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INTRODUCTION

HE tangle of wooded hill-ranges which enclose,
horse-shoe like, the fertile plains of Assam is the home

of tribal populations distinct in language, race and
culture from the Hindu and Muslim peasantry of the
Brahmaputra valley. The Nagas of the mountainous
country extending between Assam and Burma, the Mishmis
of the Lohit valley, and the Abors of the hills to both sides
of the Dihang River are all tribes that until recently had
remained untouched by the historic civilizations dominating
the cultural pattern of the rest of Assam. Unaffected by
Hinduism and Islam no less than by the Buddhism of the
neighbouring areas of Burma and Tibet, they persisted in
archaic forms of economy, social organization, ritual and
belief, and in the seclusion of hill-regions, separated one
from the other by formidable natural barriers, they de-
veloped a great number of variations on a common cultural
theme.

The wealth of social and cultural configurations found
among the hill-tribes in the borderlands of Assam has not
escaped the attention of anthropologists and ethnographic-
ally interested administrators. At a time when the anthro-
pological studies of aboriginal tribes of Peninsular India
could be counted on the fingers of one hand, a series of
monographs published under the auspices of the Govern-
ment of Assam provided full and accurate information on
several of the Naga tribes, the Lushei-Kuki tribes, the Garos,
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Introduction

Khasis, Kacharis, Meitheis and Mikirs. Yet, there remained
one area about whose inhabitants very little was known and
even less available in print. This area, situated between the
northern fringe of the Assam plains and the crest-line of
the Great Himalayan Range, which forms traditionally the
border between India and Tibet, remained outside the
administrative control of the Government of Assam, and
its inhabitants continued in their traditional style of life
unobserved and unchecked by outsiders. From the border
of Bhutan to the west as far as the Abor Hills to the east,
there extended until 1944 tribal country unknown to the
Assamese of the plains no less than to the Tibetans beyond
the Himalayan passes; country inhabited by a number of
distinct tribes of which barely the names were known to the
outside world. Politically this country was included in the
Balipara Frontier Tract of Assam, but only the southern-
most regions were ever entered by government officials,
and the greater part of the area remained unmapped and
unexplored.

The first determined effort to survey the area south-west
of the Subansiri River and particularly the valleys of the
Kamla and Khru Rivers was made in 1911 and 1912 by a
semi-military expedition known as the Miri Mission. The
published Survey of India maps of the area now constitut-
ing the Subansiri Division of the North-East Frontier
Agency are still based on the survey operations undertaken
by the Miri Mission, the results of more recent surveys
being not yet available in print.

From 1912 until 1944 no exploratory expedition entered
the Subansiri region, but as part of an extensive programme
for the exploration and development of the North-East
Frontier regions the Government of India resumed in 1944
the plans suspended in 1912. It was then that an appoint-
ment as Special Officer Subansiri gave me the unique
opportunity of touring the hill-country south-west of the
Subansiri River and of getting to know populations which
had little or no contact with the plains of Assam. Many of

2



Introduction

the villages which I visited in 1944 and 1945 had never
been entered by any outsider—neither European, nor
Indian, nor Tibetan—and the conditions of life which I
observed represented the traditional pattern undisturbed
by the effects of an administration centred outside the
tribal territory/The circumstances of my work in the Suban-
siri region, which was only partly anthropological, have
been described in my book Himalayan Barbary,! and further
developments in the area are referred to in Ursula Graham
Bower’s The Hidden Land* and more recently in Verrier
Elwin’s A Philosophy for N.E.F.A.3 and B. K. Shukla’s The
Daflas of the Subansiri Region.® As will be apparent from the
Epilogue, life in the Subansiri region is no longer what
it was in 1944 and 1945, but the subsequent account of
traditional Apa Tani civilization is largely written in the
‘ethnographic present’.

The Subansiri region, like other parts of the hill-country
on India’s North-East Frontier, is a mountainous tract con-
sisting of steep foothills, which skirt the edge of the Brahma-
putra Valley, of a broad central zone rising to heights of
about g,000 feet but intersected by deep gorge-like valleys,
and thirdly a zone of high altitude rising to the snow ranges
of the Eastern Himalayas. While the foothills are clad in
tropical rain-forests, the vegetation of the central zone is
sub-tropical with rhododendron as the most characteristic
tree-growth, and the flora of the high zone is of alpine type.
Throughout the region there is hardly any level ground, and
hill-slopes rise from narrow gorges in an unbroken sweep
to the lofty crests of hill-ranges. The natural formation of
the terrain determines the agricultural methods that pre-
vail not only in the Subansirt region but throughout the
greater part of the North-East Frontier Agency. Shifting
cultivation of the slash-and-burn type is the only kind of
tillage practised by such tribes as Mishmis, Abors, Miris
and Daflas, and one can travel for weeks in the Eastern

1London, 1955. 2 London, 1953.
8 Shillong, 1959. 4 Shillong, 1959.
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Himalayas without ever encountering any other method of
cujtivation.

/Yet, there is one area in the Subansiri region which differs
fundamentally from this general pattern of environment.
Embedded between wooded hills rising to heights of nearly
8,000 feet extends at an altitude of just below 5,000 feet a
single broad valley whose oblong and almost entirely level
centre has been transformed into an expanse of unbroken
irrigated rice-fields. This valley, some twenty square miles
in area, is the home of a civilization as distinct from those
of the surrounding hill-tracts as its formation and vegeta-
tion differ from those of the rest of the Subansiri Division.
The people inhabiting this valley are known as Apa Tanis,
and though akin to their Dafla and Miri neighbours in
basic racial type, they have developed a style of life of
their own and speak a language unintelligible to anyone
dwelling outside this single valley/ In a country where
settlements are impermanent, and tribal groups seem to be
in a state of continuous flux, the Apa Tanis remained con-
centrated in that one valley, and their seven villages, all
situated within an hour’s walking distance one from the
other, had the stability and size of small towns. Though
sallying forth on trading trips and in more recent decades
occasionally even visiting the plains of Assam, the Apa
Tanis yet never thought of settling anywhere else and their
attachment to their homeland set them apart from the
restless tribes of the surrounding hills.

As it can hardly be assumed that the Apa Tanis stem from

a population entirely unrelated to the ancestors of the other
ethnic groups of the Subansiri region, it seems probable
that their distinctiveness in temperament and cultural
features is at least in parts the result of the different environ-
ment to which they have been exposed for countless genera-
tions. Apa Tani civilization has developed in response to
the peculiar natural features of the Apa Tani valley and
there can be no doubt that it could not have assumed its
present form in any other part of the Subansiri region.

4
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In certain respects there is a parallel between the position
of the Apa Tani valley and the very much larger valley of
Nepal. Both these valleys, each of them unique within a
large section of the Himalayas, have fostered the develop-
ment of civilizations more advanced than those of the sur-
rounding hill-country. An intensification of agriculture,
which yet dispenses with any source of energy other than
human labour, has in both cases made possible the growth
of populations of extraordinary density. But whereas the
highly sophisticated inhabitants of the Nepal valley have
for many centuries been in close touch with centres of
civilizations in India and Tibet, the far simpler Apa Tanis
have developed their pattern of life in isolation from any
comparable societies. Seclusion and self-sufficiency are the
key-notes of Apa Tani society, and in the subsequent
account the Apa Tanis will be described as they used to see
themselves, i.e. as a self-contained society politically and
ideologically independent of any outside power, a law unto
themselves, and an oasis of peaceful, ordered existence in a
world of warring, unruly tribes.

In the absence of any archaeological data we have no
means of determining how long the Apa Tanis may have
been dwelling in their present habitat. But judging from
the way in which they have transformed their environment,
one can safely assume that many centuries must have passed
since the forefathers of the present population first set foot
in the valley. A tradition current among the Apa Tanis tells
that their ancestors came from a country to the north or
north-east situated near two rivers known as Supupad-
Pudpumi. These names may refer to two tributaries of the
Subansiri, but neither the Apa Tanis nor anyone else is
likely to identify this legendary country of origin. All Apa
Tanis agree, however, that at one stage in their migrations
they crossed the Subansiri River from north to south and
came to a place in the Sipi valley called Karr, which lies
beyond the Pij Cholo, a peak of 8,417 feet rising from the
north bank of the Kamla River and visible from the hills
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surrounding the Apa Tani country. In this area the original
Apa Tanis are believed to have split into three groups, each
of which took a different route to the Apa Tani country,
The stages on these routes refer to identifiable localities in
the Dafla and Miri Hills north of the Apa Tani country,
and it is likely that this part of the tradition reflects histori-
cal events imprinted on the tribal memory. Each of the
three groups of immigrants is believed to be responsible
for the foundation of different villages, and the present
division of the Apa Tani tribe into three clusters of closely
allied settlements is traced to the days when three waves
of migrants occupied the valley.

Though local traditions speak of an immigration of the
tribe’s ancestors from a northern direction, these memories
can only relate to the last stages of a population movement
which may well have changed its course more than once.
Any suggestion that the Apa Tanis might have been of
Tibetan origin would be unrealistic, for all cultural indica-
tives point to affinities with such populations as the Abors
and even more with the Nagas of the hills to the south of the
Brahmaputra valley. A better knowledge of the tribal
languages of the North-East Frontier Agency and a com-
parative study of anthropometric data may at some future
date throw new light on the ethnic affinities of the Apa
Tanis. At the present time it would be futile to speculate
about the location of the region from which they set out
on their migration to the valley that was to be their home
for countless centuries.

In their racial make-up the majority of Apa Tanis seem
to conform to the palaeo-Mongoloid type characteristic of
most of the hill-tribes of the borderlands of Assam and the
Eastern Himalayas. But besides many individuals who
might pass for Abors, Daflas or even Nagas, there are Apa
Tanis who show certain features not usually associated with
the palaeo-Mongoloid races. Among these are prominent,
occasionally even hooked noses, deep-set eyes and longish

faces very different from the usual Mongoloid facial type.
6 |



Introduction

A somewhat similar type can be found among Tibetans,
and has been reported also from certain parts of South-
west China, where individuals with features of Europoid
cast are met with among such tribes as the Lolos. Connected
with this type is in some cases a skin colour differing from
the usual copper-brown by a slight rosy hue noticeable
particularly in children and young people.

In view of our scanty knowledge of other populations of
the Subansiri region it is not possible to offer any reasoned
explanation for the occurrence of a physical type otherwise
not found among the Assamese hillmen. But while living
in the Apa Tani valley, I gained the definite impression
that the lighter-skinned and less markedly Mongoloid type
was more frequent among persons of superior class than
among the slave class within which a good deal of Dafla
blood has been absorbed. This impression is not supported
by any quantitative or anthropometric data, and in their
absence we must be content to note that the Apa Tanis
differ from the populations of the surrounding hill-country,
notably by the sporadic occurrence of a physical type
distinct from the palaeo-Mongoloid type predominant
among such tribes as Daflas and Miris.

The economic and political relations between these tribes
will be referred to in several of the following chapters, and
it therefore seems indicated to preface this study of the Apa
Tanis with a brief ethnographic sketch of their Dafla and
Miri neighbours.

The Daflas, who in their own language refer to themselves
as Nisii or Ni—the latter word meaning simply ‘human
being’—constitute a population of an estimated strength of
at least 40,000, scattered over a large, rugged hill-region
bordering on the Aka country to the west and on the Miri
country to the east. All Daflas trace their descent from one
legendary ancestor, whose three sons are believed to have
been the forefathers of three groups of clans respectively
known as Dapum, Dodum and Dol. Each of these main
groups is subdivided into phratries and exogamous clans,
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and there are areas where clans of all three main groups
live side by side, dwelling in the same valleys even if only
occasionally in the same settlements.

Whereas the Apa Tanis have long achieved a high degree
of stability, the Dafla clans inhabiting the country extend-
ing west and north of the Apa Tani valley have for genera-
tions been in a state of flux and unrest. This unrest has
manifested itself by frequent migrations, which in turn led
to a continuous change in the composition of the population
of many areas. A steady north to south movement from the
Khru region into the Panior-Kiyi region and from there
to the Par valley down into the foothills is clearly discernible.
In the area of the lower Panior valley few Daflas live in the
villages where they were born, and the grandfathers of
many men now settled in the foothills are known to have
lived in villages on the upper course of the Panior. The
country close to the Himalayan main range has seen a
similar north-south drift, and it appears that this steady
population movement has been continuing for a consider-
able time. The causes of all these migrations are still obscure.
There may have been pressure of Tibetans or Tibetanized
tribes on the Daflas of the higher regions, or exhaustion of
the cultivable land and an increase in population may have
forced the tribesmen to seek new land in the lower valleys
where forests and virgin land were, and still are, more
plentiful than in the middle ranges.

Dafla economy is based on agriculture and animal
husbandry, and the principal method of tillage is slash-and-
burn cultivation necessitating a periodic shifting of fields.
Dry rice, millets (Eleusine coracana and Setarica italica), and
maize are the main crops. The breeding of livestock is
everywhere important: Mithan (Bos frontalis), pigs, goats
and fowls are kept by all Daflas, but oxen are found only
in areas that have connections with Assam.

The size of settlements ranges from three or four small
homesteads to up to thirty substantial houses. Most dwell-
ings are long-houses with as many as twelve hearths and
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room for as many families. A Dafla settlement of ten houses
may thus have a population of nearly three hundred. The
houses are dispersed over the hill-sides, each house or group
of two or three houses standing on a different level. The
village is not a closely knit social and political unit. Families
may join or leave at will, and in some areas there is a slow
but continuous movement of people from one village to
the other. Feuds are usually not between village and village,
but between the head of one long-house and the leader of
a comparable group of closely allied families. It is not
unusual for one or two houses in a village to be raided and
burnt, while the inhabitants of the other households re-
main unscathed and make no effort to rush to the succour
of neighbours carried away as captives.

The primary social unit is the household comprising
several elementary families and in some cases as many as
sixty or seventy members. Such a long-house is virtually
autonomous and self-contained: there is no system of village
headmen or tribal elders exercising authority over their co-
villagers. Even members of the same exogamous clan do
not necessarily act in a spirit of solidarity, and internecine
strife and feuds between clan-members dwelling in different
settlements are common occurrences.

While Dafla society lacks hereditary classes there is a
vital division between freemen and slaves. The latter are
mainly persons captured in war and either kept by their
captors or sold. Their children become members of their
owner’s clan, but their status is that of dependants rather
than of slaves, and in time they can acquire wealth and
become freemen of good social status. Thus there exists
among the Daflas no slave class whose members are barred
from rising in the social scale.

An economic and social pattern similar to that found
among the Daflas dwelling to the west and north of the Apa
Tanis prevails also among the tribesmen known to the
Assamese as ‘Hill Miris’ and inhabiting the lower Kamla
valley and the hill-country extending between the Apa

9
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Tani valley and the Subansiri River. The distinction be-
tween ‘Daflas’ and ‘Miris’ is entirely arbitrary, the two
names are used only by the Assamese plainsmen, and the
term Nisii, which despite the plea expressed in my Ethno-
graphic Notes on the Tribes of the Subansiri Region (Shillong,
1947) has not gained currency, applies to ‘Miris’ no less
than to ‘Daflas’. Nor are there any significant cultural
differences between the regional groups known by these
names. The inhabitants of the lower Kamla valley and the
hills east of the Apa Tani valley call themselves Gungii,
and claim descent from a mythical figure believed to be a
brother of the first ancestor of the Dopum, Dodum and Dol
groups. All these groups freely intermarry, and though
there are regional linguistic distinctions, the dialects of all
adjoining groups are similar enough to be mutually under-
standable, whereas only those Apa Tanis and Daflas can
freely converse who are used to hearing each other’s lan-
guage.

The overall linguistic uniformity and the similarity of
customs of all Daflas'and Miris seem consistent with their
traditions of a common origin, and it is significant that
these traditions explicitly exclude the Apa Tanis, who,
though surrounded by Daflas and Miris, represent an
entirely different cultural pattern.

Racially, on the other hand, the Apa Tanis and their
neighbours have much in common. Like the former, the
Daflas and Miris do not present a racially homogeneous
population. Though most individuals evince features com-
monly associated with the palaeo-Mongoloid races, there
are at least two distinct types. The more frequent is char-
acterized by a round face with a broad, depressed nose and
prominent cheek-bones, eyes lying in flat sockets, and a
small weak chin. Small stocky stature and a sallow brownish
skin colour often seem to be associated with this type.
Another and somewhat rarer type is characterized by an
oblong face, a prominent, often hooked nose with a narrow
bridge, deep-set eyes, a well-pronounced chin, ruddy

10
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complexion,and comparatively high stature. The distinction
between these two types corresponds to a similar cleavage
noticeable in the racial make-up of the Apa Tani tribe.
This may suggest the hypothesis that the same two con-
trasting racial elements, whose incomplete blending has
resulted in the present physical character of the Daflas
and Miris, have contributed also to the formation of the
equally heterogeneous Apa Tani population.

The fundamental cultural distinctions between the Apa
Tanis and their Dafla and Miri neighbours are all the more
remarkable, and in the following chapters we shall fre-
quently have occasion to point to the striking contrasts in
the style of living and social philosophy of these tribes so
close in space and so widely divergent in economic, social
and political development.

II



I

THE UTILIZATION OF
NATURAL RESOURCES

parallel among the tribes of India’s borderlands.

Secluded from the outside world by natural barriers
and warlike neighbours, the Apa Tanis have developed the
resources of their small homeland in a way which would be
creditable to any advanced community and is truly astonish-
ing in a tribe of archaic and in many ways primitive material
equipment.

The Apa Tanis’ habitat is a single broad valley lying at an
altitude of 5,000 feet and ringed by mountains rising to
heights of over 8,000 feet. There is much to suggest that at
one time in the remote past this valley was a lake far above
the gorges on either side and that the silt brought down by
streams from the surrounding mountains has filled out this
lake and built up a plain whose fertile soil has enabled the
Apa Tanis to develop their peculiar type of agriculture and
with it a settled form of life. This plain is drained by a small
river, the Kele. Before the advent of the Apa Tanis the
Kele may have been a meandering stream in a spacious
valley of bogs and swamps, but today it is forced into a
more or less straight course between high dams. There is a
tradition according to which the Apa Tanis’ ancestors found
the swamps inhabited by large, amphibious reptiles, known

12
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The Utilization of Natural Resources

as buru, and that these apparently harmless creatures were
exterminated when the Apa Tanis drained the swamps and
made the valley arable.! Through the efforts of the Apa
Tanis the wide flat valley was transformed into an enor-
mous mosaic of carefully tended rice-fields, while on islands
of higher ground lie groves of pines, bamboos and fruit trees,
as well as seven large villages with labyrinths of densely
crowded streets.

The length of the valley is about 64 miles and the breadth
at the widest point about 2 miles. According to the census
of 1961 the seven villages comprised 2,520 houses—a figure
considerably smaller than my estimate of 1945—and the
population of these villages was returned as 10,745 persons,
all of whom derived the bulk of their subsistence from the
twenty-odd square miles of cultivable land, and used the
surrounding wooded hills only as hunting grounds. There is,
neither in the North-East Frontier Agency nor elsewhere in
India an aboriginal tribe of comparable size which dwells
within the confines of so restricted a territory.

The agriculture of the Apa Tanis is thus not only of
interest as the basis of an economy different from that of all
surrounding populations, but it provides us also with an
example of an elaborate and most efficient system of soilv
exploitation developed by a people cut off from the material
development of Indian high civilization. The achievement
of the Apa Tanis is all the more remarkable as the neigh-
bouring Dafla and Miri tribes follow far more primitive
agricultural methods. Indeed, to come from the land of
these cultivators of frequently shifted hill-fields, carved as it
would seem haphazardly from the jungle and abandoned
again after one or two years, into the Apa Tani valley with
its purposeful order and evidence of the loving care bestowed

1 The possible survival until comparatively recent times of huge rep-
tiles, which according to Apa Tani traditions seem to have been not
unlike antediluvial saurians, has aroused considerable interest among
zoologists, but an expedition which went to the Subansiri region in
search of tangible traces of the buru failed to achieve any concrete results.
Cf. Ralph Izzard, The Hunt for the Buru, London, 1951.
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on virtually every square yard of ground is like jumping
thousands of years of man’s development and stepping from
an age of barbarism into an era of a highly developed
civilization.

There is a certain uniformity in the topographical
relationship of an Apa Tani settlement to the various parts
of the surroundingvillage-land, and by visualizing one village
in its setting of fields, gardens and tree-groves one can
gain a fairly accurate idea of the Apa Tani habitat as a
whole.

An Apa Tani village is built on high ground that rises
like an island from the sea above the level of the flooded rice-
fields. The entire area of this raised ground is occupied by
hundreds of dwelling-houses, built on wooden piles but
constructed mainly of bamboo and thatched with rice-straw.
Space is limited in an Apa Tani village, and the houses stand
wall to wall in streets and narrow lanes. Here and there a
street broadens to form a small piazza, in the centre of
which stands an open assembly platform (lapang). The
houses of the wealthy stand in the reasonably broad main
streets and usually near the assembly platforms, whereas
those of humble folk are crowded together in back lanes.
But the construction of all houses follows the same pattern.
A short ladder leads up to an open verandah, and from this
one enters the only room, in which the family cooks, eats
and sleeps, and where the utensils, agricultural implements
and spare clothes are kept. The Apa Tanis’ building tech-
nique does not permit a span of the gabled roof of more than
about ten feet, and the size of a house can thus be only
increased by adding to its length.

While the dwelling-houses are concentrated in the centre
of the village site, clusters of granaries, also built on piles,
stand on the outskirts where they are safe from the spread
of village fires. Adjoining the houses and granaries there
are groves of bamboo, carefully fenced-in kitchen-gardens,
groups of high pines and fruit trees. Narrow paths lead
from the village through the groves and gardens to the irri-

14
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gated rice-fields. Additional granaries fringe the island,
and nearby are small terrace-fields kept flooded through-
out the year and used as nurseries for rice-seedlings. Be-
yond them and stretching across the central part of the
valley and the Kele River as far as the outskirts of the oppo-
site village are the rice-fields, terrace after terrace following
each other in uninterrupted succession. Standing out from
this expanse of terraces are isolated hummocks of elevated
land, and these are occupied by gardens or groves, or serve
as pastures and burial grounds.

Well-maintained paths connecting the villages run along
the dams of rice-terraces, and short planks and bamboo
structures serve to bridge the Kele River. The rice-fields
extend right up to the foot of surrounding hills, and where-
ever a side valley offers opportunity for terracing and there
is an oozing trickle of water tapering tongues of terrace-
fields fill narrow ravines and skirt the base of hillocks and
spurs. Elsewhere gardens, plots for vegetables, millet-
seedlings and tobacco, each strongly fenced in, and more
groves of bamboo and pines occupy the gentler slopes of the
hills. At the fringes of the valley there are treeless, bracken-
covered hills that are used as grazing grounds for cattle,
and some fenced-in plots of luscious green which are kept
for the cultivation of leafy plants from which a salty sub-
stance, the black ‘Apa Tani salt’, is extracted.

From the broken country on the edge of the valley broad
paths, usually in excellent repair, rise steeply up hill-
sides covered with forest, plantations of pine and other useful
trees in carefully nurtured plots, in each of which all trees
are of the same size and kind. Only much higher up, at
least 1,500 feet above the floor of the valley, is the untended
forest, with its rank growth of many types of trees of
the sub-tropical rain-forest, enormous rhododendrons, and a
multitude of climbers, tree-ferns and orchids. Seen from
any vantage point on these high ranges, the Apa Tani
valley appears as an oasis of human order among the tangle
of apparently uninhabited wooded ranges stretching into
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the distance: the villages, like small mediaeval towns with
winding streets and long rows of gabled thatched roofs,
pressing round them the dark groves of Pinus excelsa and
light-green bamboo gardens, which in the spring are broken
by the pink blossoms of fruit trees, and in the centre the
brilliant expanse of flooded rice-fields, an expanse one
might mistake for a lake, were it not for the irregular lines
of dissecting dams. From this luminous sea emerge islands
clothed in groves and gardens, and irregular peninsulas of
dry fields and pasture, but however far the eye reaches,
there is no spot in this valley which does not show the traces
of man’s controlling hand.

LAND TENURE

Land so intensively and carefully tended, the object of so
much ingenuity and labour, and transformed, no doubt,
out of all recognition from its original state, must obviously
be highly prized by those who reap the harvest of its mani-
fold products. The influence and social prestige of an Apa
Tani depend largely on the size of his holding, and in this
respect the Apa Tanis differ fundamentally from their
Dafla and Miri neighbours, who lack the concept of pri-
vately owned land. Among the Apa Tanis, on the other
hand, land is the main source of individual wealth, and all
other and less permanent possessions are mainly valued as
means of acquiring more land.

Any study of Apa Tani agriculture must therefore begin
with an inquiry into the system of land tenure, and we shall
see that this is intimately linked with the social organiza-
tion.

All land within the Apa Tanis’ tribal territory can be
divided into three categories: privately owned land, clan-
land, and common village-land. The first category com-
prises practically all cultivated land, i.e. irrigated rice-

fields, land suitable for dry crops, garden-plots, groves of
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bamboos, pines, fruit trees and other useful trees, as well as
house-sites and sites for granaries. Clan-land consists of the
sites for public assembly platforms inside the village,
meadow-land used as pasture and burial grounds, and
tracts of forest, sometimes lying several hours’ walk from
the village, where the members of the owner-clan alone
have the right to hunt and trap. Common village-land, on
the other hand, is confined to a few rather insignificant
stretches of pasture inside the valley, and to forest tracts on
the periphery of the Apa Tani country. There is, as far as
I could ascertain, no stretch of land claimed as common
property by all seven villages of the Apa Tani tribe.

Land owned by individuals

Except for slaves and a few very poor men of better class,
all Apa Tanis own land of various kinds. Inside his village,
the average Apa Tani owns the site on which his house is
built, and normally this site lies in the village-quarter
inhabited by the other members of his clan. A good house-
site in one of the main streets and preferably near an
assembly platform (lapang) commands a very high price
and is seldom to be had for less than ten mithan (Bos fronta-
lis), the type of cattle which serves the Apa Tanis as the
principal means of exchange for all transactions involving
real estate.

When I knew the Apa Tanis the population appeared to
be more or less static, and there was no pressing shortage
of house-sites. I was told that most men inherited a house-
site and did not have to purchase it, but that a man with
several sons might have difficulty in securing for each a
site in a good position. Poor men and slaves usually have
houses on the outskirts of their clan-quarter, and a man
of good family, fallen on bad times, is often tempted to sell
his valuable house-site in a main street, and move to a back
street. Many families, on the other hand, own spare house-
sites, which, until they are required for a newly married
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son, serve as vegetable gardens and maize plots, and the
abundance of manure available in the village makes such
garden plots all the more valuable.

Apart from his house-site 2 man requires a site for at least
one granary. Such sites, which lie invariably on the out-
skirts of the village, are valued at one cow or half a mithan.
An average family owns, moreover, at least one bamboo
grove situated on the high ground adjoining the village or
on a neighbouring ‘island’. Bamboo groves are plots be-
tween one-quarter of an acre and two acres in size; they are
protected by high fences and elaborately fastened doors,
and contain not only bamboo, but usually also some pines
and fruit trees. Those who do not own such groves must buy
all building material as well as bamboo for making baskets
and implements, for no wild bamboos grow within easy
reach of the villages. Very poor men occasionally fetch
bamboo from forests several hours’ walk from their village,
but it is virtually impossible to bring the bamboo for an
entire house from so great a distance. The bamboo groves
are therefore essential parts of an Apa Tani’s holdings. A
fairly large grove near a village may change hands for
three mithan, but a very small grove on a hillside at some
distance from the nearest village can be obtained for as
little as one mithan.

Sometimes interspersed among the bamboo and pine
groves, but more often in separate places, are the garden
plots on which Apa Tanis grow vegetables, maize and
tobacco. Though laid out on the same type of soil, gardens
are cheaper than groves with standing bamboo or timber.
Even poor men usually own such gardens, which can be
bought for a pig, a Tibetan sword or three or four cloths.

The most valuable part of an Apa Tani’s property is his
irrigated rice-land. On this he grows the bulk of his food
supply. So high is the price of wet land that unless a man
inherits at least one or two irrigated terraces, he has very
little chance of building up a holding sufficient for his needs.
The most expensive land is that lying closest to the village.
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Ten mithan and more may be paid for a single terrace of
about half an acre,and smaller plots in the same area change
hands for two to five mithan. Only in the outlying side-
valleys, where fields do not hold water as long as those in
the centre of the valley, a terrace of half an acre can be
obtained for as little as two or three mithan, and smaller
terraces even for one mithan or a cow. However, there are
no fixed rates for land, and a plot may change hands at
widely differing prices within a few years.

A concrete case of a land sale may give some idea of the
value of good rice-fields. In 1944 a man of Hari village
bought from a man of his own clan terraces of a total annual
yield of approximately 100 small carrying baskets of un-
husked rice (equalling about 1,300 1b.), a yield which
corresponds roughly to the value of two small mithan bulls.
For these two terraces he paid to the owner five large mithan
cows, eleven oxen, as well as one Dafla cloth and an Apa
Tani sword. To the five negotiators of the purchase he paid
moreover fees amounting to the value of at least one mithan.
Expressed in small mithan bulls—the standard for the
valuation of land—the price plus commission amounted
to sixteen mithan and the annual yield of the field is thus
just over 12 per cent. of the invested capital without reckon-
ing the expense of the cultivation.

An average family of five or six members can meet its
consumption of rice from the yield of 11 to 2 acres of well-
irrigated wet land producing about 300 yag: baskets of un-
husked rice. The value of such a holding is partly deter-
mined by the distance of the fields from the village, but the
price for which it can be acquired depends on various inci-
dental circumstances. It would be safe to say, however,
that the value would not be lower than twenty and not
higher than fifty small mithan. In 1945, this corresponded
to a value between Rs.2,000 and Rs.5,000, and in addition
to rice-fields of such a value, a man must possess dry fields,
gardens and groves in order to be independent for his food
supply.
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The dry land, used mainly for the cultivation of millet,
is much cheaper, and plots change hands for one or two
mithan, while even a pig or an Assamese silk cloth may buy
a small plot. Poor men with little or no wet land have thus
a possibility of growing at least part of their requirements of
food grains, but rice cannot be raised on dry land, and Apa
Tanis are not used to subsist entirely on millet and maize.

In some places it is possible, however, to transform dry
land into irrigable terrace-fields, and a poor man may
thus acquire some plots of wet land at comparatively low
cost. But such terrace-fields on high ground cannot be kept
moist throughout the year, and hence they are less produc-
tive and less valuable than rice-fields in the low-lying centre
of the valley.

Another way of obtaining land suitable for rice cultiva-
tion is to lay out new terraces on common clan-land. Many
clans possess common pastures in the bracken-covered
hillocks, and here and there a few narrow terraces can be
fitted into a depression or ravine. Only members of the
owner clan may build such terraces and these become their
private property as soon as the land has been brought under
permanent cultivation. When this has been done, such
terraces may be sold even to persons of other clans. However
the cattle-owners among the clan-members often resist
attempts at converting pastures into fields, and they may
even force a poor and landless man to relinquish a plot on
which he has already begun to cultivate.

The high price of irrigated land, the fact that it can only
be bought for cattle, and the restricted area of the Apa
Tani country, have led to the concentration of wealth in the
hands of a comparatively small number of rich men. While
there are many poor men with holdings too small to feed
them and their families and consequently dependent on
wage-labour, there are landowners who regularly barter
their surplus of grain to neighbouring Daflas or Miris for
mithan, which whenever possible they use for purchasing
more land.
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Two examples may illustrate the manner in which large
holdings have been built up. Nada Tomu, a member of the
most prominent clan of Haja village, was given by his
father twenty-five terraces lying in groups of five at five
different points of the village-land, as well as two bamboo
groves and one garden. Hence he began with far more land
than the acreage necessary to support a family. Every year
he sold rice to Daflas, and with the cattle obtained in ex-
change he bought altogether sixty-two terraces. He owned
twelve slaves who worked on his land, and with his surplus
grain he could buy an average of three mithan per year.
Another man of the same village owed part of his wealth to
his prowess as a warrior. He inherited from his father six
terrace-fields and subsequently bought three large terraces
for a total of twenty mithan, nine of which he had obtained
as ransoms for captured Daflas.

But only the man of means and established social position
can afford to engage in the risky game of raiding and man-
catching. For the poor man lacking influential relatives
who would effect his release if he were captured himself|
the game is too dangerous. It was only when Apa Tanis
began to go to the plains of Assam and engage in seasonal
agricultural work or occasional plantation labour, that even
poor men could acquire the means to purchase land. With
their wages they bought calves in the plains, drove them
up to the hills, grazed them on the communal pastures, and
finally bartered the grown oxen for land.

It is a characteristic feature of Apa Tani economics that
land can normally only be bought for cattle. Pigs, cloth
and swords may go with the price, but the basic payment
is always made in mithan or oxen. Only very small patches
of dry land are occasionally sold for a pig or some valuable,
but the proper currency for transactions in real property
is unquestionably cattle.

The principle that all cultivated land is private property
of which the owner can dispose as he wishes is so deeply
ingrained in Apa Tani mentality that village boundaries
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are of little consideration in the transfer of land. For the
sake of convenience everyone likes to have his fields as close
to his village as possible, but nothing prevents a man from
purchasing fields lying on the land of a neighbouring
village. In the centre of the valley the fields of the inhabi-
tants of two adjacent villages frequently dovetail across the
traditional frontiers, and it is only in the side-valleys that
all the land is held by members of the nearest village.

At first sight it may appear that there is no check on the
capitalistic trend in Apa Tani economics, and that more
and more of the land must of necessity accumulate in the
hands of a few rich men. Yet, there are various forces which
counteract such a development. The rules of inheritance
provide that a man’s property is divided more or less
equally among his sons, and many men divide up most of
their land when their sons marry and set up their own
households. Thus large holdings are seldom handed on un-
divided to the next generation. A wealthy man is moreover
expected to provide some land for his married slaves, who
are usually allowed to set up their own households, whether
they are formally freed or not. Finally, there are many
vicissitudes of fate which may force a rich man to dispose
quickly, and hence at comparatively low rates, of some of
his land. A long illness, which necessitates repeated sacri-
fices of mithan and oxen, may compel him to sell fields for
cattle, or a member of his household may fall into the hands
of Dafla raiders, and the mithan required for the ransom
may have to be obtained by the sale of land.

While rich Apa Tanis will give their land to dependants
and freed slaves, they never hire it out. There is no system
of renting land or share-cropping. A poor man must either
be content with the irregular income of daily wages, work-
ing alternatively for several rich men, or he must join a
rich man’s household as a permanent dependant and accept
a position hardly different from that of a slave.
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Clan-land

The land held jointly by all the members of a clan (which
is invariably concentrated in one village) comprises un-
dulating pasture land and bracken-covered hillocks, hunt-
ing grounds in the forests surrounding the valley and—
usually close to the village—an open grassy stretch used as
burial ground and as a place where mithan can be tethered
before slaughter or sale.

Generally clan-land is not held by a single clan, but is the
joint property of two or three clans that inhabit a separate
quarter of a village. The most important parts of the com-
mon clan-land are not the pastures near the village, but
the forest-tracts used for the extraction of wood and cane,
for trapping and for hunting. The tracts owned by a group
of clans are usually not concentrated in one block, but are
dispersed over the hills enclosing the Apa Tani country.

The two principal clans of Duta village, for instance,
possess jointly twenty-nine tracts of land in addition to
their collective burial ground which forms an island sur-
rounded by the irrigated rice-fields of the central valley.
The twenty-nine tracts of clan-land, each of which has a
separate name, comprise a cluster of bare hills used for
grazing, a piece of jungle with a salt-lick for mithan, six
tracts of forest near the village used for cutting firewood,
grazing mithan and rat-hunting. The remaining twenty-
one tracts lie in widely separated areas, some near the Dafla
village of Licha, others south of Hang village, and yet
others east of Hari village. Trapping in this tract is the
prerogative of the owners, but any Apa Tani may hunt there
with bow and arrow, and even cut wood.

Within a clan-forest certain areas are the trapping pre-
serve of individual clan-members, and it is obvious that the
setting of traps, and particularly spear-traps, dangerous to
man and beast alike must somehow be regulated. Such an
area has all the features of private property except that
the owner’s exclusive rights cover only trapping and the
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extraction of cane. These rights may be sold to other mem-
bers of the clan or group of clans owning the whole tract of
forest, and the prices paid for such rights are small com-
pared to the prices of cultivated land, trapping grounds
changing hands for as little as a few swords or cloths.

Common village-land

Within the Apa Tani valley there are only a few and com-
paratively unimportant areas the ownership of which is
vested in all the clans of a village. Theoretically, these
areas are intended as a land reserve where men short of
land may lay out new gardens and dry fields, but though
such a transformation of common pasture into cultivated
land needs the consent or at least the connivance of the
other villagers, little common village land is left within the
confines of the valley.

On the periphery of the Apa Tani country, on the other
side, there are large forest tracts claimed by individual
villages without being the property of specific clans. They
lie at a distance of as much as two days’ march from the
valley and are thus useful only as hunting grounds, but too
remote to serve as pasture for mithan or even for the
regular setting of traps.

METHODS OF TILLAGE

Only by the most intensive and skilful working of the avail-
able land can the Apa Tanis maintain themselves in an
area where one square mile of land, comprising fields,
gardens, groves and pastures, must provide the subsistence
for at least one thousand persons or, roughly speaking, two
hundred families. Their methods of tillage are primitive, and
indeed of a type proper to the Neolithic Age rather than
to the world’s great peasant civilizations of today, in so far
as they depend entirely on human labour; but in other
respects they are highly specialized and are proof of a far
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greater capacity for planning and concerted effort than
the wasteful methods of cultivation practised by many
Indian populations, which for millennia have been familiar
with the plough and the exploitation of animal labour.

The corner-stone of Apa Tani agriculture is the cultiva-
tion of rice on irrigated terraces. Rice is the staple food,
and all other crops are grown mainly to provide variety of
diet and to utilize those portions of the country not suitable
for irrigation. Rice too is the principal item in the Apa
Tanis’ trade with tribal neighbours.

Every one of the larger streams rising on the wooded
heights that ring the Apa Tani country is tapped soon after
it emerges from the forest and reaches a gully wide enough
to accommodate a series of narrow terraces. A short distance
above the terraces occurs the first diversion from the stream
but usually only a little water is here deflected; the stream
continues on its course while the feeder channel, branching
off at an angle, leads water alongside the series of terraces
so that by blocking or opening the connecting ducts any
field can be flooded or drained as required. At the head of
the valley the terraces are partly dug out of the hill-side
and partly built up, with a difference of one to three feet
in level of the individual terraces or groups of terraces. As
the valley broadens, the terraces grow in size and the
differences in their level dwindle to one or even half a foot.
But wherever the trickle of a spring has eaten a small ravine
into the fold of the rounded hillocks that flank the valley,
subsidiary series of small terraces are built up to meet the
water practically at its source. It is in these subsidiary
valleys where poor men short of land are using every irri-
gable corner for cultivation, that the individual terraces
are narrowest and the dams highest, the difference between
one terrace and the next being often as much as five or six
feet. But unlike such terrace-builders as the Angami Nagas
or the Ifugaos of North Luzon, the Apa Tanis do not con-
struct terraces that climb the mountain slopes for a thousand
feet and more. The genius of the Apa Tanis has manifested
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itself rather in a meticulous and expert care lavished on
every crop, than in impressive feats of engineering. Yet the
lay-out of the terraces is no mean example of co-ordination
of effort and perfection of technique.

The rainfall is so ample and the many streams and rivu-
lets converging from the ring of high wooded ranges bring
so much water into the shallow bowl of the Apa Tani
country, that the flooding of all the low-lying terraces is
on the whole no problem. Water rights are not sold or
bought, and there are no fixed rules as to which terraces
have the first claim on the water of any particular stream.
Disputes over water are said to be rare, but when they occur
a settlement can usually be reached by the division of a
channel.

There is an essential difference between the terraces in
the centre of the valley, which are served by streams and
channels, and are for the most part kept under water during
the greater part of the year, and terraces on high ground
which, watered by monsoon rivulets, are largely rain-fed.
We will see presently that they receive different treatment
and are used for growing different varieties of rice.

The upkeep of the terrace fields, dams and channels
absorbs a major part of the Apa Tanis’ energy. The harvest
is hardly garnered when repairs and alterations on dams are
put in hand and throughout the winter, until the first days
in May, men and women can be seen moving earth, level-
ling fields, constructing and rebuilding dams, often standing
ankle deep in mud and water at a temperature only just
above freezing point. They are not content merely to main-
tain an established system of terraces and channels which
to the casual observer looks little short of perfect. If the
yield of a field has not been up to standard an Apa Tani
will carry out improvements before the next sowing season:
divide a large field perhaps not perfectly watered into two
terraces, or conversely turn two terraces into one, gaining
thereby the space of the dividing dam. For all such earth-
works as well as the repairing of embankments and the
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levelling of fields the Apa Tani shifts the soil from one area
to another on large flat wooden trays, that are easily
dragged over the slimy surface of the partially flooded
ground. When the work is done by parties of young men
and girls, it is mainly the latter who dig up the soil and cut
away the face of bunds and fields, while the young men and
boysload the soil on to the trays and drag it off for redistribu-
tion. Both flat wooden batons and iron hoes are used in the
remodelling and repairing of dams and fields. The wooden
batons are long thin slivers of wood pointed at one end and
the iron hoes are of the type in common use on tea gardens
and are without exception imported from Assam: although
today they appear indispensable to the Apa Tani, old men
still remember the wooden hoe-like implement used in
their fathers’ time and there can be no doubt that then the
work of building terraces took up an even greater part of
the Apa Tani’s time.

We have seen that there are two types of rice-fields:
those permanently kept under water or at least in a very
moist condition, and those that dry out and harden soon
after harvest. The former, which are considered the more
valuable, are not dug over and on these the stubble is left
to rot and act as fertilizer. New shoots sprouting from some
of the roots are allowed to grow even though they rarely
bear fruit. In the planting season women go over the field
planting seedlings in between the old stubble, but the entire
field remains undisturbed for many years, and manure is
only scattered over the surface. Such fields are used exclu-
sively for a late ripening variety of rice (emo). Close to them
lie terraces which could also be kept under water the whole
year, but are allowed to drain off; these are cleaned and
dug over with hoes before each period of cultivation and
then flooded from channels; the water is allowed to filter
slowly over the field and when the soil is thoroughly im-
pregnated it is puddled by young men who, supporting
themselves between two poles, treadle the mud underfoot
so that to a depth of two or three feet the soil is churned to a
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smooth thick paste. On these fields the three varieties of
early ripening rice (plare, plate and plaping) are grown.

Distinct from low-lying, channel-fed terraces are those
on higher ground, which depend almost entirely on mon-
soon streams. There the ground is dug over with hoes and
the clods are broken by hand or moon-shaped hoes. On
such terraces the channel water is scarcely enough to con-
vert more than the surface soil into mud at the time of
transplanting and during the period of growth the rice is
largely dependent on the rainfall.

All rice is sown in nurseries. These are small terraces
lying for the most part immediately below the villages
adjoining the granaries or in narrow protected valleys shut
in by bamboo and pine groves. Only a few nurseries lie at
any distance from the village, in the middle of the terrace
fields. Throughout the year the nurseries are kept deep
under water and a good deal of manure is regularly thrown
in. In the months before the sowing of the rice, the surface
water is drained off| the soil thoroughly cleaned and puddled
until it turns into a thick paste, in which the workers sink
up to their knees.

By the second half of February the nurseries (miding) lie
ready for the seed, the surface of the mud is levelled by hand
and the small terraces ringed by half hoops of split bamboo
or, wherever there is danger from straying cows, fenced in
with fine bamboo lattice. The seed 1s not sprouted before
sowing. The women scatter it dry, as it comes from the
granary, over the surface of the mud. Each variety of rice
is sown in a separate block, the larger part of the nursery
being devoted to the late ripening kinds. After sowing the
seed is not covered; within a few days it takes root and soon
a thick film of green shoots covers the ground; then the
water 1s allowed to filter into the field.

The transplanting of the rice begins in the middle of
April. First the seedlings of the early ripening plare rice are
planted out in those newly flooded terraces which have been
dug over with hoes and then softened by treading. At the
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time when men and boys are still busy in rebuilding and
preparing other terraces, the transplanting is done by
women and girls who lift the seedlings from the nurseries,
tie them into bunches and carry them still wet from the
water in openwork baskets to the fields. Starting at the edge
of the field they move forward as they work, planting single
seedlings at intervals of about eight inches.

Next the plate rice and then the plaping rice, both early
ripening varieties, are transplanted on terraces prepared in
a similar manner. The three early varieties of rice are also
grown on outlying terraces with scanty water supply, but
there transplanting awaits the first heavy rain and is indeed
often deferred till the first half of May.

All through the spring months work on the dams con-
tinues and at the end of April begins the transplanting of the
three late ripening varieties of rice (empu, elang and rade)
which are known collectively as emo and form the bulk of
the Apa Tanis’ rice crop. The late ripening rice is planted
out on terraces most of which have been cleaned by hand,
but not dug over, and where the previous year’s rice-plants
are already sprouting. After a period of years such terraces
are also dug over and then the seedlings are planted into
the soft, newly turned soil before the field is actually flooded.
Towards the end of the transplanting season, young men
and boys, largely free from other work, join in finishing the
transplanting, but the major part of this work is still done
by women.

By the middle of May all the fields in the central valley
are planted out and people are busy transplanting on
distant, late-flooded fields of side-valleys and, as we will see
presently, with the work on their dry land.

Lastly emo rice is planted even in some of the shallower
waterways, and appears to thrive in spite of the current
and of periodical submersion on days when heavy rain floods
the channels.

The weeding of the rice-fields is done with great thor-
oughness; permanently flooded terraces are weeded two
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or three times, and terraces less amply watered as much as
five times. Certain outlying fields near the grazing grounds
or forest land are fenced-in with strong wooden stakes
either individually or in blocks to protect them against
straying mithan. But in the area between the villages no
fencing is necessary.

The harvest of the plare rice, the early ripening red rice,
begins early in August. This rice is not cut, but the grains
are stripped from the ears by hand. Most poorer people
are by this time short of food, and the newly reaped rice
is eaten almost at once.

Shortly afterwards the plate rice, a white variety, ripens
and is reaped in similar manner.

The plaping rice, which is also white, ripens in the
beginning of September on the fields where it was planted
early, and at the end of the month on outlying fields, where
planting was late.

The main rice-harvest, when all emo rice—the white
empu and rade, and the red elang, all bearded varieties—is
reaped at the same time, begins in the middle of October
and lasts until early in November. It demands perhaps the
greatest concerted effort of the year and men, women and
children work without respite for two or three weeks. The
women reap the rice with sickles, bought in the plains and
used nowadays generally in place of the knives of Apa Tani
blacksmiths, cutting the stalks about a foot from the ground.
Tied into sheaves the ears are heaped together and the men
thresh out the grain on the spot in a somewhat unusual
fashion. The sheaves are beaten against a slanting wooden
board and the grain slides down into a large carrying
basket, which is immediately carried off to the granary;
the straw which is the Apa Tanis’ principal thatching
material is stacked or just left lying about in low piles on
the field.

Seed grain of all types of rice is separated from the food
supply while still on the fields, the best yielders being
allocated for this purpose, but the rest of the harvest is
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poured on the floor of the granary for Apa Tanis do not
use baskets for storing their grain. The granaries are built
on wooden poles, and roofed, not with thatch but with ribs
of split bamboos. There are no devices to keep away rats,
which are a pest both in house and granary.

When the harvest 1s over, the cows are let loose on the
fields and throughout the winter months they are free to
graze on the stubble; but there are too few of these animals
for their manure substantially to benefit land under such
constant and intensive cultivation. The Apa Tanis, how-
ever, recognize the need for preserving the fertility of the
soil, and they expend a great amount of energy on manur-
ing. Throughout the winter and spring months, from the
end of the harvest until the time for transplanting, women
and men are to be seen daily carrying baskets of rice chaff,
pig and chicken droppings, ashes and kitchen refuse to
heap on their fields. When the dried-out terraces for the
early rice are dug over and cleaned, the stubble and rubbish
is collected in heaps and burnt. The ashes are then spread
out and worked into the soil, and this process is also adopted
in the case of the dry millet fields. Even cattle dung is
collected from the pastures and whenever a house is rebuilt
the thick layer of black soil below it, a medley of kitchen
refuse, ashes, animal dung and human excrement, is excava-
ted, filled into baskets and, as the most valuable of manures,
spread over the nurseries and vegetable gardens.

Though dry crops do not rival rice in importance, the
same meticulous care which the Apa Tani lavishes on his
rice terraces characterizes his treatment of millet, maize
and various vegetables. Many of these crops are grown in
gardens and the methods employed in their cultivation are
those of the horticulturist rather than of the farmer.

Dry fields lie on islands and peninsulas of slightly raised
ground and on the rolling land that leads up to the broken
country on the fringes of the valley. Besides the fenced-in
gardens that often adjoin groves of bamboo and pine, there
are the stretches of open fields, used almost exclusively for
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the cultivation of millet. The soil of gardens and fields is
identical, and indeed new garden plots are sometimes
established in the middle of a stretch of millet fields. Most
lands for dry crops are divided up into small raised oblong
beds, about four by six feet large.

The principal dry crop is Eleusine coracana and of this two
varieties are grown: an early millet (mipa) which is mainly
planted along bunds of rice-fields and in garden plots, and a
later ripening millet (sarte) cultivated on the open dry fields
and also planted on rice-field bunds. Both varieties are, like
rice, transplanted, and this seems to be a peculiarity of the
Apa Tanis. Neither among the neighbouring Daflas nor
anywhere else in India have I heard of Eleusine coracana, a
crop equally suitable for shifting cultivation and peasant
farming, being transplanted or sown in any way other than
by broadcasting. The Apa Tanis grow the seedlings in
gardens near the houses or in small fenced-in plots on
islands surrounded by rice-fields. They scatter the seed
densely over the moist soil, but do not cover it with earth.
At the end of April, when the young plants of the mipa
millet are about five inches high, they are planted out in
gardens and on the dams of rice-fields.

A few weeks later, mainly in the first half of May, late
ripening sarte millet is planted out on the remaining rice
bunds, and on the many an odd bit of dry ground between
paths, dams and channels. These plots are laid out in neat
beds, a few feet square, separated by paths, and single
seedlings are planted at intervals of about five inches.
Immediately before planting the tops of the seedlings are
clipped and this is said to lead to a quick, strong growth.

But the preparation of the dry fields has to wait until all
the work on the irrigated terraces and most of the trans-
planting of rice is completed. It is only in the first half of May
that the Apa Tanis find the time to dig over the dry fields,
still covered with last year’s stubble. This is mainly a man’s
job; it is done by groups of three to six young men, but
occasionally one or two girls may work with them side by
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side. Today large iron hoes are used for turning over the
soil, but in the old times the work was done with wooden
hoes and must then have been even more strenuous. Most
of the dry fields are almost flat, but some run up the gentle
slopes of the broken country and there rough terraces are
built to prevent erosion and too rapid drainage. There is
no attempt to flatten these terraces, a moderate gradient
being considered no disadvantage for dry crops. After the
men have turned over the soil, the women break up the
clods and smooth the ground with the small hoe (pali)
which is made of split bamboo looped so that the crossed
ends forms a handle. Finally the sarte millet is taken from the
nurseries and the seedlings are planted out one by one on
the dry fields.

Millet is weeded twice, and this too is done by women
with their bamboo hoes. The early mipa ripens at the same
time as the plare rice in the first half of August. It is grown
in small quantities, and the reaping is done almost entirely
by the women who cut off the ears and take them home for
immediate consumption. Only rarely is the early millet
stored in granaries. Mipa millet is stored with the grain
still in ear; it is never threshed until required for the pot,
when threshing and husking is a combined operation con-
ducted with heavy pounders in bowl-shaped troughs.

The harvest of the sarte millet follows the emo rice harvest,
early in November, and millet is thus the latest ripening
crop. The ears are cut with sickles and carried into the
granaries, where they are heaped on the floor.

Millet is mainly used for brewing beer, but it is sometimes
also crushed and made into a rough kind of bread. Apa
Tanis do not sell millet to outsiders, and they sometimes
even buy millet from neighbouring Daflas.

Although familiar with Setarica italica and Sorghum vul-
gare, both cultivated by Daflas and Miris, the Apa Tanis
only grow Eleusine coracana.

The dry crop next in importance to millet is maize, and
of this the Apa Tanis cultivate three varieties. They grow
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maize both in the gardens inside the village, and in the
more distant garden plots, but never on open dry fields.
There is no tradition that maize is of recent introduction,
and all three varieties are known by names which do not
suggest a derivation from Indian or other foreign words.

The other garden crops of the Apa Tanis are beans,
chillies, tobacco, marrow, cucumber, taro, ginger, potato,
tomato, and a coarse type of spinach. All these plants are
sown in the gardens both inside the villages and near
bamboo groves early in March, and chillies, tobacco and
tomato are transplanted a few weeks later. Potatoes and
tomatoes are obviously of fairly recent introduction, and
neither are extensively cultivated.

Cotton does not rank among the dry crops of the Apa
Tanis, though their weaving industry is more highly
developed than that of any tribe in the country. The cultiva-
tion of cotton is not considered an economic proposition,
and the Apa Tanis purchase all the cotton required for
their weaving from neighbouring Dafla villages. After
ginning, they return the seeds to their Dafla trade-partners
for the next season’s sowing.

Groves

Covering less ground than the irrigated rice terraces, but
rather more than the vegetable gardens, the groves of
bamboo, pines and fruit trees form an integral part of Apa
Tani economics. Villages of up to a thousand houses
would have difficulty in finding sufficient building material
in nearby forests, unless regeneration kept pace with fell-
ings.

In the hills surrounding the Apa Tani country various
kinds of bamboo occur, but that cultivated in carefully
tended groves is a medium-sized straight-stemmed variety
of male bamboo, which stands up well to the cold winters
with seasonal snow. According to tradition the Apa Tanis
brought this species with them when in the dim ages of the
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past they arrived in the Apa Tani valley. Be this as it may,
the Apa Tani bamboo is not found in the surrounding
countryside except where it has been cultivated in the
villages of nearby Daflas. Other Daflas do cultivate isolated
clumps of bamboo, usually the giant spraying species also
found in Assam. The Apa Tani lays out whole groves of
bamboo, spacing the roots at two- or three-foot intervals,
and rigorously prunes every shoot, allowing only one or two
stems to grow from each root. Once established a grove will
retain its regenerative power indefinitely and can be ex-
ploited over a period of years. Before laying out a new grove
the Apa Tani cleans and levels the soil almost as carefully
as on his dry fields, surrounding the whole plot with high
fences. The roots for a new grove are lifted from an over-
crowded grove and planted in shallow holes during the
months of December, January or early February, for the
roots set forth their first new shoots in April. Being male,
the Apa Tani bamboos never flower or seed, and the plant-
ing of roots is the only way of propagation.

In good soil bamboos grow to a size usable for house-
building in four years, but only bamboos of seven to ten
years’ growth are strong enough for house posts or main
rafters.

Pinus excelsa is the most characteristic tree of the Apa
Tani country. It does not occur in neighbouring valleys of
similar altitude, and the Apa Tanis hold that they brought
it with them when they immigrated from the country north
of the Kamla and Subansiri River. At some points well over
6,000 feet high on their traditional route of migration there
are small numbers of pine trees and the Apa Tanis claim
that their ancestors planted these as they passed through
the country. Pinus excelsa is a magnificent tree, which in
the Apa Tani country grows to a height of over 170 feet; it
is found both in the forest of the lower slopes and in groves
near the villages. In the vicinity of villages groves of bam-
boo are generally interspersed with pines or part of the grove
may be set aside for pine trees; but in groves where pines
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have grown to a great height bamboos do not thrive in the
shade of their spreading branches.

The time for planting young saplings, brought from the
forest or more often taken from other groves, is February
and the first half of March. For four or five young trees
suitable for transplanting (about one to two feet high) one
dao or a cloth or rice of similar value is paid. The wood of
Pinus excelsa is used for building purposes, roughly cut house
posts, or long slender rafters, as well as for firewood; the
Apa Tanis tap the larger trees and concoct from the resin
a medicament calculated to cure all inflammations, swell-
ings, aches and pains. Owing to its resinous content this
pine makes very fine torches and no Apa Tani will set off
on a journey without one or two chips in his bag with which
to kindle a fire.

Most groves contain besides bamboos and pines also a
number of fruit trees and in the spring the fresh green of
forest, garden and grove is splashed with the white, pink
and deep rose of their blossoms. There are four distinct kinds
of fruit trees cultivated by the Apa Tanis. Semo is a small
cherry, the flower a dark rose, the fruit slightly oblong,
reddish with white pulp. Thakhum is a pink-flowering peach,
smaller but not essentially different from the peach grown
in Europe either in flower or fruit. These peach trees are
planted not only in groves, but also in gardens and close
to houses. Pita is a very small pear and picha a greenish and
rather bitter apple; both are found also along paths and
lanes and on burial grounds where they are considered
village or clan property. All fruit trees are planted in March
or early April.

Whereas the groves on flat land close to the villages con-
tain as a rule only bamboo, pines and fruit trees, in those
running up the hill-slopes, pines are sometimes interspersed
with a few other trees valuable as building material. For
in re-afforesting a slope with young pines, Apa Tanis some-
times leave such existing timber as will prove useful. The
well-stocked pine groves on the hill-sides surrounding
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the valley are a remarkable tribute to the Apa Tanis’ skill
in forestry; the trees are usually of uniform age and the
entire grove is fenced in to protect it against straying cattle.

ANIMAL HUSBANDRY

In Apa Tani economics the breeding of domestic animals
plays a secondary role and a very considerable number of
the mithan and pigs required for sacrifice and slaughter are
annually bought from neighbouring Daflas and Miris. It
is not that the Apa Tanis do not value mithan or pigs, but
in their intensively cultivated country there is little scope
for large herds of cattle, and in the congested villages no
room for roaming pigs.

Though not the main source of wealth as among the
Daflas, the mithan (Bos frontalis) is yet an important measure
of wealth, and a man’s economic status is judged by the
number of his mithan almost as much as by the size of his
holding. Indeed mithan are in a manner of speaking the
recognized currency in all transactions to do with land: the
value of a field can only be expressed in mithan. It thus
appears that the mithan has, apart from its material value
as a source of meat, a fictitious value as a medium of
exchange. A man, for instance, who has a surplus of grain
and wants to acquire additional land, will usually sell his
surplus rice for mithan and then with these mithan purchase
land. Bride-prices, ransoms and fines are usually paid in
mithan, and while pigs are the sacrificial animals at most
of the communal agricultural rites, mithan must be slaugh-
tered at the rites and feasts performed by individuals who
want to raise their prestige.

I have no statistics regarding the number of mithan
owned by Apa Tanis in 1945, but estimate that it must have
been between two and three thousand. Only a very few of
these animals were, however, to be seen in the Apa Tani
valley and Apa Tanis said that if they kept all their mithan
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near their villages and cultivation ‘there would not be a
blade of rice or millet left’. Mithan prefer the shade of
forests to the open pastures, and roam singly or in small
groups rather than in large herds. The only times when a
mithan comes anywhere near his owner’s house is possibly
on the day of purchase and invariably on the day of
slaughter. Otherwise mithan live in the forest. It is only
rarely and for specific reasons, such as for inspection by
purchasers or for care in times of sickness, that they are
brought to the communal grazing grounds near the village
and kept tied up on long hide ropes.

Each village and in some villages each group of linked
clans owns communal grazing grounds for mithan, usually a
damp shady valley watered by a stream, with patches of
bog where mithan can wallow up to their knees. In some
of these valleys there are natural salt-licks and it seems that
a mithan let loose in such a haunt will not stray far afield.
Some of these forest pastures are many hours’ walk from
the Apa Tani villages and theft of unguarded mithan is the
most frequent cause of trouble between the Apa Tanis and
their Dafla and Miri neighbours.

But many mithan-owners do not keep their animals in
the Apa Tani country at all; they give them into the care
of Dafla and Miri friends. Not only are Daflas and Miris
experienced in the keeping of cattle, but their country is
also far better suited for mithan than the Apa Tani valley
and they can keep the animals fairly close to their villages
without risking great damage to the crops, their jhum fields
being as a rule well fenced in. The reward for keeping
another man’s mithan is one calf out of three or four
according to an agreement. By dispersing his mithan over
several villages an Apa Tani insures himself moreover
against the danger of losing his entire stock through disease.
Epidemics of foot-and-mouth and rinderpest are fairly
frequent and have been known to decimate the live-stock
of whole areas.

Neither Apa Tanis, Daflas nor Miris control the breed-

38



The Utilization of Natural Resources

ing of mithan, and as the animals are largely left to them-
selves and the bulls never castrated any selective mating
would indeed be impossible.

Besides the mithan owned by individuals, there are a
number of mithan which are the common property of
village or clan, and these are used for sacrifices in the
interest of the whole community.

Less valuable than mithan, but used in the same manner
for sacrifices, as a source of meat and as currency, but
never milked, are oxen of the small breed common in the
plains of Assam. This cattle is almost certainly derived from
imported stock and even today Apa Tanis buy calves in
the plains and drive them up to the Apa Tani country.
Those born in the hills have a thicker coat than plains
cattle and they stand up well to the frost of winter. Unlike
mithan, cattle rarely leave the open parts of the valley,
usually remaining on the grasslands near the villages. In
the spring and summer there is ample grazing, but in the
winter, when the pastures are shrivelled and brown, the
cattle live precariously on the rice and millet stubble of the
previous harvest. Apa Tanis make no attempt to feed their
cattle, and the cows are allowed to wander over the dried-
out rice terraces and millet fields, any damage done to
the brittle dams being outweighed by the value of the
manure.

As soon as the rice and particularly the millet on the dry
fields are planted out the cattle are banished to the grazing
grounds at the ends of the valleys and the fields in the
vicinity are carefully fenced in so that a cow would have to
pass through a labyrinth of narrow passages and lanes
before it could reach the centre of the valley where there
are unprotected plots.

Very little care is given to this cattle, and there is nd
system of herd boys. Summer and winter the animals are
in the open day and night. Theft of cattle is therefore easy
and it is more the drastic punishment meted out to offenders
—death being the penalty for habitual thieves—than the
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precautions of the owners that provides a safeguard. The
neighbouring Daflas do not steal cows as frequently as
mithan, for thieves would have to venture close to the
villages and in driving off the cattle in the open country
they would risk being intercepted.

Crosses of mithan and plains cattle are known, and
hybrids count for ritual purposes as mithan. But the Apa
Tanis certainly do not encourage cross-breeding, and cattle
and mithan are kept apart by their own habits and pre-
ferences for different grazing grounds. The problem of
cross-breeds is therefore of little practical importance.

No goats are kept in the Apa Tani valley. The goat is
too destructive an animal to be let loose in such a carefully
husbanded area. A few Apa Tanis do, however, own goats
and keep them with friends in neighbouring Dafla villages;
they are never milked but they can be used for certain
private sacrifices, such as the propitiation of disease-bring-
ing spirits, and the meat is, of course, readily eaten. On the
whole, however, Apa Tanis are not interested in goats;
they think of them only as meat and not as an investment.
This attitude is borne out by a comparison of tribal values:
a Dafla considers the price of a she-goat higher than that
of a he-goat but an Apa Tani, indifferent to the possibili-
ties of goat-breeding, pays more for a large male goat.

Pigs are in certain respects the favourite domestic
animals, and here the word domestic applies in its narrow-
est sense. For Apa Tani pigs are housed below the pile-borne
dwellings in boarded-up enclosures between the house-
poles. Once a pig enters this enclosure it leaves it usually
only on the day of slaughter. No pigs roam the village
streets, for if let loose they would indeed be a serious danger
to the rice nurseries, gardens and fields. This necessity of
keeping pigs shut up sets a limit on their numbers, for
unlike Dafla or Miri pigs, which find a good deal of food
rummaging about the village, the pigs of the Apa Tanis
must be fed, and no household can afford more than three
or four full-grown pigs at a time. The food given to pigs
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consists of the husks of grain, the dregs remaining from the
brewing of millet and rice beer, kitchen refuse, the sago-
like pith of a certain forest tree which the Apa Tanis collect
specially for this purpose, and last, but not least, human
excrement. Apa Tanis relieve themselves on narrow veran-
dahs that run alongside their houses and the excrement,
falling straight into the pigsty, is immediately devoured.
In these huge villages the pig is a very necessary sanitary
institution and the house of a poor man without any pigs
has not a pleasant smell.

Yet, comparatively few pigs are bred. Apa Tanis find it
on the whole more profitable to buy young pigs from Daflas
and Miris, and hundreds of pigs are imported annually
into the Apa Tani country. However, if a man decides to
breed from his sow and has no boar of his own, he borrows
a young boar and shuts it up for a day or two in his pigsty.
For this service he either pays the boar’s owner a small fee
or promises him one of the piglets. But Apa Tanis say that
breeding spoils the flavour of pork and that sows that have
littered are never as fat as those that have not; they prefer
therefore to fatten sows which have never given birth.

Boars are castrated when two or three months old, and
as none are set aside for breeding purposes such sows as
are allowed to breed are inseminated by very young boars.
Castration is effected by the removal of the testicles and
this is one of the few tasks which Apa Tanis consider de-
filing. A special person known as kenna, usually a woman,
performs the operation; she has to live by herself in a house
on the outskirts of the village and is subject to certain social
and religious restrictions but never wants for food or
clothing; indeed her job is considered a lucrative one.

The pig is the sacrificial animal indispensable for all
communal rites connected with agriculture and there is a
good case for the assumption that it is older in Apa Tani
culture than the mithan. Pork and bacon are more highly
prized than any other meat, and sides of bacon are
not only the most acceptable gifts between friends and
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kinsmen, but are a recognized currency for ceremonial pay-
ments.

Fowls are kept by all Apa Tanis for the sake of their eggs
as well as for their flesh. For the taking of omens and for
innumerable minor sacrifices and offerings chickens are
needed and on a bamboo structure erected on the occasion
of a single sacrificial rite one may sometimes count as many
as a hundred shells of eggs, broken in the course of the
ritual. Required for so many vital purposes, chickens are
therefore expensive. Two eggs count as a day’s wage, a hen
costs as much as a knife and a big cock as much as a short
dao or a simple cloth. At night chickens are shut into baskets
or roost in the rafters, but during the daytime they run
about the village, feeding mainly on refuse and the fallen
grain from the winnowing fans and pounding blocks.

Dogs are of the ordinary pariah breed common all over
the plains of Assam. If the Apa Tani ever had a distinct
breed of dog (and it stands to reason that like the Nagas
the tribes of the Eastern Himalayas did at one time possess
dogs different from the mongrels of the Indian plains) the
strain has been so diluted by interbreeding that the type
is no longer recognizable. Many of the Apa Tanis going to
the plains return with dogs, which they pick up for a nomi-
nal price, and this continuous influx of new blood must
have ruined any indigenous race. Dogs are also bought
from Daflas and Miris, but the canine population of the
villages is kept down by the frequent use of dogs as sacri-
ficial animals. Though Apa Tanis eat dog, few dogs are
slaughtered only for the sake of their meat; they are the
sacrificial animals proper to the rites performed by raiding
parties and are accepted by the gods in times of sickness
and personal disaster. The value of dogs in the Apa Tani
country is therefore far higher than in the plains of Assam
or among the neighbouring tribes.
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DIVISION OF LABOUR

In families of average means most of the work in fields and
gardens is done by husband and wife and their children as
well as any relative or slave who may be a member of the
household. On some days this working unit engages in one
task, but on others the members go about their different
occupations necessary for the maintenance of their holding,
the husband being mainly responsible for the building and
upkeep of dams, terraces, channels and fences, and for the
digging over of fields and the planting of trees; and the
wife being mainly occupied with the care of nurseries and
gardens, the transplanting of rice and millet and the weed-
ing of crops. But this division of labour is not complete,
and on many occasions men and women work side by side,
be it in building dams or even in transplanting rice. Though
a couple are normally quite capable of cultivating their land
without outside help, there are yet many times when help
is either sought or given by other members of the com-
munity.

From childhood every Apa Tani boy or girl belongs to
a labour gang (patang) and this association continues to
some extent in later life. Thus a man who has to rebuild a
rice terrace will ask some of his patang friends to help in
the work, and in turn he will work on their fields whenever
his assistance may be required. Similarly women often join
forces in the tedious work of transplanting rice-seedlings,
a group of four or five women working in turn on each
other’s fields. No payment is made for such mutual assis-
tance, but the person on whose field the group works is
expected to provide a midday meal or at least a fair amount
of rice-beer for the labourers.

Whereas married men and women work only at times
with the members of their old patang, boys and girls, from
the age of seven or eight until they set up their own house-
holds, spend most of their working days with their own
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patang. All members of a patang are approximately the same
age and often of the same clan; there are girls and boys in a
patang and if they are of the same clan they are debarred
from marriage. But in some patang there are girls and boys
of different clans and there it happens quite often that
working companions become lovers and marry when they
grow up.

As a rule patang work in turn on the fields of their mem-
bers’ parents, and a man whose son or daughter has joined
a patang has thus a right on the services of the entire patang
whenever his turn comes. These services are free, except
that he has the obligation to provide the patang with a meal
to be eaten on the fields. But rich men can sometimes hire
a patang out of turn for wages and then the hire is divided
equally among all its members.

The hiring of patang is, however, only one of the means
by which rich men obtain the labour necessary for the
cultivation of their large holdings. Many poor men and
women subsist entirely or at least to a large extent on the
grain received as wages for daily labour, and as a rule they
have little difficulty in finding employment. For although
rich men have usually a number of slaves or dependants
who work for them throughout the year, they often need
additional labour to keep abreast with the agricultural
calendar and complete the building of dams, transplanting
and harvesting in proper season. The average daily wage
is just under two seers of husked rice, and this is enough
to feed two persons for a day. Thus if a husband and wife
both work for wages they can support themselves and two
or three children, but unless they engage in trade and go
to work in the plains of Assam, it is almost impossible for
them to better their position by saving and then acquiring
land of their own. True, there is the reserve of clan-land
where new terraces can still be carved from the hill-sides,
but the really poor who live from hand to mouth by daily
labour can seldom spare the time for the strenuous task of
building new terraces.
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Apa Tani agriculture depends thus both on the mutual
help of the owners of small-holdings and on the labour
hired by the rich. Co-operative and capitalistic trends
exist side by side and neither trend shows any sign of
eliminating the other. The man of modest means who
cultivates his fields with the help of his family and the
patang of his children is not in danger of being ousted by
the owner of a hundred fields nor have the poor very much

chance of effecting a more equal distribution of the existing
land.
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TRADE AND BARTER

contained economic unit, distinct and largely isola-

ted from the surrounding Dafla and Miri country.
But this first impression is deceptive, and closer scrutiny
reveals that even before 1944 the Apa Tanis were self-
sufficient only in so far as their requirements of food-grain
and vegetables were concerned. For the supply of animals
for slaughter as well as for several raw materials needed by
their craftsmen they depended on trade with neighbouring
tribes and even with the populations of the plains of Assam.
Their main export has always been rice, for a system of
agriculture combining optimal exploitation of the limited
land with indefinite preservation of soil fertility enables the
Apa Tanis to produce sufficient food for themselves, as
well as a surplus which constitutes not only a broad margin
of safety but is normally available for barter. Despite the
lack of animal traction and ploughs Apa Tani agriculture
has advanced beyond the stage of subsistence farming. On
an average every man working on the land produces more
grain than he consumes; the balance can be spared for
feeding craftsmen and a small class of wealthy men, en-
gaged more in the tasks of social and political leadership
than in manual work, as well as for sale or exchange for
commodities not produced or in short supply in the Apa
‘Tani country.

q T first sight the Apa Tani valley appears as a self-
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The relations between the complex and highly specialized
Apa Tani economy and the more primitive economy of
the neighbouring semi-barbaric Daflas and Miris are a
remarkable example of the interdependence of basically
different cultures. Trade appears today as a necessity for
the Apa Tanis, but while they have for centuries inhabited
the same territory and their economy has attained the
stability resulting from long undisturbed growth, their
less stable neighbours have frequently changed. Tribal
tradition tells us that Dafla clans, which now stand in close
trade relations with the Apa Tanis, lived only four or five
generations ago in distant valleys to the north-west where
they had probably little knowledge of even the existence of
the Apa Tanis. Trade with a people able to supply large
quantities of grain is for them undoubtedly a novelty, but
experience shows that whatever may have been their
previous economy, they were not slow in availing themselves
of the new opportunities. The position of the Apa Tanis is
different. They have often been the only firm rock in a sea
of shifting and warring tribes, and must more than once
have seen their neighbours of yesterday defeated and
scattered by more powerful newcomers. But these new-
comers conformed to the same economic pattern as the
populations whom they had displaced and were usually
willing enough to step into a barter system by which they
could obtain grain and the wares of expert Apa Tani
craftsmen. Apa Tani economy has thus for long been tuned
to the exchange of goods with the outside world, and there
can be no doubt that any break in this external marketing
would seriously disrupt the structure of the delicately
balanced economic system.

The trade between Apa Tanis and their Dafla and Miri
neighbours is largely based on the complementary nature
of their economies. The Apa Tanis are primarily agri-
culturists and their densely populated country offers little
scope for the raising of large numbers of domestic animals.
The Daflas on the other hand are indifferent cultivators
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without the knowledge of irrigation and terracing,! but
living loosely scattered over extensive areas of jungle-
covered and grassy hill-slopes, they have ample opportunity
and considerable aptitude for the breeding of mithan, oxen,
goats and pigs.

The exchange of surplus Apa Tani rice against Dafla or
Miri animals is therefore to the advantage of both sides.
Apa Tanis require mithan and pigs for sacrifice and they
value meat, and particularly pork and bacon, so highly
that they will go to great trouble in order to obtain animals
for their own consumption. At the time of the Mloko, the
principal annual festival, the demand for pigs is as great
as the demand for turkeys in England at Christmas, and an
Apa Tani intent on strengthening his social prestige can
do no better than to sacrifice a number of mithan during
the Morom festival.

The need of the Daflas for the agricultural produce of
their Apa Tani neighbours is less constant, and is not
immediately connected with ritual observances. In years
of a good harvest, they may be able to dispense with grain
purchases altogether, while in times of scarcity, they will
pay double the normal price for supplies. Rice is usually
paid for in mithan, and the Apa Tanis are always willing
to accept these animals which serve practically as a currency.
The normal price of a full-grown female mithan expressed
in rice is thirty carrying baskets of unhusked rice, but in
years of food shortage among the neighbouring Daflas and
Miris, it may drop to as little as fifteen carrying baskets with
a capacity of sixty pounds of unhusked rice each. A Dafla
or Miri in need of grain usually comes himself to the village
of an Apa Tani friend, and if he succeeds in concluding a
bargain he and the members of his household carry the rice
back to his village, perhaps making several trips. Often the
price is paid at once, and many a prospective buyer brings

1 Exceptions are a few Dafla villages immediately adjoining the Apa
Tani country, where irrigated cultivation on a small scale has been
initiated with the help of hired Apa Tani labour.
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a mithan with him when he comes to negotiate a deal. But
sometimes Apa Tanis give rice on credit, and we shall see
in the next chapter that most of the disputes and feuds
between Apa Tanis and their Dafla and Miri neighbours
resulted from trade deals involving the purchase of rice on
credit. For the Apa Tanis use advances of grain as a means
whereby they bring a debtor gradually under their control,
and according to Apa Tani custom it is perfectly regular
that a man unable to repay a loan should become the
dependant of his debtor. But when applied to trade relation-
ships between Apa Tanis and Daflas this principle usually
leads to friction, and many are the occasions when Daflas
reduced to the position of bond servants by their Apa Tani
debtors not only escaped but led raids on Apa Tanis or
their cattle in order to get their own back on their one-time
masters.

Yet, despite such incidents, trade between Apa Tanis
and Daflas rarely comes to a complete stand-still, and the
degree of the economic dependence of the two tribes can
be gauged from the range of the usual exchange goods.
Besides buying mithan and pigs for rice the Apa Tanis
obtain from Daflas almost all the cotton required for their
highly developed weaving industry. Though Apa Tanis,
no doubt, could grow cotton, they find it more economical
to use their skill for irrigation to produce rice, and then
barter it for cotton which their Dafla neighbours can grow
on dry hill fields. The Apa Tanis buy the raw cotton, gin it,
spin and dye it and then weave it into cloth, some of which
is sold to the original suppliers of the cotton. Though some
Dafla women also weave, Apa Tani women—and only
women engage in weaving—produce cloths of particularly
good quality and attractive patterns. Sometimes raw cotton
is bartered for Apa Tani swords or knives, but there is also
a system by which impecunious Apa Tani women can
obtain supplies of raw cotton in exchange for their services
as weavers. They go to Dafla villages and undertake to
weave cloth of any desired type on the understanding that
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during their stay they are fed and that finally they are
given as wages a quantity of cotton equal to that which
they utilized in weaving cloth for their clients.

Though not a cotton-growing people, the Apa Tanis
possess more and better textiles than any of their neigh-
bours, and they weave not only for home consumption but
with the definite idea of using cloth for barter transactions.
Through Apa Tani traders as well as through middle-men
of other tribes Apa Tani cloth reaches areas as distant as
the upper Panior valley, the Khru valley, and some of the
Miri villages on the upper course of the Kamla River.

Swords (dao) and knives manufactured by Apa Tani
smiths are also articles of trade and on their trading visits
to villages of Daflas or Miris Apa Tanis usually carry with
them dao and knives for small payments. Dao, knives and
cloth are the main exchange goods with which they pur-
chase pigs, dogs (which the Apa Tanis eat while the Daflas
do not), fowls, tobacco, cotton, gourd vessels, dried bamboo
shoots, and also such articles of dress as cane belts, cane
hats, and fibre rain-cloaks. Sometimes they give in exchange
also salt which they obtain from the plains of Assam. The
salt extracted from the ash of certain herbaceous plants
grown in the Apa Tani country is no longer an important
article of trade, but it is probable that before Assamese salt
became easily available this home-made ‘salt’ found ready
buyers among the Apa Tanis’ tribal neighbours.

A minor item of trade is earthen pots. Among the Apa
Tanis pots are made only in one village—Michi Bamin—
and even there only by certain clans. Many Apa Tanis pur-
chase therefore pots from such Dafla villages as Jorum and
Talo, paying usually in rice. But as shortage of fuel limits
the production of finished pots in those villages, Apa Tanis
sometimes buy unburnt pots, and carry them across the
country denuded of forests by the Daflas’ cultivation till
they reach the forest-belt which divides the Apa Tani from
the Dafla country; there they build fires and bake the pots
before taking them home.
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No currency is used in trade transactions between Apa
Tanis and Daflas, but both tribes have their systems of
values, which though similar do not completely coincide.
The Apa Tani units of value, each of which is described by
a separate term, can be listed as follows:

1 pachu—2 eggs
or 1 small chicken
or 1 day’s wage
1 paroe—1 middle-sized chicken
or 1 small knife
or 7 lb. unhusked rice
1 soe—1 hen
or 1 knife
1 pue—1 short Apa Tani dao
or 1 cock
or 1 plain white Apa Tani cloth
or 13 lb. unhusked rice, such as contained
in a pue yagi (basket)
1 pili—1 average-sized Apa Tani dao
or 1 white Apa Tani cloth with red and
blue border
or 1 white bazaar cloth (worth in North
Lakhimpur about Rs. 24 in 1945)
or 1 piglet
1 puhan—1 long Apa Tani dao
or 1 white Apa Tani cloth with broad
multi-coloured border
or 1 small pig
or 3 pue yagi of unhusked rice
I pupe—1 small blue and red Apa Tani cloth
or 1 middle-sized pig
or 4 pue yagi of unhusked rice
1 pungue—1 normal-sized blue and red cloth
or 3 white bazaar cloths
or 5 pue yagi of unhusked rice
1 pukhe (or apu)—1 long Assamese dao
or 1 double cloth cloak
or 1 big male goat
or 1 pig of the size of a dog
or 6 pue yagi of unhusked rice
1 kanue—1 Assamese silk cloth
or 1 large pig
or 7 pue yagi of unhusked rice
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1 pine—1 small Tibetan sword
or 8 pue yagi of unhusked rice
1 kua—1 large Tibetan sword
or g pue yagi of unhusked rice
1 puliang—1 new large Tibetan sword
or 10 pue yagi of unhusked rice.

In these standard values practically any price can be
expressed; the value of irrigated land is, however, usually
reckoned in mithan.

A few examples will give an idea of the prices of the
more costly commodities. An embroidered cloth such as
is worn by priests on ceremonial occasions is worth one
puliang plus one pukhe; a cow is estimated at two puliang plus
one pukhe, a small mithan at four to five puliang, and a
full-grown mithan cow as eight puliang or eighty pue yagi
baskets of rice.

The correlation of values ruling the barter transactions
with Daflas and Miris corresponds in many respects to the
above scale of values, but prices are never stable and depend
to a great extent on the local relation between demand and
supply as well as on the individual Apa Tani’s skill in bar-
gaining. Thus an Apa Tani trader venturing with some
cloth and dao to Miri villages north of the Kamla River,
may obtain much better prices than if he tried to dispose
of them in such nearby villages as Jorum and Talo.

When trading in distant villages Apa Tanis barter their
wares not only for such commodities as pigs, fowls or
cotton, which they require for their immediate use, but
accept payment also in the shape of valuables such as
beads, small bell-metal bells (maje) and bell-metal discs,
which have in many ways the character of a currency and
are purchased with the definite idea of an ultimate advan-
tageous resale.

Almost all barter transactions between Apa Tanis and
neighbouring tribes are simple business deals devoid of
ritual or institutional associations. While among Daflas
the purchase of a valuable prayer-bell (maje) creates be-
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tween seller and buyer ceremonial ties comparable to those
between families linked by marriage,! and such ties add
materially to a man’s prestige and security, economic gain
is practically the sole motive in trade transactions between
Apa Tanis and Daflas; barter transactions between Apa
Tani and Apa Tani are, however, wrapped up in a certain
ceremonial formality which includes a meal at the expense
of the buyer; even the exchange of a chicken for a dao is
carried out through a negotiator who receives a recognized
fee for his services.

TRADE WITH THE PLAINS OF ASSAM

Though most of the commodities in use among the Apa
Tanis are produced in their villages or bartered from
tribal neighbours, the import of a small number of articles
from the plains of Assam has become a necessity. We do
not know for how long the Apa Tanis have been in the
habit of obtaining iron and salt from Assam, nor whether
in olden times they obtained these goods from other sources.
Today Apa Tanis purchase these articles not only for their
own use but also for resale to tribesmen of villages farther
from the plains.

For six months in the year, i1.e. from April to September,
no Apa Tani normally ventures on a journey to the plains;
the rivers are then often in flood and unfordable, and a trek
of four or five days through precipitous hill-country involves
considerable harship.2 But in the cold weather, when com-
munications are easier, numerous Apa Tanis have for years
been accustomed to visit the plains of North Lakhimpur.
Their number varies from year to year, but even before
1945, when the government began employing Apa Tanis
on a large scale as porters, several hundred of them used to

1 Cf. my Himalayan Barbary, pp. 199, 200.

2 It must be emphasized again that this book deals with conditions
previous to 1945; since then communications have greatly improved,
and the pattern of seasonal wage-labour in the plains may have changed.
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