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Cardamom and debt
Data related to debt was collected from a series of in-depth interviews 
with a number of villagers. This relates specifi cally to large debts, ṝṇ not 
the short-term and usually interest-free loans known as sāpaṭ, thεtlɔŋ 
(L.). These fi gures are not exact as debt is a delicate topic to talk about 
and I was rarely able to make a systematic record of a household’s total 
debt. In most cases, debt was talked about with reference to a particular 
relationship, that is between one individual and another (i.e. a merchant, 
shopkeeper, fellow villager) or one individual and a commodity (i.e. 
cattle, land, visa-expenses). In this particular case, most of the debts 
related to money borrowed for the payment of work visas, and/or 
market goods bought locally or through a merchant. Table 23 depicts 
the distribution of these debts. Some households cited two reasons for 
the loan, hence the total number of cases is higher than the number of 
households. 

Reason for the loan Number of cases Percentage
Market goods 10 45.46
Visa expenses 5 22.73
Purchase of land 3 13.64
Marriage 2 9.09
Construction of house 1 4.55
Inherited 1 4.55

Table 23:  Distribution of debts among 15 households

Sagant’s (1983: 194) much more detailed study of debt reveals the 
three most frequent reasons for loans as “justice of the subbā” (21.94%), 
indebtedness, “with the Sherpa” (16.20%) and, “funeral rites” (13.69%). 
Sagant was able to document an impressive 401 cases of indebtedness in 
his village-based study during the year 1966, and relate debt to four 
categories of loan (1983: 193): “loans related to one of the major events 
in the life cycle; following judicial proceedings; arising out of increasing 
impoverishment; [and] indebtedness involving the extension of 
dependency relations, where the mortgage is a cheap form of land 
endowment.” Although the sample above is tiny in comparison, a 
number of important points emerge from the data. First, while Sagant 
documented 15 different reasons for the loan, none of them include 
indebtedness through participation in the market (45.46%), the most 
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prevalent reason cited in the data above (Table 23). Furthermore, 
although Sagant does mention “departure for migration” as a reason 
for the loan in 12 cases (2.99% of total), this is signifi cantly less than the 
5 cases (22.73% of total) cited above. These two elements, visa 
expenditure for travel abroad and debt through the purchase of market 
goods, are characteristic of the tremendous changes that have come 
about since Sagant carried out his fi eldwork in the late 1960s. Not only 
this, but the most cited reason for a loan in Sagant’s work, “justice of 
the subbā”, no longer applies as the Subbas who occupied such a crucial 
role in Limbu society right through to the 1970s, hold only symbolic 
power in most Limbu villages now. 

To return to debt and cardamom in Mamangkhe, a closer 
examination of the relationship between these 15 households and their 
cardamom production suggests that both large-scale and small-scale 
producers are equally likely to become indebted. Table 24 shows debt 
and cardamom production fi gures over two years for these 15 
households.

Participant Debt (NPR)
Mean cardamom produced in 

2006 & 2007 (kg)

50531 18,000 220
42031 25,000 30
60531 70,000 80
10131 78,000 15
30731 80,000 360
40831 100,000 360
41531 114,000 60
50230 118,000 180
41331 120,000 160
31331 130,000 180
41731 136,000 280
51131 250,000 0
32731 260,000 100
51831 300,000 170
40731 323,000 540

Table 24: Participant (coded), debt, and mean cardamom production for 2006-7; 
ranked by debt
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A scatterplot of the variables for debt and mean production (2006-
7) shows no marked linear relationship, and only a weak correlation84 
between the two variables. Overall then, there seems to be no strong 
relationship between debt and cardamom production. While it is 
generally true that households with larger-scale cardamom production 
will be able to borrow money from local or non-local merchants, those 
with either no cardamom or only small-scale production have their 
own means of borrowing money. They tend to raise capital by borrowing 
smaller sums from more people, mortgaging or offering as collateral 
plots of land, or, in rare cases, selling plots of land. This relationship 
between land and debt will be returned to in Chapter 6. 

Cardamom merchants
History of the merchants
During several weeks of fi eldwork in the city of Birtamod in Jhapa,85 I 
carried out three semi-structured interviews with cardamom merchants. 
Four main points emerged from these interviews. These were related 
to: (1) the history of merchants; (2) profi t margins of cardamom trade; 
(3) fl uctuations of market prices; and (4) lack of knowledge about the 
cardamom market by producers. 

The fi rst point relates to the ethnicity and ancestry of the 
merchants. There are ten larger merchants in Birtamod. Of these, three 
are Marwari with a long history of cardamom trading (the other 
merchants are Bahun-Chhetri and Newar who became involved in 
cardamom trading in the 1990s).86 One of these merchants, DB, claimed 
to have been “in the business” for four generations, having begun in 
Ilam around 50 years ago. In the early days, there was a total of 8,000 kg 
being bought by his great-grandfather. It was a side-business, which 
occupied the family for one or two months at the most. In the period 
leading up to 1977 (when another merchant’s family [SD] started 

84 Pearson’s correlation showed only a slight relationship (non-signifi cant) 
between these two variables (r=0.381, p= 0.244).

85 23/09/2007 to 30/09/2007, and 24/02/2008 to 01/03/2008

86 Originally from Rajasthan in India and considered to be successful 
businessmen, Marwaris have played an important role in the Nepalese 
economy, both as merchants and as fi nancers for industrial development 
(Whelpton 2005: 145, 186; Zivetz 1992: 83-96).
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trading), production had increased to 800,000 kg and there were four 
families, all of them Marwari, involved in buying cardamom and selling 
it on. SD’s family moved down to Jhapa 24 years ago, to take advantage 
of both the increase in production in all the districts north of Ilam, and 
the improved infrastructure connecting these points with Jhapa. Work 
on a road connecting Ilam to Gopetar to the north was started in 1992 
and the road connecting Ilam with Birtamod to the south had been fully 
surfaced by 1991.

The second point relates to the profi t margin merchants make and 
the costs along the market chain as a whole. SD’s margin is roughly 100 
NPR per 40 kg of cardamom. This is the same profi t margin for a smaller 
merchant who was at the offi ces during the interview, and who buys 
cardamom locally (in Phidim, Panchthar). There are multiple costs 
(Table 25) involved in transporting the cardamom from any of the 
market towns which act as the fi rst selling post for most producers, and 
further costs “down-stream” including export taxes and shipping 
costs.  

Item Cost
Local tax in harvest area Variable
District-level tax in harvest area 120 NPR per 40 kg

Limbuwan-affi liated groups tax 50 NPR per sack (80 kg) or 2,000 per 
truck

Young Communist League activists tax 75 NPR per sack

Police tax Anything from 200 NPR to 1,000 per 
consignment

Packaging and transport costs 100 NPR per sack
Labour costs of cleaning, sorting, re-      
bagging, loading Variable

Labour costs of loading and unloading 50 NPR per consignment
Jhapa district tax 25 NPR per bag
Consignment cost 571 NPR per delivery
Export tax Variable
Cost of shipping abroad Variable

Table 25: List of taxes and costs incurred by cardamom merchants from harvest to 
sale abroad

In short, the market chain is full of taxes, payments, labour 
arrangements and so forth, making the process of independently selling 
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cardamom in Jhapa for a producer based in a remote village in Taplejung, 
almost impossible. Merchants are well-educated, literate, experienced 
in dealing with businessmen, bureaucrats, and politicians, and have a 
large amount of capital at their disposal which enables them to buy up 
and store cardamom to resell it subsequently at the most convenient 
time. Raj is such a merchant and his life and business will be discussed 
in more detail in Chapter 6.

Year Price of cardamom (NPR per kilo)
1975 15 
1976 40-50 
1977 75 
1980 105
1983 75
1985 100-150
1990 200
1992 300
1999 300-400
2001 137.5-550
2002 102.5

*Data collected from interviews with two cardamom merchants in Birtamod.

Table 26: Price trend of cardamom in Birtamod and Ilam Bazaar from 

1975 to 2002

The third point relates to the fl uctuation of market prices. There 
are the historical or longer-term fl uctuations, and the short-term 
fl uctuations over a few days to months. The fi rst producer to sell to SD 
when his grandparents were living and working in Ilam, was a Rai 
villager from Yamphudin87 who had fi rst planted cardamom in 1970. In 
1975 he had carried 80 kg to Ilam and sold them for 1,200 NPR (15 NPR 
per kg). He decided it wasn’t worth it and says he uprooted all his 
cardamom after returning to the village. In 1976, the market price 
started to increase from 15 NPR per kg and he decided to plant cardamom 
once again. Before this, any cardamom producer, and there were several 
in Ilam he says, would have been producing cardamom at a loss. The 

87 By a stroke of good luck, this villager, P.B. Rai, was in the offi ce at the time 
of the interview. He had come to sell 1.5 kg of cardamom seeds (seeds inside 
the capsules) and ask about the current market price. 
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price continued to rise over the next few decades (Table 26), reaching 
550 NPR per kg in 2001. The price collapsed to 102.5 NPR per kilo with 
the “9/11” attacks on the World Trade Centre. A terrorist attack on the 
other side of the world had an immediate impact on the price of 
cardamom in east Nepal. 

Below is a transcription from part of an interview with one 
cardamom merchant (DB mentioned above) which deals with the 
question of market prices, the effect of the “9/11” attacks and what 
cardamom is used for: 88

ICF - Do you have any history of market prices with you?
DB - No. 
ICF - But approximately?
DB - Approximately, for example, 500 per kg in 2000, eight years 

ago, that was the highest, and the lowest, when the US towers 
collapsed, that was in…

ICF - 2001?
DB - No no! 2003! 2058 VS [which was 2001]. Bin Laden put the 

plane in towers in 2003. 11th Sept, that time the rate was 4100 
for a man.

ICF - For a man?!
DB - Yes. This means 100 NPR per kg. 
ICF - Why?
DB - Because that year the crop was more and everyone was 

frightened, everyone got frightened, not the farmers, but the 
buyers in Pakistan. US is the king of the world, that year there 
was a large production that year, and people were scared, 
Third World War or what will happen. 

ICF - But only for 1 month?
DB - For 3 months. That year, the price never went above 6000 

per man. 6500 per man something like that. Now the rate is 
in these four years, highest is 10,000, lowest is 6,500, in these 
last fi ve years. 

ICF - Will it reach 20,000 again?
DB - Who knows! If demand increases, there is a chance. 
ICF - Where does the most demand come from?
DB - All over India, Delhi, Kanpur, Amritsar, Indore 

88  Carried out on 25/02/2008 and conducted in both Nepali and English. 
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ICF - What is Indore?
DB - A city’s name, Chennai, Calcutta…Every big city contains the 

big cardamom. What is its use do you know? 
ICF - No?
DB - It is for meat spice, meat masala. Muslims eat a lot of this. 

Muslims use it in meat.
ICF - The largest use is this? How much meat do they eat?!
DB - How much do they eat? Now, let’s see how many Muslims 

there are in the world. And another thing is, this cardamom 
is only grown in 2 places…in 3 places, Bhutan, Sikkim and 
Nepal, in no other places is it grown, in the whole world only 
here. In Sikkim it has become zero production, in Bhutan the 
production has also decreased signifi cantly, now, in the world, 
the fi rst producer is Nepal.

ICF - Nepal is the largest?
DB - Nepal’s production is high, every year the total production is 

increasing 
ICF - But in the villages it seems to be decreasing?
DB - This is why: in the village, at an individual level it is decreasing 

but new farmers are increasing, the product and quality of 
Nepal cardamom is increasing. Another example is that 
farmers used to produce 100 man, and now they have started 
produce 50 man, but the total number of farmers has increased. 
Where there used to be 2 farmers there are now 10 farmers. 
Now, before, in Kagbari, there didn’t used to be cardamom. 
It has only been about 10 years that we have started working 
there [buying cardamom]. We have been working for 50 years, 
and now the most cardamom is coming from there. In other 
words, we have to say that they have won. Khandbari. North 
of Dhankuta [Sankhuwasabha district]. You have to go and 
visit once. It is a nice place. 

Short-term fl uctuations, of a couple of hundred NPR during any 
one week, have a smaller effect on cardamom producers in the village 
who usually sell cardamom immediately after harvesting or keep small 
amounts in storage to be able to sell it when they face a shortage of cash 
later in the spring and summer months. During one week of interviews 
in Birtamod, the price of cardamom fl uctuated from 8800 rpm to 9200 
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rpm. The Rai villager from Yamphudhim (P.B. Rai) explained how he 
had brought all his cardamom down to Birtamod, and was only going to 
sell if the price went over 10,000 rpm. Raj, the largest cardamom buyer 
in Mamangkhe, stores most of the cardamom he buys in Tharpu in the 
house of the merchant who supplies him with market goods for his shop 
in Mamangkhe. Even as late as June, Raj was selling several man of 
cardamom he had left in his house in the village, hoping to take 
advantage of the slight rise in market price. 

In one interview with Raj,89 he explained how when he started to 
buy cardamom in 1991, the local cost of cardamom was 2250 rpm. He 
bought a total of 50 man and sold them in Birtamod for 3500-4000 rpm 
that year, making a profi t of 77.8%. There were fewer taxes along the 
road, and villagers were less experienced with the cardamom market. 
Over the years, both the number and level of taxes have increased, and 
villagers have become more economically aware. With improved 
communications, everyone immediately knows the market value of 
cardamom anywhere along the market chain and although no one 
except Raj sells cardamom directly to the merchants in Birtamod, this 
widespread knowledge of costs has meant that Raj’s margin has been 
reduced dramatically. When the cost of cardamom in Birtamod was 
9000 rpm, Raj’s price in the village was 7800, a reduction in the profi t 
margin from 77.8 to 15.4%.

Figure 32: Porters resting on sacks of cardamom outside a merchant's office in Birtamod.

89 Carried out on 09/03/2008, as part of a series of three successive interviews 
with Raj.
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Figure 33: Cleaning and cutting the tops of individual cardamom pods in a merchant's storeroom 
in Birtamod.

Figure 34: Weighing and repackaging cardamom into 25 kg sacks for export.
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Figure 35: Sacks of cardamom in storage before being exported.

The fi nal point about cardamom that emerged from the interviews 
with the merchants relates to the lack of knowledge about the demand 
for cardamom. Considering what a tremendously valuable crop it is, it 
seemed surprising that not a single villager had any specifi c ideas about 
either where cardamom was sold or what it was used for. Some villagers 
mentioned that they knew most cardamom was exported to India and 
they assumed it would be used to spice tea. In the village a few households 
occasionally use ground cardamom seeds, removed from the pods, to 
spice tea, but this is only very rarely served and only to guests. Freshly 
picked cardamom is sometimes eaten by children, who suck the fl esh—
which tastes like strawberries—surrounding the seeds inside each pod. 
I observed adult villagers occasionally tasting a couple but the general 
understanding is that eating too many will cause a headache, which 
although potentially true is nevertheless a useful concept to prevent 
pickers from eating too many. 

A broader point should be made in relation to the relatively low 
level of assistance and attention given to cardamom by the Nepali 
Agriculture Department. A report on the cardamom sector in Nepal 
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(George et al. 2007) points out that there is very little training given to 
farmers on how to control crop pests and improve seed drying 
technologies to increase the quality of the fi nal product. The report 
outlines a long list of recommendations to the Agriculture Department 
and district level development offi cers, ranging from “produce and 
distribute quality planting materials in large scale” to “introduce an 
auction system” with the aim of improving prices for both growers and 
buyers (George et al. 2007: 48-50). In comparison with India, which has 
a Sikkim branch for both the Indian Cardamom Research Institute and 
the Indian Council of Agricultural Research, the Nepali State is decidedly 
uninvolved with the development of a crop that has become so central 
to the lives of many farmers across east Nepal. 
 

Conclusion
This chapter has examined one of the most important productive 
processes within the village. Since cardamom was fi rst planted by a 
local villager in 1969, it has been adopted by almost three-quarters of 
all households in the village. The sale of cardamom has directly benefi ted 
both small and large producers by providing them with a relatively 
secure yearly income. It has also benefi ted households by providing 
them with access to capital through credit and loans offered in exchange 
for future production, and through usufructuary mortgage arrangements 
of cardamom-producing land. Cardamom production in the village has 
also benefi ted non-producers and small producers by increasing the 
demand for labour both in the cardamom forests and for transporting 
cardamom to market. 

The somewhat ambiguous origin of cardamom—some evidence 
suggested that it had existed in Nepal over 200 years ago but never on a 
large scale—and its fairly recent introduction into the village are 
refl ected in the low level of technical knowledge most of the villagers 
seem to have about the crop. At all stages of the production process, 
from clearing the forest to harvesting the crop, the tools used today are 
the same as those used over 30 years ago. Improved drying technologies, 
introduced in other parts of east Nepal by international NGOs, have yet 
to arrive in the village despite the impact such technology would have 
on the quality of the fi nal product as well as the reduction in fuel wood 
required to dry the seed capsules. The recent introduction of the crop, 


