) in October
were critical determining factors that reflect both environmental and cultural con-
siderations. Notably, a two-way parallel movement eastwards and westwards required
administrative and logistical planning. On the one hand, there were serving Gurkhas
and/or Gurkha families returning to Nepal for their six months’ leave in May and
returning to Southeast Asia or Hong Kong in November. The patternwas automatically
set annually to ‘move all the passengers in about six weeks from 20th April to 31st May
and consequently the return airlift was from 20th October to 31st November’.57 There
were usually about 2,300 passengers from Singapore and 900 passengers from Hong
Kong every six months that required logistical planning.58 On the other hand, about
1,000 Gurkha recruits enlisted each year, and about the same number of soldiers went
on pension, usually about the same time.59 In addition, as mentioned earlier, every
three years, Gurkhas and/or Gurkha families were entitled to six months’ leave, which
constituted a significant movement alongside that of new recruits and pensioners.
The transnational routes and mobility patterns of Gurkha families underscore intense
exchanges and constant circulation within and between the Asian region(s).

Transnational routes: Regional directions, inter-Asian features

As mentioned in the Introduction, from 1948 up until 1962, Malaya, Singapore, and
Hong Kong comprised primary sites in the transnational routes of Gurkha fami-
lies. After that, following the Brunei Revolt in 1962, which led to the development
of a British Gurkha garrison, Brunei was integrated into a transregional military
labour network in Asia. In addition, in 1962, Gurkha families from Sixth Gurkha Rifles
were stationed in the United Kingdom for the first time, and a small minority of

54Personal correspondence with Balhang Limbu and family, Nepal, 2019.
55Movement of Gurkha personnel and families: policy on air trooping, 1959–1966, WO 32/18664, TNA.
56Ibid. Archival correspondence reveals that the sea journey between Calcutta and Singapore took 11

days as against seven hours by air and that the bulk movement of Gurkhas was more cost-effective by air
than by sea. At this time, themain challenge was to secure Air India, Cathay Pacific, andMalayan Airways
as candidates to facilitate the movement of Gurkha families. During this period, the major development
of the Biratnagar airfield in Nepal was also mooted.

57Ibid.
58Ibid.
59Ibid.
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them moved from Malaya to Tidworth before experiencing repatriation to Nepal.60

Notwithstanding this development, the Asian region(s) constituted a more signifi-
cant part of their ‘transnational social field’61 from 1948 to 1971. During this era, the
transnational direction for Gurkha families largely pivoted between South Asia and
Southeast Asia and Hong Kong. After that, similar to 1947, the withdrawal of British
troops from the Far East in 1971marked yet another turning point as Gurkha unitswere
once again redeployed, this time from two former Asian colonies, namelyMalaysia and
Singapore, to a protectorate (Brunei) and a colony (Hong Kong). In otherwords, except
for Brunei, where a British Gurkha garrison remains to this day, by 1971 Southeast
Asia as a region had gradually lost its significance in the military migrant routes for
British Gurkha families.62 From here on, the ‘transnational social field’ for Gurkha
families realigned around the United Kingdom (at Church Crookham), Brunei, and
Hong Kong, and in the case of the latter, the Gurkha battalion was disbanded after
the handover to China in 1997, pointing to yet another watershed in the renegotiation
of transnational routes among British Gurkha families.63 Considering these historical
changes and continuities, it is apparent that in the decades spanning 1948 to 1971, the
migrant pathways and transregional directions of Gurkha families predominantly cen-
tred within and between the Asian region(s). It also brings to fore the broader imperial
context against which the transnational lives of Gurkha families were enacted.

In these years, Gurkha families were accommodated in military camps, commonly
referred to as ‘family lines’, which were widely dispersed across Southeast Asia and
Hong Kong. In assessing life history interviews and regimental records in Pokhara,
Nepal, and Winchester, the United Kingdom, it is evident that these Gurkha ‘family
lines’ were not concentrated in one particular locality within each Asian country. The
‘Brigade of Gurkhas’ which comprised four rifle regiments (Second, Sixth, Seventh,
and Tenth Gurkha Rifles) or, put another way, eight battalions, as well as several other
Gurkha units such as the Engineers, Gunners, Sappers, Signals, Transport, Military
Police, and so on, were, all in all, extensively based across Southeast Asia as well as
Hong Kong. Thus, Gurkha families once lived as widely dispersed gated communities,
sequestered in variousmilitary camps. For example, in Singapore, Gurkha ‘family lines’
were established at Nee Soon Camp in the northern area and at Slim Barracks, Ulu
Pandan, and Pulau Blakang Mati located in the western and southwestern areas of the
island. In Hong Kong, the sites for Gurkhas and their families were primarily located

60‘Gurkha families join fathers: settling down to English ways’, The Times (London, England), 7 April
1962, p. 5; See also ‘Gurkhas in my home’, The Birmingham Post, 7 December 1963. Digitized newspapers
accessed at the British Library, London, United Kingdom.

61Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick Schiller, ‘Conceptualizing simultaneity: a transnational social field
perspective on society’, International Migration Review, 38:3 (2004), pp. 1002–1039.

62Here, I am referring to the transnational routes of Gurkha families serving in the British Army. The
Gurkha Contingent in Singapore, which was established on 9 April 1949, continues to be an indomitable
part of the Singapore Police Force under theMinistry of HomeAffairs. Theirmigrant pathways in relation
to British Gurkha families need to be adequately contextualized.

63Kam-Yee Law and Kim-Ming Lee, ‘Socio-political embeddings of South Asian ethnic minorities’
economic situations in Hong Kong’, Journal of Contemporary China, 22:84 (2013), pp. 984–1005; ‘British
withdrawal from Malaysia and Singapore and the reduction of the Brigade of Gurkhas’, https://www.
gurkhabde.com/british-withdrawal-from-malaysia-and-singapore-and-the-rundown-of-the-brigade-of-
gurkhas/, [accessed 30 September 2022].
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in Kowloon (Whitfield barracks and Gun Club Hill) as well as in the New Territories
(Cassino Lines, TamMei Camp, Sek Kong Camp, Queens Hill Camp, and San Wai Camp,
later renamed as the Gallipoli Lines). In Malaya, Gurkha families once lived in the
southern regions: Johor (Majidee Barracks and Kluang), Negeri Sembilan (Rasah Camp
and Sikamat Camp), and Malacca (Sungai Udang Camp and Terendak Camp); in the
central region: Selangor (Sungei Besi Camp); and also in the northern regions: Perak
(Suvla Lines), Penang (Minden Barracks), and Kedah (Sungai Petani Camp).64

In Nepal, 84-year-old widower Harka Limbu and his daughter, Manisha Limbu,
shared their experience of living in several parts of Asia. Harka, who was born in a vil-
lage at Tankhuwa in the eastern area ofNepal, joined theBritishArmy in 1953 at the age
of 18 and was enlisted to the 2nd/7th Gurkha Rifles. He described how he walked from
his village to Jogbani on the Indo-Nepal border, then took a train to Calcutta before
setting sail for Malaya, where, upon disembarking, he went to Sungai Petani for train-
ing. His battalion had to rotate between Kluang, Malaya, and Hong Kong in his early
years. It was only after his second leave that he received his ‘family permission’. Both
father and daughter shared that:

Harka Limbu: I took my wife to Singapur [Pulau] Blakang Mati ‘family lines’ in
1960, and our two sons were born there, in 1961, my first son, and the second
in 1963. They were born in British Military Hospital (BMH). We have medical
facilities like Nepali sisters also in the camp, serious cases only would go to the
BMH. Then…uhm…our daughters were born in Hong Kong, around late 1960s—
Manisha Limbu:—Yes, so I was born in Hong Kong, we stayed in Sek Kong camp,
and by 70s we were in Brunei—
Harka Limbu: There’s a lot of rotation andmoving with family also you know …
first I was in Malaya, then Singapur with family, then went to Hong Kong, and
back again toMalaya inMalacca, Sungai Udang Camp near Terendak. Then, after
the [British] handover you know, to Malaya and Singapore government in 1967
or something, around that time, then all the Gurkha battalions moved to Hong
Kong and Brunei. One battalion in Brunei, under Brunei sultan protection and
the rest in Hong Kong—
Manisha Limbu:—In Brunei, we stayed at Tuker Lines, Seria. I remember going
to watch Hindi films with friends at a cinema nearby (laughs).65

Firstly, the interview sheds light on lived experiences during a transition periodwithin
the context of decolonization. It reinforces how from the late 1960s onwards, Southeast
Asia, except for Brunei, gradually abated in its significance as a transnational route for
British Gurkha families. Secondly, in a similar vein to the vast majority of life-history
interviews, the transcript above points to how their transnational lives within and
between the Asian region(s) was punctuated by a larger process of continuous move-
ment, detours, and multiple nodal points. Similar to contemporary Asian migrations,
the transnational features of Gurkha families in the past was ‘transient and complex,

64Empirical analysis gathered from visits to field sites; personal correspondence with Gurkha families
who once lived in these camps; and further corroborated by archival records and publications procured
in the United Kingdom, Singapore, Malaysia, and Nepal.

65Personal correspondence with Harka Limbu and Manisha Limbu, 2019, Nepal.
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ridden with disruptions, detours, and multiple destinations’.66 Both the movement
of Gurkha troops and their families were dynamic transnational processes that co-
occurred. This, in turn, had implications for how they negotiated their everyday
lives.

Broadly speaking, Gurkha families who were part of the British Army during this
study are now either settled in Nepal, Hong Kong, or the United Kingdom. This points
towards the uneven outcomes of foreignmilitary service and the differentiatedmigra-
tion strategies adopted. For example, Gurkha children born in Hong Kong before 1983
were entitled to permanent residency.67 In the context of the United Kingdom, before
1 July 1997, the Gurkhas had no right to settlement. This arbitrary cut-off date is signif-
icant as it marked not only the handover of Hong Kong to China, but also, for the first
time in history, the United Kingdom as the home base for the Brigade of Gurkhas. By
2004, the British government had granted post-1997 retirees indefinite leave to enter
or remain (ILR/E) in the United Kingdom upon completing four years of service, and
they had the right of settlement.68 Thereafter, in May 2009, following a Gurkha Justice
Campaign, a further change in the immigration policy was implemented. It permitted
Gurkhas who had retired before 1 July 1997 and completed four years’ service to apply
to settle in the United Kingdom.69 Consequently, around 36,000 members of the regi-
ment who had retired before 1997 were allowed to live in the United Kingdom with
their spouses and children if they chose to do so,70 leading to a mass migration of
Gurkha families. While it has been slightly more than a decade since this landmark
decision and ‘historic victory’, ongoing issues relating to inequality and discrimina-
tion71 render visible the unstable nature of citizenship and belonging as articulated
within the broader context of military migration.

Rethinking colonial legacies: Embodying ‘bravery’, enduring dukha

While colonial writings represent the Gurkhas as aggressive fighters and ‘jungle war-
riors’ in Asia and elsewhere, comparatively little attention has been paid to alternative
representations of their history. For Gurkha families, as political tensions increased
during the Cold War era, their migrant lives were marked by both opportunities as
well as challenges. In the process of studying transregional military labour networks
and gendered circuits of migration in Asian contexts, dukha was a term that Gurkha

66Brenda Yeoh et al., ‘Introduction’, in Asian migrations: sojourning, displacement, homecoming and other

travels, (eds) Nicola Piper, Shen Hsiu Hua, Beatriz P. Lorente and Brenda S. A. Yeoh (Singapore: Asia
Research Institute, National University of Singapore, 2005), p. 1.

67Linda Yeung, ‘The SAR’s invisible migrants’, South China Morning Post, 16 June 2000. This newspaper
article also sheds light on the social challenges that Gurkha children andotherNepalese have encountered
as a minority ethnic group in the SAR (Special Administrative Region).

68Claire Taylor, ‘Gurkhas: Terms and Conditions of Service’, 12 June 2009, SN/IA/4671; ‘Immigration:
discharged members of the Armed Forces’, 11 June 2009, SN/HA/4399; ‘Gurkha Pensions’, 12 June 2009,
SN/BT/4375, all in the International Affairs and Defence Section, House of Commons Library; Djuna
Thurley ‘The campaign for Gurkha pensions’, 8 September 2021, House of Commons Library.

69Ibid.
70‘Britain opens door to 36,000 Gurkha veterans after policy U-turn’, The Times, 29 January 2009.
71Jennifer Meierhans, ‘Gurkha veterans on hunger strike outside Downing Street’, BBC News, 11 August

2021; ‘Nepalese Gurkhas end hunger strike over UK military pensions’, Aljazeera, 20 August 2021.
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families commonly used to describe their lived experiences. Gurkha dukha, defined
by Pratyoush Onta as bodily pain, mental suffering, extreme hardship, and death, is
a subject that he contends has ‘remained virtually unexplored since reportage has
been dominated by the representation of Gurkhas as icons of superhuman bravery’.72

I would like to go a step further and propose that the notion of dukha is neither lim-
ited to Gurkha men nor battlefield encounters, as life history interviews reveal how
it is an embodied experience common to Gurkha families that highlights a lesser-
known dimension of their lived realities. Based on empirical analysis, dukhamanifests
in various ways and takes on different meanings.

Dukha can refer to loss, grief, and having to cope with the death of either family
members or fellow comrades. For example, in Nepal, a couple recollected that:

Padam Rai: … Those times, we are not stay with our family for long time. Only
one or twoweeks, becausewe need to go to the jungle. Go by helicopter to jungle,
drop there and then with bandits. Chin Peng finish, then later Azahari bandit in
1962 [references to Malayan Emergency and Brunei Revolt]. After that, with the
Indonesia… you know, that time tension…I fight in the Borneo in the place called
Long Pasia, Long Semado, many places.
Author: How about your family during this time?
Padam Rai: In ‘family lines’ in Sungai Udang in Terendak Camp, which is in
Malacca—
Lilawati Rai (In Nepali): —in Malaya, two of our sons were born in 1967 and
1968—
Padam Rai: So I meet three times with the enemy, luckily I survived. But very
sad, two of my friends in Long Semado died—
Lilawati Rai:—Tyo samayama dherai dukha thiyo, ke garne? (At that time, therewas
a lot of dukha, what to do?)73

Throughout the Cold War and in the era of decolonization, Gurkhas were heavily
involved in various military campaigns in Asia. As Raffi Gregorian argues, the Gurkhas
‘provided the nucleus of Britain’s fighting forces in the Far East’.74 While the interview
above highlights the involvement of Padam Rai in several military campaigns, it also
draws our attention to how Gurkha families negotiated their transnational lives dur-
ing a politically tumultuous period. As such, the historical events act as a backdrop to
their discussions about dukha, thus emphasizing their lived experiences as military
migrants. Padam Rai’s near-death encounter and having to cope with the loss of a
comrade compels us to reimagine colonial constructs about the Gurkhas as invinci-
ble warriors. Furthermore, the interview reinforces the extent to which the military
mobility of Gurkha troops within Asia shaped the formative years of young Gurkha
families and dynamically impacted upon their transnational lives.

Relatedly, dukha suggests ‘suffering’ and ‘worrying’, and conveys aheightened sense
of military migrant precariousness and vulnerability to death. In Aldershot, I met a
Gurkha couple in their late seventies who hailed from Palpa in the western region of

72Pratyoush Onta, ‘Dukha during the World War’, Himal Southasian, 6 December 2016.
73Personal correspondence with Padam Rai and Lilawati Rai, Nepal, 2019.
74Gregorian, The British Army, pp. 9–10.
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Nepal. Tul Bahadur Thapa enlisted into the British Army in 1958, during which time he
was part of the Second Gurkha Rifles, and he was made redundant in 1970. Although
the couple wasmarried in 1961 during his first leave, Maya Thapa lamented that it was
only after his third leave that she was able to accompany her husband and went to
Brunei. As he shared his dukha over a near-death encounter during the Brunei Revolt
in 1962, Maya Thapa chimed in to express the immeasurable extent of her dukha as she
constantly worried about whether ‘he would return alive or would I be a widow?’.75 In
a similar vein, another Gurkhawife, Pancha Gurung, with tears in her eyes, shared that
the letters she received fromher husband inMalaya, in which he said, ‘I amnot sure if I
will be alive or die’, caused her to be perpetually anxious. Several women, particularly
those whomarried Gurkhas of the rank and file, often used the term dukha to illustrate
an affective dimension of their lives and emphasize what Aryal refers to as the ‘waiting
and worrying’ and consequences of marrying a lahure.76 Gurkha families endured long
periods of separation before the opportunity for a ‘family permission tour’ arose, and
dukha captures the uncertainty they faced as military migrants during a politically
turbulent period.

The notion of dukha also expresses the challenges that Gurkha families encountered
when having to mediate patterns of im/mobilities while coping with the realities of
raising infants and young children. As explained earlier, their narratives underscore
that Gurkha children were either born in Nepal and engaged in mobility when the
opportunity arose or they were born in Asian colonies during the ‘family permission
tour’ and were subsequently repatriated to Nepal. For example, in Nepal, a Gurkha
couple in their eighties shared that they were married before Shankar Limbu’s enlist-
ment into the British Army in 1955, duringwhich time hewas part of the Tenth Gurkha
Rifles. Itwas only in 1962 that he receivedhis ‘family permission tour’, andhiswife, Sita
Limbu, shared that they endured a long period of separation before she had an oppor-
tunity to accompany her husband abroad. They added that their daughter was born
in Seremban, Malaya, in 1963 while their son was born in Ulu Pandan, Singapore, in
1969; over time, both of themwere schooled within the barracks as ‘all the family lines
had their own Gurkha school’.77 During the conversation, it was evident that Malaya,
Singapore, and Hong Kong comprised key destinations in their transnational routes in
Asia. More significantly, since Shankar Limbuwas rapidly promoted, he explained that
he had the opportunity to ‘bring his wife and children up till pensionable service’.78

This, he qualified, was not the case for riflemen who were only permitted to bring
their family maybe once, so ‘basically, for 12–15 years, only one time they get, and
rest of the life, the husband is in Malaya, Singapore or Hong Kong, and wife is here in
Nepal’.79

An interview with another family further emphasizes the complex transnational
lives of Gurkha families. Dil Burathoki and Maya Burathoki, a Gurkha couple in their
late seventies, shared how they were married in Nepal during his first leave period.80

75Personal correspondence with Tul Bahadur Thapa and Maya Thapa, United Kingdom, 2019.
76Manisha Aryal, ‘To Marry a Lahuray’, Himal Southasian, 1 July 1991.
77Personal correspondence with Shankar Limbu and Sita Limbu, Nepal, 2019.
78Ibid.
79Ibid.
80Personal correspondence with Dil Burathoki and Maya Burathoki, Nepal, 2019.
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Maya lamented that, after that, theywere separated for nearly seven years. During this
period, although hewould return to Nepal for his sixmonths’ leave and the couple had
children, Dil expressed the dukha he felt, which stemmed from his absence during the
births of his children. Maya explained that she relied on the support of her in-laws
to cope with her transition into motherhood. At the beginning of the interview, she
repeatedly said ‘lagena, lagena’ which translates to ‘didn’t take (me), didn’t take (me)’,
thus placing emphasis on her transnational experience as a Gurkha wife who was ‘left
behind’ to care for herself and her children within the socio-cultural milieu of a joint
family before she and her children finally had the opportunity to travel to Southeast
Asia and/or Hong Kong.

In the context of inter-Asianmilitarymigration, genderedmobility patterns had an
impact on Gurkha wives and children who constantly mediated a continuum between
‘those who moved’ and ‘those left behind’. They were ‘left behind’ for a particular
period of time before they engaged with mobility, and their lived experiences show-
case how theywere embeddedwithin a ‘transnational social field with social processes
that linked those who moved and those who stayed behind’.81 Life history interviews
further demonstrate that military migration affected not only Gurkha families but
had implications for ‘broader communities, notably those who do not directly migrate
themselves’82 such as extended families.

While the notion of dukha in the context of Gurkhas society is intriguing as it contra-
dicts colonial discourse about them and unsettles stereotypical representations, and
even though their lived experiences were marred by pain and suffering, financial sol-
vency was an equally salient feature. Gurkha families, historically, were considered to
be the most fortunate Nepalis in that they had exposure to a world beyond Nepal; had
access to employment opportunities aboard; and, up until the recent development of
other sources of migration, remittances from Gurkha soldiers and their pensions were
the country’s largest source of foreign currency earnings.83 As a consequence, they
have had the purchasing power to invest in land in Nepal and could afford better food,
clothes, jewellery, and other consumer durables.84 However, the extent towhich any, or
all, of these materializes depends upon various factors such as one’s length of service,
rank, and income status, among others.

81Levitt and Schiller, ‘Conceptualizing simultaneity’, p. 1009.
82Megha Amrith and Nina Sahraoui (eds), Gender, work and migration: agency in gendered labour settings

(London: Routledge, 2018), p. 195.
83Slesh A. Shrestha, ‘No man left behind: effects of emigration prospects on educational and labour

outcomes of non-migrants’, The Economic Journal, 127:600 (2017), pp. 495–521. Slesh Shrestha explains that
Nepal is one of the poorest countries in the world, with more than half of its population earning less than
US$2 a day and that the employment of Nepali man in the British Army is a lucrative foreign employment
opportunity. According to him, the present value of the lifetime income fromserving in theBritishGurkha
Army is estimated at around US$1.3 million, more than 50 times greater than the lifetime earnings of an
average salaried employee in Nepal. See also Rajendra Dahal, ‘“Lahureys” prop Nepal’s economy’, Nepali
Times, September 2000.

84David Gellner highlights that the Gurkhas used their pensions to invest in land in Nepal. He demon-
strates that they no longer retire to their villages. Instead, they have settled in, for example, Kathmandu,
Pokhara, or Biratnagar. This was evident during the period of my ethnographic fieldwork in Nepal as
well. See David Gellner, ‘Caste, ethnicity and inequality in Nepal’, Economic and Political Weekly, 42:20 (May
19–25, 2007), pp. 1823–1828.
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Furthermore, despite expressing concerns about the challenges of providing for
their families after retiring from 15 years of service with the British Army, there were
Gurkhas from this generation who embarked on a second career. For example, mili-
tary employment in the Gurkha Reserve Unit in Brunei from the mid-1970s onwards
provided an additional livelihood.85 In this context, while dukha was used by some
families to express the challenges of adjusting to civilian life and having to seek fur-
ther transnational military deployment,86 it also gave shape to a conversation about
employment opportunities. For example, in Nepal, a couple in their late seventies said
that, in retrospect:

Govind Gurung: If we didn’t go to the British Army at first, then how could we
have gone to Brunei later?
Kumari Gurung: Although there was hardship, it is because we went to the
British Army that we got all these chances and could build this house in Nepal.87

As the interview above suggests, dukha provides an analytical theme to yield insights
into the multifaceted implications of military labour migration. By exploring dukha
reflexively, the notion takes on different meanings. Gurkha families have been able
to navigate institutional structures that both enable and constrain their movement to
forge prospects through transnational processes. In other words, it is crucial to under-
stand their limitations and circumstances (for example, economic situation or formal
institutions) in order to appreciate how Gurkha families actively participated in, were
affected by, and responded to, institutional and formal processes that shaped their
transnational lives.

Conclusion

There is a paucity of research, either geographically or historically, that locates Gurkha
families within inter-Asian contexts during the post-Second World War period. In an
effort to address this gap, this article has explored the transnational lives of Gurkha
families historically from 1948 to 1971. In so doing, it has explored inter-Asianmilitary
labourmigration and gendered circuits of im/mobilities during decolonization. In par-
ticular, it has examined why and how Gurkha wives and children were transnational
actors who engaged in migration.

85DavidWallen, ‘Brunei to addmore Gurkhas’, South ChinaMorning Post, 10 December 1988. According to
David Wallen, to resolve the manpower shortages in its armed forces, Brunei continued to recruit troops
from Nepal. Gurkhas were formed into two battalions, a guards unit, and a reserve unit. By and large, the
Gurkha Reserve Unit is made up of retired members of the Brigade of Gurkhas and they are under the
direct command of the Sultan of Brunei, outside the command structure of the Royal Brunei Armed Force
(RBAF). See also Christopher Roberts, ‘Brunei Darussalam: consolidating the foundations of its future?’,
Southeast Asian Affairs, (2011), pp. 35–50.

86Keren Haynes, ‘The Gurkha’s toughest battle’, South China Morning Post, 31 January 1994. This article
brings to the fore how adjusting to civilian life is not easy for the former Gurkha soldiers whose life has
been in the army. It includes an anecdote about K. D. Punwho, in anticipation that hemight fail to provide
for his family, applied to join the Gurkha Reserve Unit in Brunei. If that plan failed, he intended to go back
to farming.

87Personal correspondence with Govind Gurung and Kumari Gurung, 2019, Nepal.
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Firstly, this article has demonstrated that during this historical period, the Asian
region(s) were a defining feature in the global migration process of Gurkha families
who circulated within the arc of a declining British empire. India’s independence in
1947 was a critical historical antecedent that reoriented the transnational spatial grid
for Gurkha families whosemigrant lives pivotedwithin and between the Asian region(s).
By reconstructing their transregionalmilitary labour routes in the past through a vari-
ety of archival sources as well as life history interviews, this article has emphasized
migrant pathways that reveal intense circulations, disruptions, and multiple detours
within the context of former British colonies in Asia: South Asia (India and Nepal),
Southeast Asia (Malaya, Singapore, Brunei), and East Asia (Hong Kong). Secondly,
through a critical analysis of military labour regulations, it has further advanced
that the gendered mobility patterns of this soldiering community problematizes the
dichotomy between ‘those who moved’ and ‘those left behind’ as binary opposites
since Gurkha wives and children constantly negotiated and mediated their transna-
tional lives along this continuum. Last but not least, within this context, life history
interviews place emphasis on the notion of dukha. The first-hand accounts and nar-
ratives of Gurkha families’ reorients colonial-centric representations of ‘The Gurkha’
as a bloodthirsty warrior with a khukri raised, charging his adversary with the battle
cry ‘Ayo Gorkhali!’ (The Gurkhas are upon you!). Instead, it makes us consider the lived
realities that Gurkhas and their families encountered as military migrants and how
regimental structures impacted on and shaped their transnational lives in inter-Asian
contexts during the turbulent era of decolonization. At the same time, this article has
nuanced the notion of dukha by demonstrating how it does not merely suggest suffer-
ing or sadness. Instead, it can also be best understood as a term that is reflexively used
to produce a narrative about negotiating transnational lives despite being challenged
by formal or institutional processes.
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