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Indo-China  

 Divided by Hills, United by Wills  
      - D.K.Hari & D.K.Hema Hari, Founders, Bharath Gyan  

 

China and India share a common geographical border, the mighty Himalayas. The 

two oldest surviving civilizations of the world have evolved and flourished on the 

northern and southern slope of the Himalayan mountain range.  

The Himalayas cannot Divide 
 
“Asia is one. The Himalayas divide, only to accentuate, two mighty civilizations, 
the Chinese with its communism of Confucius, and the Indian with its individualism 
of the Vedas. But not even the snowy barriers can interrupt for one moment, that 
broad expanse of love for the Ultimate and Universal, which is the common 
thought-inheritance of every Asiatic race, enabling them to produce all the great 
religions of the world and distinguishing them from those maritime peoples of the 
Mediterranean and the Baltic, who love to dwell on the Particular and to search 
out the means, not the end, of life.” 
 
This profound statement was made by the profound Japanese scholar, Okakura 
Tenshin, in his book on Asian artistic and cultural history, “The Ideals of the East 
with special reference to the Art of Japan (1903)”. 
 
He mentioned this in the context of the common views on universality and 
spirituality, which bind the cultures of the East. 
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Okakura Tenshin 

 

Indian influence on China 
India shared its culture with China over the last couple of millennia. Hu Shih, the 

former Chinese Ambassador to USA said, 

 

Hu Shih 

“India conquered and dominated China culturally for 20 centuries without ever 

having to send a single soldier across her border.” 
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‘China’ came from India 
The word ‘China’ was given to the Chinese by India. The very word ‘China’ in 

Samskrt means ‘the land to the East’. 

Mandarin from Mantri 
Mantri in India is the word for Minister. Mantri comes from the root Man 

denoting mind, mental, intellect.  

The main language of the Chinese is Mandarin.  

The very word Mandarin comes from this Samskrt word Mantri for minister, as, 

this was a court language spoken by the ministers of the court of the Chinese 

kings.  

 

Chinese Ministers speak Mandrin 

Thus the term Mandarin came to be the official language of China.  
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India – A Land of Wisdom 
According to the Chinese, India’s close neighbours, there are 5 kings of the world - 

implying 5 supreme, unmatched peoples in the world. 

An ancient Chinese proverb expresses this in no uncertain terms.  

 

Chinese view of the world 

This proverb seems to be an astute analysis of the Chinese.  

It is because the land of Bharat, India, had nurtured sciences and knowledge 

consistently through the land, through the ages, that China had looked to India as 

a land of knowledge.  

It is commendable that an equally ancient civilization, the Chinese, considered the 

land of India to be a land of sciences. This in turn substantiates well, the meaning 

of the name Bharat, the name of this land, as the land where people relish 

knowledge. For, Bharat comes from Bha meaning light denoting knowledge and 

Ratha meaning to relish, savour. 



Bridging Worlds Thru Knowledge 

          

 Indo China – Divided By Hills, United By Wills  

 

Experience the Knowledge of India          Page 6 of 26                   www.bharathgyan.com 
 
                                    

 

People to People Connect 

Pallava and Chola Kingdoms of South India to China 

There was a continuous flow of traders from Chola, Pallava kingdom in India to 

China.  

Bodhidharma 
Bodhidharma was a multi-talented Pallava Prince from Kanchipuram, near 

modern day Chennai. 

                             

                     Bodhidharma                                                                         Kanchipuram location 

Bodhi, giver of knowledge 

Bodhi means one who gives knowledge. He was the one who took Buddhism to 

China from where it spread to Japan and other countries. 

Going to China 

With the intent of propagating the teachings of Buddha, Bodhidharma set out to 

China.  
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Curing Plague 

When Bodhidharma reached there, the locals were affected by a terrible plague. 

Having expertise in Ayurveda and the herbs, Bodhidharma was able to cure the 

locals of their illness. This act endeared him to the Chinese. 

Defending local communities 

With his prowess in wielding the weapons as a Pallava Prince, he was also able to 

defend the local communities against the raiders.  

This further enhanced his reputation among the local Chinese.  

Spreading Buddhism 

These twin achievements kindled interest in the Chinese to listen to the teachings 

of Buddha and meditation, Dhyan that Bodhidharma had brought with him from 

India, to share with the Chinese. The Dhyan he took with him came to be called 

Chan in China. 

 

Bodhidharma’s lore soon spread and the Chinese began flocking to him, to listen 

to his wisdom.  

Taking Martial Arts to China 

Bodhidharma as a Pallava Prince was also an exponent of martial arts and took 

the knowledge of martial arts with him to China. This came to be known as Kung 

Fu martial arts to the people of China.  

Greeting 

An Indian Namaste 

A distinct way of greeting in India is Namaste. Joining one’s palms, facing 

together, in front of one’s heart to offer a heart felt salutation. The word 
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Namaste comes from Nama, Namas, meaning salutation, obeisance, adoration, 

bow, homage.  

Consequent to the knowledge that the whole cosmos is one divine existence, 

comes the corollary that every individual being in this cosmos, be it however big 

or small, however animate or not,  is divine and worthy of salutation. 

Hence when people meet, they greet each other with a head bowed down and 

palms joined at the heart as a sign of offering obeisance from the heart to the 

divinity in the other person. 

 

Namaste- greeting the Divinity in the other 

A Chinese Martial Namaste  

We see a similar greeting being extended in some forms of martial arts as a mark 

of mutual respect before sparring at each other. Monks at the Shaolin in China are 

seen to greet each other with only one open palm and closed fist, held in front of 

the heart. The reason is quite interesting.  

Bodhi Dharma, to test a seeker of this art, had refused entry to a student Huike, 

who wanted to learn under him at Shaolin. Bodhi Dharma remarked, he would do 

so when the snow outside Shaolin turned red.  

As it goes, the persistent Huike, chopped off one of his hands to let the blood flow 

and paint the snow red. Seeing his persistence, Bodhi Dharma had no other go 
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but to accept Huike as a disciple, who later went on to become his primary 

successor.  

Since Huike had lost his hand he continued to do Namaste with just one open 

palm. In his honour, it became a practice with the monks at Shaolin and in Kung 

Fu, to greet each other with a single handed Namaste.  

 

Statue at Shaolin 

 

Kung Fu Greeting 
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Reverentially referred as Dhamu 

Bodhidharma is reverentially and fondly referred to as Dhamu by the Chinese.  

Leshan Buddha Statue 
Today, Buddhism is a flourishing religion in China. The tallest statue of Buddha, 

the Leshan Buddha which is 71 metres high, is located at the Leshan city of China. 

 

Leshan statue 

It is today one of the popular site that tourists from all over the world flock to visit 

and pay homage. 

Famous Chinese Visitors 
The three famous visitors from China to India have been Fa Hien, Hiuen Tsang, 

and Zenge He. 

Fa-Hien, Faxian 

Faxian was a Chinese scholar who visited India in early 400 CE to acquire Buddhist 

scriptures. He wrote memoirs of his travels through India in which he describes 
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China as a Frontier Kingdom and  India as a Middle Kingdom, implying, he saw the 

world as divided into 3 – East dominated by China, Middle by India and then the  

Far West. 

   

  Fa-Hien, Faxian 

Zenge He 

Around 1405, Zenge He came with a Flotilla to Kochi which was a major trading 

port then.  

                    

Zenge He 
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It is as a memorabilia from his visit that we still have the famous Chinese fishing 

nets in Kochi harbour.  

 

Chinese Fishing Nets, Kochi 

Hiuen Tsang, Xuang Zang 

Hiuen Tsang, also known as Xuang Zang came to India at the age of 28 around 630 

CE in search of knowledge. He travelled all across the India for 16 years being 

greatly influenced by Buddhism.  

 

Hiuen Tsang 
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As per many historic sources, he mentions about the influence of Buddhism in 

many parts of India. He also speaks about many cities like Anandapur, Valabhi, 

Malwa, Vadnagar, Bharuch and Surat. His experiences of India can be found in his 

book, Si-Yu-Ku. According to Hiuen Tsang the people of India were prosperous 

and content. 

Harshavardhan was the King of North India when Hiuen Tsang visited India.  

He was hosted by the court of Emperor Harshavardhana. He travelled through 

parts of India and stayed in Nalanda University to learn the scriptures of India. 

Hiuen Tsang had close relations with King Harshavardhana. He describes 

Harshavardhan as a noble king in his writings. He also visited the Kumbha Mela at 

Prayag along with Emperor Harshavardhan and gives a detailed account of this 

festival and Harsha’s donations given then. 

Hiuen Tsang studied in Nalanda University when the university was at its peak.  

 

Hiuen Tsang at the Nalanda University 
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The Vice Chancellor of the university then was the Venerable Silabhadra Maha 

Thera. 

     

    Xuan Zang (Huien Tsang)          Silabhadra Maha Thera                       Nalanda University 

 

He later returned to China with these manuscripts.  

 

Xuan Zang (Huien Tsang) being welcomed in China on his return from India in 645 CE 

Even after his return to China, he continued to maintain relations with India for 

further knowledge. This kept the flow of knowledge going from India to China. 
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There is an interesting communication between Huien Tsang and Prajnadeva that 

throws light on the flow of texts from India to China. 

Huien Tsang enroute to China had lost many of the manuscripts. So he requests 

Prajnadeva his old friend from Nalanda University to send him some.  

I learnt from an ambassador who recently came back from India that the great 

teacher Silabhadra was no more. 

This news overwhelmed me with grief that knows no bounds … 

I should let you know that while crossing the Indus I had lost a load of sacred texts. 

I now send you a list of the texts annexed to this letter. 

I request you to send them to me if you get a chance. 

I am sending you some small articles as present. 

Please accept them. 

Communication from Huien Tsang to Prajnadeva 

What Hieun Tsang Sang in 600 CE 
He describes Nalanda as a sprawling campus with 

“richly adorned towers with observatories lost in the vapours of the morning.” 

He further describes the campus as, 

“With 8 separate compounds, 9 storey buildings, 10 temples, several meditation 

halls, a great library and dozens of classrooms. Its setting too, was full of beauty, 

dotted with lakes and parks. 

Most important, its finances were secure. Since the king has remitted the revenues 

of 100 villages for the endowment of Nalanda.  
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In addition, the villagers supplied food to the students, whose material needs were 

entirely met by the university so that they could concentrate on the perfection of 

their studies.” 

The ruins excavated at Nalanda present a corroborating picture. 

 

 

Ruins of Nalanda – Aerial View 
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One of the Towers of Nalanda with decorated walls 

 
D.K.Hari in front of the foundation of one of the multistorey buildings  

Shows many small rooms for the students, a huge quadrangle and wide pathways 
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Plan of the Excavated Remains of Nalanda, showing many such buildings 

Hieun Tsang’s accounts were not untrue.  

Nalanda indeed was so large and financially secure. 

The villages around it were prosperous too to be able to look after it. 

The kingdom was wealthy too to be able to give 100 villages as endowment for 

Nalanda.  

India was prosperous as there were many such kingdoms and centres of learning 

supported by such kingdoms. 

Hieun Tsang in his records of 630 CE, had sung the prosperity of the kingdom of 

Emperor Harshavardhana, the prosperity of other kingdoms of India and the 

munificent donatons given by king and people for education and knowledge. 
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All this speaks not only of India’s prosperity but also the state of advancement 

and culture of the civilization 1500 years ago and beyond. 

China Restoring Indian Memories 

We are today able to recreate this story of Nalanda, the history of India, mainly 

from such records of the Chinese visitors to India. These Chinese visitors to India 

took Indian knowledge with them then, but their records give back memories to 

Indians today. 

In Search of Medicinal Knowledge 
Students from various parts of the world, from China to Rome, had also came to 

Takshasila to study Ayurveda.  

The popularity of Indian medicine, Ayurveda, can also be seen from the discovery 

of a set of manuscripts on Paediatrics, in the deserts of Kashgar in the northern 

slope of Himalayas in the year 1795 CE.   

Kashgar is a city in the westernmost part of present day China. Also known as 

Kashi in China, it lies at the confluence of Tajikistan, Krygyzstan and China. 
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Kashgar, where Navaneeta Kum, popularly known as the Bower’s Manuscript was discovered 

Bower’s Manuscript 

Discovered by an English man called Bower, these manuscripts are now referred 

to as the Bower’s Manuscripts and are presently housed at the Wellcome Library 

in Euston, London.  

Navaneeta Kum 

These manuscripts dated to 350 CE actually, contain Navaneeta Kum a treatise on 

Navaneeta, children which was authored by Kashyapa, a disciple of Buddha and 

the teacher of Jeevaka. 

Kashyapa was the author of Kaumara Bhritya, the treatise containing Questions 

and Answers between Kashyapa and Jeevaka on the ailments that afflict children 

and their cure. With Buddha having lived around 1800 BCE, i.e. 3800 years ago, 

Kashyapa and his disciple Jeevaka, can be regarded as the first paediatricians of 

the world. 
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Jeevaka’s doctrines for doctoring children, too went wherever Buddhism went.  

Not only Jeevaka from India but yet another Indian doctor of modern medicine 

had left a deep impression on the Chinese. 

Indian Treated With Respect By the Chinese 

Dwarakanath Kotnis  

Dr. Dwarakanath Kotnis was a doctor from India who was sent to China to treat 

Chinese soldiers during the Sino-Japanese war in 1938.  

 

Dwarakanath Kotnis 

He is highly regarded and revered in China even to this day for saving many 

Chinese lives. A statue has been built in his honour in Hebei, China. In India, a 

Hindi film has been made on the life of Kotnis called Dr Kotnis Ki Amar Kahani. 



Bridging Worlds Thru Knowledge 

          

 Indo China – Divided By Hills, United By Wills  

 

Experience the Knowledge of India          Page 22 of 26                   www.bharathgyan.com 
 
                                    

 

             

Statue of Dwarakanath Kotnis, Hebei, China and Poster of the Indian Film - Dr Kotnis Ki Amar Kahani 

Food 
While many Indians had a great impact on China, Chinese food has left a lasting 

impression in India. 

Gobi Manchurian 

Chinese food has taken India by storm in the last few decades. While, Noodles, 

Fried Rice, Corn Soup, Sweet and Sour are Chinese, Gobi manchurian is an Indian 

dish both in name and origin, for, there is no dish in Chinese cuisine known as 

Gobi Manchurian. It is an Indian addition to Chinese cuisine. 

   

                        Chinese Fried Rice and Gobi Manchurian, an Indian adaptation of Chinese cuisine 
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Another Chinese dish that finds a cousin in India, is the Momo, a stuffed and 

steamed rice dumpling.  Its counterpart is a similarly prepared dish, in a similar 

shape called Modak in most parts of India or Kozhakattai in Tamil Nadu and 

Kerala. Often filled with a sweet filling its variants also contain vegetale filling like 

the Momo. The Modak is considered as the favourite of Lord Ganesha, the 

popular divinity of the Indians.  

   

                              Rice Dumplings – Momo from China and Modak from India 

 

Indo China Route 
There were two routes for Chinese to reach India. The western route where 

people trecked west and turned south into Afghanistan and from there turned 

east into India. The entry point for India then was at Bamiyan, where the famous 

Bamiyan Buddhas had been chiseled to welcome these visitors from across the 

mountains. 
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The other route was across the seas from the east coast of India along the islands 

of South East Asia and Indonesia known as Suvarna bhumi, the golden islands to 

reach China over the South China Sea. 
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Lasting Exchanges 
Over both these routes, these two civilizations have interacted and exchanged 

many an ideas, many an items and many an emotions, over millennia.  

In return for intellect from India, China gave back indulgence to India.  

China Silk 

India had its own varieties of silk and techniques of silk production and weaving. 

Yet, Indian literature from the last 2000 years is galore with mention of China Silk 

having adorned Indian royalty and the rich. 

Fire crackers 

India has its own history  of fire crackers and it is still mentioned in literary and 

history circles, especially in Tamil Nadu, how firecrackers is the invention of one 

of the Tamil Siddhar, Siddha saint called Bogar.  

Yet, one of the popular fireworks in India is the Cheena Phataka, the fireworks 

imported from China  

A Sweetener  

India has been producing its local variety of sugar from Sugar cane and it was 

called Shakkar or pansara and variants. 

Yet, sugar popularly in India is called Cheeni as the variety of sugar imported from 

China became a hit with Indians. 

A sweet taste left behind by sweet memories of a sweet connection. 

A Sweet Teaser 
This is just a small compilation of facts about a connect, that goes way back in 

time to over 2 Millennia.  
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The intention is to just sweeten the tongue and whet the appetite to want to 

know more about how these two giant civilizations of the East have interacted 

and influenced each other over time. 

May further ties stay sweet as well. 
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