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Preface

In 1938, shortly after I had returned from a year’s anthropological
field research in the Naga Hills, I wrote an account of my ex=
periences among the people whose lives I had shared and for
whom I had developed a deep affection. A year later that account
was published in London under the title The Naked Nagas, and in
addition to German and Spanish versions, a slightly enlarged
Indian edition was published in Calcutta in 1946. Though written
by an anthropologist this book was not in the nature of an academic
study of one particular Naga tribe, but reflected the impression of
a western observer exposed for the first time to close contact with
an Indian tribal people persisting in an archaic way of life. My
original plan to return to the Naga Hills and complete my study
of the Konyak Nagas had to be abandoned because of the out-
break of the second World War, and it was not until 1970 that I
was able to revisit the villages where I had stayed in 1936 and
1937.

The decision to republish T/he Naked Nagas is prompted by the
present interest in the fortunes of Nagaland and in the develop-
ments which have led to the rapid transformation of the cultural
and social conditions of its inhabitants. The magnitude of the
changes now occurring can be fully appreciated only by those who
knew the Nagas’ traditional style of life, and many Nagas who in
recent years have become literate in English may be interested to
see their fathers and grandfathers through the eyes of a sympathetic
foreign observer, even though much of my original description may
appear to them naive and excessively romantic.

Some minor adjustments have been made throughout the book
and two new chapters have been added. Chapter 26 deals with
my experiences during a visit to the Tirap district where, in 1962,
I spent some time among the Wanchus, a tribal group adjoining
the Konyak Nagas and hardly distinguishable from some of the
communities I had studied in 1936-1937. Chapter 27 describes
my return to the Konyak Nagas in 1970 and the developments
which have taken place in the thirty-four years intervening between
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my first and my second visit to the village of Wakching. In this
chapter I also discuss the present conditions of villages lying in an
area which had never been under British rule, and where powerful
chiefs have retained some of the trappings of their former
eminence.

I have refrained from including in this account of personal
experiences and anthropological observations any comment on the
political events which in recent years have disturbed the peace of
Nagaland and attracted a good deal of attention both inside and
outside India. In the absence of first hand knowledge of the course
of events, no useful purpose could be served by expressing an opi-
nion on the causes and the history of a movement which aimed at
the establishment of an independent Naga state and resulted in a
long drawn out struggle not only between insurgent Nagas and the
Government of India but also among the Nagas themselves.
Readers of the last chapter may be able to form their own opinion
on the state of affairs prevailing in 1970 in an area where I was
able to move about unhindered and talk freely to men and
women, many of whom remembered and welcomed me as an old
friend.

1976 ' CHRISTOPH VON FURER-HAIMENDORF
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one

The Naga Hills

My interest in the Nagas and their country began long before I
had an opportunity of visiting India. As a student of anthropology in
the University of Vienna I had attended the lectures of Professor
Robert von Heine-Geldern, one of whose specialities was the compa-
rative study of the megalithic cultures of Southeast Asia. The high-
ly developed megalithic ritual of some of the Naga tribes scemed
to be of crucial importance in the elucidation of the ideology
which led men to commemorate meritorious feats by the erection of
crude stone monuments, and my concern with this aspect of Naga
culture led me to a general appreciation of the archaic patterns of
life persisting in the remote hill tracts along the Indo-Burman border.

The Naga Hills, as the part of Nagaland then under British ad-
ministration used to be called, were for long one of the least acces-
sible regions of India, and beyond the Naga Hills district lay a
tribal area over which the Government of India did not exercise
any effective control. Survey parties had penetrated some parts of
that unadministered tribal area, but their work had remained
fragmentary and large-scale maps of the Survey of India still show-
ed several white patches.

The lure of such terra incognita and the prospect of encountering
tribal populations relatively untouched by modern civilization
attracted me then to the Naga Hills. In my youthful enthusiasm
for observing primitive societies uncorrupted by contact with the
West, I felt that within my general sphere of interest I could find
no better subject of study than one of the lesser known Naga
tribes. Among such a tribal society, persisting in an ancient type
of culture virtually uninfluenced by the Hindu civilization of the
plains of Assam and the Buddhism of Burma, one could reasona-
bly expect an economic order, social customs, and religious beliefs
such as had once prevailed over large areas of Southeast Asia, but
which elsewhere has long been replaced by the civilization of more
dynamic races.



2 The Nuked Nagas

Yet even before the establishment of British rule the seclusion
of the Naga Hills had not been as complete as that of a Pacific
island. Foreign goods, such as cowrie shells and metal implements,
must have been bartered from village to village for hundreds of
years, but their impact on Naga culture was not revolutionary.
Migrations and the subsequent blending of populations, languages,
and customs may from time to time have brought about changes
in the cultural scene, but such changes seem to have occurred
within the framework of one and the same cultural sphere, namely
the sphere of pre-literate civilizations which throughout Southeast
Asia antedated the great literate high civilizations of historic
times.

In preparing myself for field research among the Nagas I could
lean on a considerable body of ethnographic material gathered by
British district officers who had been stationed in the Naga Hills
over long periods. Several of these district officers had taken a
keen interest in the cultural life of the tribes in their charge, and
their findings had been published in a series of monographs con-
taining a wealth of information. As early as 1911 T.C. Hodson
had published a book on the Naga Tribes of Manipur, and J.H.
Hutton, for many years Deputy Commissioner of the Naga Hills
district and subsequently Professor of Social Anthropology in
Cambridge, followed with detailed accounts of the Angami and
Sema Nagas.

Equally productive and scholarly was J.P. Mills, who continued
the series of monographs with three excellent books on the Lhota,
Ao, and Rengma Nagas. It was my good fortune that I could
spend several weeks in the company of that humane and dedicated
man who combined all the best qualities of the British members
of the Indian Civil Service. His liking for the Nagas was infectious
and from the moment I met him in London, some months before
my departure for India, I felt that he would make every effort to
smoothen my path in the Naga Hills district, of which he was then
the administrative head. He encouraged me to concentrate on the
study of the Konyak Nagas, a tribe differing in appearance, cul-
ture, and language from all the other Nagas under British adminis-
tration.

Hutton’s and Mills’ studies had covered most of the southern
and western part of the district, but information on the tribes to
the east and northeast, many of whom lived in territory beyond
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the borders of British India, was extremely scanty, and even the
Konyaks, the northern neighbours of the Aos, though partly ad-
ministered since 1911, had never been studied. Other tribes to the
east, such as Sangtams and Changs, had been visited only occa-
sionally by punitive expeditions and survey parties, and beyond
them, where white patches stood out from the map, lived Nagas
never seen by the eye of an outsider.

In 1936 the Naga Hills were as much a restricted area as Naga-
land is in 1975, and when after several visits to the India Office in
Whitehall I received permission to spend a year in the Naga Hills
district, it was given on the condition that I would not cross into
unadministered tribal territory. Yet I was not discouraged. I hoped
that once I was in the Naga Hilis an unexpected opportunity of
entering the unexplored region might arise, and in fact such an
opportunity did come my way thanks to the good offices of J.P.
Mills.

My voyage to India on board the Victoria, a luxurious Lloyd
Triestino liner, provided all the pleasures of gradual introduction
to the eastern scene and climate which the modern traveller by air
never experiences. Brief stays in Bombay, Simla, Delhi and Cal-
cutta gave me a first taste of India, and little did I then know that
a large part of my active life would be spent on the subcontinent.
Neither did I realize that during my stay at the Viceregal Lodge as
a guest of Lord Linlithgow I was sharing a style of life which was
soon to pass into history.

In 1936 there was no alternative to travelling by train, and I am
still glad that on that first journey through India I gained a vivid
impression of the scorching heat and dry parched landscape of
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh, and of the contrast offered by the
luscious green of the young paddy on the fertile fields of Bengal.
At that time I looked only for the picturesque in the Indian land-
scape and rejoiced in the brilliant light and the dark shade, in the
graceful naked children waving to the train, and in the buffaloes
lazily wallowing in the mud surrounded by elegant, snow-white
egrettes.

After a night and day in a train rolling northwards through the
plains of undivided Bengal, I crossed the Brahmaputra by ferry at
‘Gauhati and slept on yet another train. Next morning the scenery
had entirely changed. Dense jungle dripping with last night’s rain
hedged in both sides of the railway running through the length of
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Assam nearly as far as India’s northeast frontier. My destination,
the station of Manipur Road, could not be far off.

Would Mills, knowing of my coming, have arranged for some
sort of conveyance to bring me to Kohima? Without a useful
knowledge ot any Indian language I felt strange and rather uncer-
tain. I deeply mistrusted the little Assamese I had learnt from a
Bengali student in London. That I could negotiate the purchase of
chickens, eggs, and bananas and was conversant with the ways of
addressing superiors, equals, and inferiors, seemed to me of little
use in arranging for the transport of my sixteen pieces of luggage.
In 1936 Manipur Road was a rather insignificant wayside station
and an unknown European alighting was not an everyday occur-
rence. My feet had hardly touched the ground when a small police-
man in an immaculate brown uniform ran up to me. Saluting, he
handed me a letter, and promised in quite understandable English
tolookafter my luggage. At first I was astounded by the Mongolian
features of this man. Later 1 discovered that he, like most members
of the Assam military police, was a Gurkha from Nepal. The
letter was from Mills, who apologized for not coming to meet
me, but told me that a lorry would bring me and my luggage
that very same morning to Kohima. Enclosed with this letter was
a pass, an indispensable document when entering the Naga Hills
District.

It was a narrow but very good road which led for the next few
miles through a friendly meadowland with patches of light wood
and the thatched huts of Assamese peasants. The sky was cloudy
and the air cool. Despite palm trees and bananas I felt almost like
in some Alpine valley, so homely appeared the fresh green grass
and the peacefully grazing cattle. It was not long before we came
to the road barrier where all travellers must show their passes.
Here ran the frontier dividing the plains of Assam from the coun-
try of the Naga tribes, which no stranger, European or Indian,
could enter without special permission.

The road, following a swiftly flowing river, swollen during the
rains, wound through a wooded valley, and then climbed zigzag-
ging up the mountain in sickening hairpin bends. The gradient was
considerable, for the forty-six miles from the station to Kohima
led to a height of almost 4,800 feet. Dense tropical forest shut in
the road with garlands and curtains of creepers hanging from the:
high trees.
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A group of road-workers appeared in front of us. They were
Angami Nagas—the first Nagas I was to see. Their dress was un-
mistakable. Black loin-cloths embroidered with cowrie shells scan-
tily covered the brown bodies, their legs were encased in cane-rings,
and hardly a man lacked a necklace of multicoloured stone beads.
Bundles of white and black cotton-wool were stuffed into their
pierced ears. My first impression of the people among whom I
would have to spend the next year was definitely pleasant.

The tropical forest receded as we gained height, until at last we
came to the region where the Angami Nagas grow rice on irriga-
ted terraces. During the rains the road was often threatened by
landslides and at one place numerous Nagas were busy clearing it.

About 4,800 feet above sea level, the houses of Kohima, seat of
the Deputy Commissioner and administrative centre of the Naga
Hills, lay scattered over a broad saddle. There were not many of
these low, red-roofed bungalows, for the number of Government
officers was small and only as many shop-keepers were permitted
in the one-street bazaar as were required to cater to the needs of
the few clerks and the small garrison of Assam Rifles.

The lorry stopped before the gate of a sloping garden where
deep purple bougainvillias blossomed and bright red bells glowed
on the branches of hibiscus bushes. It was the garden of the
Deputy Commissioner, and the next moment I saw Mills coming
down the steep path from his bungalow.

“I am sorry I couldn’t come to meet you. I should have loved to
show you the country myself, but I had a lot of work and couldn’t
get off.”

Small wonder that a man responsible for the entire administra-
tion of a district of about 4,293 square miles with a population of
more than 178,000 Nagas should not lack in work. Later I dis-
covered that Mills, who combined the functions of nearly all the
officers of an ordinary plains district, was personally accessible to
every one of these 178,000 Nagas and that even quite trivial cases
were brought before his court for settlement.

“The day after tomorrow I am going on tour through some
Eastern Angami villages. Would you like to come with me? We
shall be away about a fortnight.”

Nothing could have pleased me more. A tour with Mills was
an excellent initiation into life among the Nagas. All sorts of pre-
parations had to be made. As soon as one leaves the motor road
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one is dependent on coolie transport, and my suitcases and boxes
were all too heavy or of the wrong shape. Nagas carry on their
backs, the load supported by a headband, and everyone travelling
in the hills uses high covered baskets plaited of cane and bamboo.
Mills lent me a few of these slender and more or less water-tight
Jjoppa and in them I packed my kit and bedding.

Next 1 had to engage a servant and this seemed to be no easy
matter. The Nagas, proud and independent as many hill races,
scorn as a rule domestic service, and there were then only a hand-
ful of men who had ever worked as servants. However Mills knew
how to find them and a few hours later a man who had previously
worked as cook and bearer arrived at his bungalow. He was a
Lhota Naga and was called Tsampio. Like many Nagas in touch
with the American Baptist Mission, he wore shorts and a khaki
shirt, and on tour he adorned his head with a thick, wine-red
woollen cap. Even in the heat of midday he pulled it deep down
over his ears.

The weather was fine as we started from Kohima—a piece of
luck early in June when the monsoon is normally at its height.
Mills had arranged for ponies for himself and for me, so that we
could ride whenever we were tired. Otherwise we preferred to
walk, talking to one or other of the Angamis who accompanied us.
The most amusing figure in our company was Thevoni, an Angami
with a merry full-moon face and a round belly, bloated with fre-
quent bouts of rice-beer. As a sign of his office as Government
interpreter, he wore a waist-coat of bright red over his black loin
cloth. Thevoni was an irrepressible talker, and only too eager to
tell us of all the customs and beliefs of his tribe. His stay in
Kohima, where he had interpreted the complaints of his own
people at the courts of the Deputy Commissioner, even helping in
the decision of some of the quarrels, had in no way shaken his
belief in the goodness of the old customs. Mills valued him highly,
for it was men such as Thevoni through whom the Government
could exert its influence without upsetting Naga customs and the
traditional social order.

The well-kept bridle-path led along an open slope. Before our
eyes extended an immense mountain country; mighty wooded
ridges succeeded one another, grouping themselves into high ranges
and long chains till they finally blended with the sky and the clouds
in the haze of the blue distance. On many of the slopes there were
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clearings and terrace ficlds, but the greater part of the mountains
was covered with forest and secondary jungle. The Nagas do not
live in the valleys; their settlements are situated on the central
ridges between 2,000 and 6,000 feet above sea level.

After several hours’ march, we climbed down into the valley and
crossed a small river. On the opposite bank there were several
women waiting for us. The prettiest among them was Thevoni’s
young wife, who had come one day’s march to meet him. The
women had brought huge gourds full of rice-beer in their carrying-
baskets and though the beer did not have a very inspiring look, it
tasted definitely good. But one can always have too much of a
good thing : we had to taste the beer of each of the women in turn.
Without rice-beer, the Angami considers life hardly worth living.
He drinks water as seldom as he can. “Only when we go hunting
do we sometimes drink water,”” Thevoni remarked, ‘‘then it is
difficult to carry rice-beer with us. Bul when we go fishing, the
women bring us rice-beer down to the river.”

Lest our ponies should have been brought entirely in vain, we
rode up the mountain to the Chakhabama rest-house. It was
one of those two-roomed inspection bungalows which were distri-
buted all over the district at distances of eight to twelve miles
along the most important bridle-paths. Our servants had gone
ahead and had already prepared a meal for us. I found travelling
in the Naga Hills much more comfortable than I had imagined.

Chakhabama consisted only of a few small houses near the
bungalow. But here there was great excitement. The keeper of
the bungalow, an Angami from Kohima, had died that morning
of dysentery after a short illness. His relations arrived one after
the other, and a grave had already been dug on the slope near the
path. Was it an evil omen that a funeral should be the first Naga
ceremony I was to witness?

Loud wailing and crying came from the house of the dead, and
the shrill, long-drawn-out screams of the widow filled the air and
mingled with the dreary lamentations of the other relations. Some
men cut up the flesh of a cow, while from time to time others fired
off shots from old muzzle-loaders to scare away the evil spirits.
Then a good friend of the dead man, with tears streaming down
his face, ran out of the house; he jumped madly about, screaming
challenges to the spirits who had caused the death to come and
fight. Finally the corpse was carried out wrapped in a coloured
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cloth. The widow, a slim young woman, wailed loudly and, beat-
ing the ground with a cloth, cursed it. Her hair was dishevelled
and the cloth slipping from her shoulder left her breasts free. The
other mourners, covered with grey and white cloths, moved in
slow procession towards the grave. After the burial followed the
distribution of the meat; tempers cooled down, and even the
widow tidied her hair and quietly accepted her share. Again and
again the mourners put the gourds of rice-beer to their lips, but
as soon as they had all received their shares of meat, they returned
to their villages.

The next day, arriving at one of those small rest-houses in the
middle of the woods that the Nagas like to erect on their paths,
we were greeted by a large and noisy crowd. Thenizumi, Thevont’s
home village, lay a few miles off the path, and about thirty people
had come to welcome Mills. They explained that since one of the
dignitaries of the village had died the evening before, the village
held a gcnna, and none of the inhabitants might work on the
fields. Apparently this tour brought the people little luck. The
village headmen or gaonbura, wrapped in the insignia of their
office—the red cloths of the Government—came forward to wel-
come Mills. This was a wisely chosen “uniform,” for it blended
admirably with indigenous culture, responding to the Naga’s pre-
ference for coloured cloths. The women wore the large brass ear-
rings peculiar to the Eastern Angami Nagas, which are so heavy
that the weight must be borne by a band run over the straight
black hair. With their friendly mongoloid faces, cheerful expres-
sions, and deep blue cloths the women are often very picturesque.
Thevoni’s divorced wife was among those who welcomed us with
rice-beer. She behaved much more reasonably than many women
of more civilized lands; in front of Thevoni and his new wife, she
showed not the slightest embarrassment.

We arrived at the bungalow, lying slightly below the village of
Cheswezumi, at the head of this strange procession. After a short
rest, and while Mills listened to reports on several cases, I climbed
up alone to the village. I wanted my first impression of a Naga
village undisturbed. Only a beginner is so sentimental, but even
today that first moment is unforgettable : when Naga culture, so
familiar from books and ethnographical museums, appeared as a
living entity.

The slippery path led through a narrow rocky passage, over-
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grown with bushes and prickly creepers. The defence of such a
tunnel must be easy, for there is only enough room for men to pass
in single file. Emerging, I found myself on a large open space. On
two sides stood houses, with facades of broad, upright planks
decorated with conventionalized carvings. I recognized the repre-
sentations of cattle, pigs’ heads, women’s breasts, dance ornaments,
and human heads, those symbols of successful head-hunting which
for the Angami already belonged to the past. Crossed barge-boards
rose from the gables of one of the houses, like the enormous ant-
lers of some proud stag. Proud, too, must have been the owner of
these wooden horns, for they showed that he had given several of
those expensive Feasts of Merits whereby the Naga rises in social
prestige and in the esteem of his neighbours.

An old man sat in front of one of the houses mending a basket;
without stopping his work he gave me a friendly smile. Nor did
my appearance upset an old woman, spreading out rice to dry. A
-dog began to bark, and she chased it away. I went on down the
broad street between the houses. The village seemed rather desert-
ed; apparently most of the inhabitants were out in the fields. Only
a few small boys sat on a high stone platform in the middle of
the village. No sooner had they noticed me than the village
seemed to wake up. In a few minutes they collected in a little
group and began to follow me at a respectful distance.

Eventually an old man in the red cloth of a gaonbura appeared
-and invited me with signs and gestures to come into his house. It
was so dark inside that at first I could see absolutely nothing.
Naga houses have no windows and it takes some time to get used
‘to the blackness, before the rows of huge store-baskets and
various pieces of household furniture take shape. I sat down on a
long bench, carved from a single piece of wood and furnished
with holes for pounding the rice. My host cleaned a small gourd,
in which he offered me rice-beer. Our conversation was definitely
limited. We smiled at each other and murmured some words,
which, however, remained equally unintelligible to us both. Even
had I been fluent in Assamese it would have made little differ-
ence, for the Eastern Angamis come so seldom in touch with
outsiders that very few of them know any language but their
-own. The beer was good, and according to custom, [ accepted
-another gourdful. But I was not through with this one round.
1 had hardly taken leave of my old man, with many gestures of
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thanks, when a neighbour of my host pulled me into his house.
There the whole ceremony was repeated. On returning to the
bungalow, the villagers brought me a cock as a present. It is a
Naga custom to honour distinguished visitors with gifts of
chickens and the refusal of such a gift would be a serious insult.

During the next few days Mills was mainly occupied in count-
ing the houses of several villages for the assessment of taxes. The
Angamis paid in place of land revenue an annual house tax of
three rupees, old and sick people being granted exemption. It often
happened that two families lived in one house, and in such cases.
the house was taxed on the number of its hearths, for every
family must own its own hearth. But the Nagas, like everyone
else, hated paying taxes. It was a favourite trick of theirs to cover
one of the two fireplaces during the visit of the Deputy Com-
missioner, pretending that only one family lived in the house.

Whenever we arrived in a village the inhabitants held a holi--
day. It is difficult to say whether it was from joy at our visit or
whether, according to the old Naga belief, it was for a genna,
when the abstention from work averts the evil consequences of
any such unusual event as an earthquake or the violent death of”
a member of the community. Crowds of men and boys followed
Mills from house to house, and the women peeped shyly and
curiously out of their doors. It is not an easy job to count the two
or three hundred houses of a large village and at the same time.
to check all the statements of the gaonbura as to poverty and in-
ability to pay on the part of the individual villagers. Even the
purely physical exertion is considerable. Since most of the villages.
climb steplike up the mountain slopes, scarcely three houses stand.
on the same level, and strolling through the village you have
incessantly to scramble up and down stone steps and slippery
paths. In front of a house there is often a drop of more than.
thirty feet to a neighbour’s roof.

Tall posts propped up against the edge of the steps carry
the platforms that serve the Naga as lookouts. Like rows of"
swallows, the young men often perch on these airy scaffolds, each
clutching his tall bamboo mug filled with the inevitable rice-beer.
High above the yellow roofs and the fantastic gable carvings of the-
houses and the bamboos that tremble in the slightest breeze, you
have a magnificent view of the country, over the bright green of
the forests belts and the shining gold of the rice fields, which, if
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the spirits are gracious, will fill the great store-baskets in the
autumn, guaranteeing a carefree life for the whole village and
unlimited quantities of rice-beer until the next harvest.

But there still remained many months before the reaping. Now,
in June, the rice had to be transplanted, and a great deal of hard
work was to come. The Angami is expert in constructing terraced
fields and irrigation systems. For thousands of feet the mountain
slopes are divided into terraces, many as wide as fifteen or twenty
feet, others merely narrow strips. Reinforced by walls of pebbles.
and plastered with mud, these terraces are well able to withstand
the torrential rains of Assam. Every rivulet on the mountain side is
captured, and the water led through long channels to flood the
terraces, for during the whole of its cultivation the rice must be
kept under water.

The water flows down from one terrace to the one below,
and a complicated system of water rights governs the distribution
of the precious liquid. The share in a spring can be bought
in exactly the same way as a field. Nocturnal theft of water,
by illegitimate tapping of the channels, often caused quarrels
that ultimately came before the Deputy Commissioner’s court
in Kohima. The maintenance of the terraces is an endless work,
for each one must be levelled with the greatest care, so that
the water may lie at a uniform depth. Water that is not needed
for one terrace is conveyed through channels to the next, but
across the face of the rocks, or wherever the ground is uneven, it
is carried in aqueducts of bamboo.

One day we climbed up to a village and as we made our way
through the labyrinth of terraces, the rhythmic working songs.
of the groups of boys and girls fell upon our ears. They stood in
rows, ankle deep in water, planting out the rice seedlings in the
soft, flooded ground while one of the lads walked ahead, throwing.
down the green bundles of seedlings at short intervals. The sun
blazed on bent brown backs and the water reflected a thousand
dazzling rays. Many hours later, returning on the same path,
we found the people still standing in the water and still singing.
the same rhythmic song. They had probably rested at noon in
the field-house and quenched their thirst with rice-beer, and then
they had taken up their work once more.

We spent that evening at the Sathazumi inspection bungalow
nearly 6,000 feet above sea level. The sunlight lay golden on the:
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dark wooded ridges, and white fluffy clouds whipped by a stiff
breeze, lapped against the steep slopes of the mountains. The
valleys were wrapped in deep violet.

But we were not to be allowed to give ourselves up to the
peaceful atmosphere of this beautiful evening. Scarcely had we
arrived in the bungalow when a tremendous noise arose. There
were several cases to be brought before Mills, and the quarrelling
parties had each brought hordes of clansmen and friends to
support them. This support the clansmen and the friends thought
best to render in loud altercations and expressions of opinion.
The cork was out of the bottle, and all the anger that had been
suppressed for months scemed to explode at the long expected
visit of the “‘Great Sahib”.

Thevoniand another interpreter, acting as examining magistrates,
had the cases explained to them beforehand, but it was as much
as they could do to keep the quarrelling parties in hand and to
claim their shouts and thosz of their followers. Most of the quarrels
were about land or the succession to property or the claims of a
betrayed husband, suing the seducer of his wife, or the damage
that one man’s cattle had done to another man’s crops. Very
patiently Mills worked through the tangle of accusations and
defence, and finally passed judgement. But even then the excited
harangues still continued outside the bungalow, and every moment
I expected the different sides would come to blows.

Why is it that the Angamis of those remote villages, whose
economy had then not been disrupted by any outside force, were
unable to settle their disputes among themselves and brought
the most trivial quarrels before the Deputy Commissioner? Un-
like primitive populations who have suddenly been confronted
with the full impact of an alien civilization, this tribe had then no
problem of the detribalized wage earners, who refuse to submit
to the authority of the elders, nor had the imposition of a foreign
system of land tenure upset the social balance. I do not know the
Angamis well enough to venture an explanation for their failure
to maintain their own tribal jurisdiction, a failure all the more
remarkable since other Naga tribes such as Aos and Konyaks very
rarely appealed to the officers of Government for the settlement of
internal disputes. But it may be that the peculiar organization of
Angami villages was partly responsible for this breakdown of the
traditional jurisdiction.
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The Angamis were never ruled by chiefs, and no one individuat
seems ever to have had authority over an entire village community.
Wealth and prowess in war certainly gave a man a good deal of
influence, but the villages were run on strictly democratic lines and
no one could command his neighbours. Nearly all villages are,
moreover, divided into Ahel, local units which in the old times had
often independent foreign policies and who settled their own dis-
putes by bloody fights. The fortified walls of the A/el, separating
one section of the villagers from their neighbours, were still to be
seen. When with the coming of British rule head-hunting and
feuds were suppressed, and the fear of enemies no longer re-
enforced the cohesion of the khel, while on the other hand inter-
khel quarrels could not be dzcided by the right of the stronger,
individualist tendencies gained the uppsr hand, and disputing
parties no longer content with the rough and ready justice of
village elders began to carry their claims to the court of the
Deputy Commissioner.

Today it is difficult to see how in the old days an Angami village
was run. With independent A/ie/ and rivalling clans one would
almost suppose that except for the common village site there is
hardly any bond uniting all the inhabitants of a settlement. Yet,
enquiry into their ritual organization reveals that there is an insti-
tution which for certain purposes does link the whole village. To
understand it you must go back to the time when the Angamis
invaded the country, took possession of the land, and founded
their villages. The formal founder of a village was always a man
of note, whose wealth and prowess in war revealed his “‘virtue.” It
was his duty to perform the sacred rites necessary for the pros-
perity of the village and its protection against supernatural
dangers. The office of the founder was inherited by his descen-
dants. Even today the Tevo, a direct descendant of the village
founder, is the mediator between the community as a whole and
the supernatural world, the personification of the village in its
relations with the magical forces pervading nature and human life,
and, more concretely, the vessel of the “virtue’ of the village.

The privileges of a Tevo are neither numerous nor important.
He works in his fields as any ordinary villager and in the council
his voice has no more weight than that of any other man of equal
wealth and moral influence. His office, in fact, is in no way an
enviable one. It is true that he receives special shares of all animals
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-sacrificed in the village, but many burdensome obligations more
than outweigh this privilege. During the first three and a half
years of his office he may not visit any other village, and even later
.on he may never partake of a meal in a strange village but
must always carry his food with him. Still more irksome is the
regulation that forbids him to indulge in sexual intercourse during
‘those first years.

You would think that the man envisaged as the successor of the
‘'Tevo must cut but a poor figure on the marriage market. Never-
theless there are always girls to be found who are willing to marry
.a Tevo, though a Tevo’s wife may not seek consolation with any
other men, and even in the case of divorce, must refrain from all
love-making until the end of the period under taboo. Should the
wife of a Tevo break this law, she is threatened with exile, for she
is thought to be so closely linked with the Tevo, and therefore
with the well-being of the whole village, that she must observe the
-same taboos as the Tevo himself. That the breaking of the taboo
may have been accidental or involuntary makes no difference, and
Thevoni told us that such a case had occurred in his village not so
long ago.

A woman from a neighbouring village came to see the Tevo’s
wife, and during a friendly chat obliged her by picking a few lice
out of her hair. Later it became known that the treacherous
friend had abstracted one hair from the head of the Tevo’s wife
and taken it back to her own village. The Tevo and his wife were
immediately deprived of their dignity and exiled, for a part
of one of them, and therefore a part of the “virtue” of the whole
community, had been carried off to a foreign village.

With such beliefs it is not easy to hold the office of Tevo. Yet it
had one material advantage: an understanding administration,
recognizing the value of the traditions of Naga culture, exempted
the Tevo from paying a house-tax. For would not the realization
of a tax decrease the wealth of the Tevo, and thus lessen the
“virtue’’ of the whole community?

Passing through an Eastern Angami village one soon notices
that the youngest—and naturally often the prettiest—girls, wear
their hair quite closely cropped. This is a sign that they are virgins,
or at least are taken for such. But the average Naga girl soon
grows weary of her premarital state, her short hair, and her vir-
ginity. And since a suitable husband is not always easily found
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she is inclined to dispense with the burdens of maidenhood by en-
tering into one of those trial marriages which seldom last long
and are usually dissolved in the most peaceful way and on the
most trivial of pretexts. The young wife, now freed of all her
chains, returns to her parents’ house to grow her hair, and to look
for a more desirable marriage partner.

It would seem that hardly one per cent of these first marriages
lead to permanent unions. Perhaps it is the fear that the girl may
die without sexual experience which is responsible for this strange
custom. For nothing appears more deplorable to the Angami
than the fate of a luckless, unloved girl in the next world. Virgi-
nity wins no halo in the Naga heaven, but is regarded rather as
a sin, for has not the deceased failed to fulfil the duties of her
earthly life? Just as a girl advertises her new status by growing her
hair, the young man boasts of his first love affair by decorating
his black loin cloth with three rows of pure white cowrie shells.
And whoever succeeds either in seducing a married woman or in
carrying on a simultaneous love affair with two sisters, proudly
adds a fourth string of cowrie shells to his loin cloth. You cannot
help wondering at the consequences of such customs—what must
happen to the marital harmony of Angami couples when the beau
of the village struts about with a new and fourth row of cowries
on his kilt?



two

Feasts of Merit

Imperceptibly the first grey of dawn crept over the sleeping village
as the pale, tired moon sank below the heights of the mountains,
Peace lay on the houses, herded together on the crest of the ridge
like frightened sheep. A door opened silently, and the figure of a
man separated itself from the shadow of one of the houses. Shiver-
ing, he threw the end of his large cloth over his shoulder and
clutched it tightly until it completely enveloped his naked body.
The light grew, and shapes of roof and posts began to stand out.
On one of the neighbouring houses boldly curved ‘“house-horns”
rose against a dawn sky. Today Netsoho saw them without anger
in his heart. The sight of them no longer wounded his pride, but
only excited his impatience. A few days more and his own gable
would carry these same treasured ornaments. How fervently he had
longed for them! For his stately house with the rich carvings of
buffalo heads and women’s breasts seemed quite valueless to him
if these—the wooden house-horns—the highest symbol of glory
and prestige, were still lacking.

But now everything was prepared for the sacrificial feast; and
the dreams of last night supplied the necessary good omen. Two
strangers, a man and a woman, had come to his house and drunk
rice-beer. Should this not forbode good luck and wealth? The
first pink rays of sun broke through the dawn as Netsoho stood
at his house door, turning the events of the last few months over
in his mind. An abundant rice harvest, filling his granaries, had
encouraged him to plan a stone-dragging feast. For a long time he
had sought for two suitable boulders, but now he had found
them, and soon they would stand near the village path—eternal
monuments to his glory. During many days he had abstained from
the required dishes and separated his bed from the bed of his wife.
The women of his clan had brewed enormous quantities of rice-
beer, and a fortune in animals stood ready for slaughter.

Thick mists still hid the valley and the rice-fields, but already
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the morning sun had kissed the yellow straw of the roofs so much
higher up on the hills and life began to stir in the village. The
women hurried down the rough stone steps to the spring, throw-
ing their long shadows in front of them. They had to fill their long
bamboo vessels with water and carry them up to the village before
the day’s work could begin. And then it was not long before a
delicate blue cloud hovered above the houses fed by the smoke
from hundreds of hearths.

The day was a feast day, and no one went to the fields. The
men and women sat in front of their houses putting the last
touches to their ceremonial costume. The young men’s head-
dresses cost them much trouble. Roll upon roll of white cotton
must be bound with scarlet ribbons so firmly on to bearskin
frames that, forming semicircular structures, they will support the
huge fans of hornbill feathers with each feather adjusted individu-
ally and so loose that it revolves in the slightest breeze. There
were ear ornaments of the glittering wings of the emerald beetle,
innumerable necklaces of carneol beads and Tridacna shells, an
occasional breast-plate of Job’s tears and red goat’s hair, and
many red and white tassels that would dangle from the belts. It
was the men’s day, and the women were content with their plain
cloths dyed blue with indigo, with sticking bundles of red goat’s
hair into their large brass earrings, and squeezing their arms into
as many arm-rings as they could lay hands on.

Late in the morning, when all the preparations were complete,
small groups streamed towards Netsoho’s house. Two choice bulls
were tied to the posts of the protruding roof. A man of Netsoho’s
clan went up to them. He scratched them gently on the forehead,
as though to distract their attention from the business in hand.
Then, pointing his spear behind the shoulder of one of them, he
suddenly drove it home. Stabbed to the heart, the bull plunged
forward, moaning horribly. Almost at once the second bull was
speared. The meat was quickly and skilfully cut up and distributed,
not, as one would suppose, in a haphazard manner, but in strict
order of precedence, to the dignitaries of the village. Netsoho
received one of the hind legs; it was to be his only meat dish
during the next fourteen days, for as long as the ceremonies lasted
all other flesh was denied him.

The grey-haired Tevo was politely invited into Netsoho’s house.
There, in solemn silence, Netsoho sat with his wife on the huge
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rice-pounding table. The Tevo was offered a little rice-beer in a
banana-leaf cup. He swallowed it and blessed the couple: “May
your crops be plentiful, may your rice-beer be inexhaustible, and
may your health be preserved from all dangers.”

The feast was now formally opened, and all the guests revelled
in food and drink. Neither was lacking. Two more bulls, three
buffaloes, and one mithan (Bos frontalis, a kind of domesticated
bison) stood tethered to two strong crossed posts on the open space
in front of Netsoho’s house. Swiftly their lives ended under the
axes of his clansmen. Again and again the dao flashed—crashing
down on the neck, often severing the head with a single blow.

But it was not yet time for the men to lose themselves in the
enjoyments of the feast; there was still work to be done. When the
sun stood high in the sky, Netsoho and his wife, leading the rest
of the villagers, followed the steep path down to the forest, through
the heavily carved gate, under the branches of the high bamboos,
over the ridge to the place where two enormous stone boulders,
two slumbering monsters, lay in the jungle. Strong cane ropes
were slipped over the stones, which, with tremendous efforts, were
hoisted on to the two wooden sledges. Thirty or forty young men
strained at the cane ropes, their half-naked bodies glistening with
sweat under the midday sun. Muscles tightened and slackened
under taut burnished skin as the awkward sledges bumped, stuck,
and were dragged yet farther over the rough ground. With their
feather crowns, their long white cords fluttering, and those queer
swinging “tails’ of floating human hair that are the only remains
of a one-time quiver, the men resembled huge grotesque birds of
prey hovering about their victim, settling and dispersing again, as
the sledges stuck on some root, were freed, and moved on.

It was an excited, riotous crowd that wound its way through the
sunlit forest. Rhythmical shouts encouraged the sledge-draggers at
the steepest parts of the path and mingled with the chirping of the
cicadas and the voices of scared parrots. Netsoho alone did not
‘wear the ceremonial dress, but the black, richly embroidered stone-
.dragging cloth. Very proudly he headed the procession with his
wife.

Near the path to the fields, and close to the stone monuments
.of other men, two holes had already been dug, and as the sun
touched the horizon, Netsoho’s stones were allowed to slide into
the holes. Netsoho poured rice-beer over the larger stone and
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smeared its face with the blood of the pure sacrificial animal; his
wife poured rice-beer over the smaller stone, and also smeared its
face with blood.

“May my meat increase, may my crops increase, may my food
fast long, may my food not be finished quickly,” they murmured
in turn.

This duality is one of the essential features of the whole cere-
mony. No bachelor may perform the stone-dragging feast. For,
just as the larger stone represents Netsoho, the smaller stone re-
presents his wife.

The ceremony was over. Netsoho uttered a long drawn out shout
of joy, and the whole crowd took it up. Spears were tossed in the
air, dao whirled as with singing and dancing they returned to the
village.

There were few in the village who slept that night. Rice-beer
flowed freely, and until early morning the fires threw great pools
of light into the darkness.

It was not many days before a pair of newly carved house-horns
adorned Netsoho’s house, revealing to all the world that he had
performed the stone-dragging rite, the first of the major Feasts of
Merit. He had climbed a large step on the social ladder, and the
two grey stones on the path to the fields would perpetuate his glory
for many generations to come.

Hundreds and thousands of megalithic monuments such as thosc
Netsoho erected are scattered over the Angami country, most of
them lining the approaches to villages or the paths past abandoned
village-sites. Unlike the dolmens and menhirs of Stonehenge they
are not dumb mysterious remnants of a dim past, but are a living
and vital part of Naga culture.

Most menhirs stand in pairs or in long double rows. Wealthy
men have set them up to commemorate their fame and generosity,
and to enhance in a magical way the fertility of their fields. Only
for the first of the long series of Feasts of Merit is the Naga con-
tent to erect two stones. To attain the higher degrees of prestige
four, eight, and even ten menhirs are set up. Great is the cost of
the sacrificial animals and of the food required even for the first
feasts, expenses increase with every stage, and only very few men
ever complete the full series.

There is a subtle connection between a man and a stone erected
either by himself or after his death by his heirs. While he is still
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alive the stone becomes the seat and vessel of the magical “virtue”
which has lent him success and empowered him to accumulate
wealth, and after his death this same virtue or soul-substance
adheres to the menhir. I have heard Angamis, pointing to a pair of
menbhirs, say: “This is the dead man and this is his wife.”” Do they
imagine that the soul of the deceased takes its seat in the stone?
This would seem to conflict with their idea of the Departed tra-
velling to some distant land or, according to another belief, of
being ultimately transformed into butterflies. But it is not the
spirit of the dead, but only a part of the soul-substance which is
thought to remain attached to the stone, benefiting the entire com-
munity. The menhirs stand near the paths so that they may shed
their virtue on the passing villagers and increase their wealth and
the fertility of the crops.

For the some rcason the dead are buried within the village or by
the side of the village paths. The graves are often built in the
shape of low stone platforms, and these serve men and women
coming from the fields as seats and resting-places. On many of
these graves there are tallies of the deeds of the departed: large
stones to indicate the number of captured heads and smaller stones.
to represent the women whose favours he enjoyed in this life. On
one grave, evidently that of a great favourite of the fair sex, I
counted sixty-two small stones, and I could not help wondering
how his relatives or indeed he himself remembered the exact
number of his loves.

We returned to Kohima after a fortnight’s tour. Mills had
counted the houses of several villages and settled numerous quar-
rels, and I had learnt a good deal about the practical side of an-
thropological field work. But I was still hopelessly dependent on
Mills for translating the peculiar Assamese which is used as the
lingua franca of the Naga Hills. As I found it difficult to under-
stand a single word I felt rather dejected at the prospect of being
left to myself in a Naga village.

Once again Mills came to the rescue. He found Nlamo, a young
Lhota Naga, to teach me Assamese. Nlamo was about twenty
years old and had attained the dream of all mission-trained boys—
he had been sent to the high school in Shillong. But to his great
grief his talents were forced to lie fallow, for there was as yet little
scope for educated Nagas. Some had found employment as clerks
or village schoolmasters, and there were even some Naga doctors
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and compounders, but thc number of available posts was
small compared to that of applicants, all eager to find jobs in
Government service. Nlamo spoke besides his mother-tongue
Assamese, Hindustani, Bengali, Ao, and a passable English, and
s0 it was perhaps understandable that he did not relish the idea
of going back to his village and growing rice for the rest of his
life. Giving Assamese lessons seemed to him an admirable occupa-
tion and curiously enough he proved far more efficient than my
learned Assamese teacher in London.

Nlamo stayed with me until I left the Naga Hills and accom-
panied me on all my tours as interpreter and factotum. His faithful
service found its reward when Mills got him a clerk’s job in the
office of the Governor’s Secretary in Shillong. There I met him in
1944. He had turned into a most respectable civil servant and was
happily married to a Khasi girl. When the Japanese threat was at
its gravest he went with an Allied column as guide and interpreter
through parts of the Lhota country, and he was full of the changes
that the war had brought to the Naga Hills.

With Nlamo’s help I began questioning old Angami men about
their customs, and together we went to some of the neighbouring
villages. Perhaps the most picturesque was Khonoma, a village
famous for its power and war-like exploits. At one time it domi-
nated a large area and collected tribute from villages within a radius
of twenty five miles. But when British rule put an end to raiding,
and the weaker villages, no longer needing protection, ceased to
pay tribute, the men of Khonoma took to trade and to the manu-
facture of many articles of Angami dress. The plaited cane-armlets
and gauntlets of Khonoma were unrivalled and fetched high prices
throughout the Angami country.

Khonoma stands on the crest of a ridge, a natural fortress; on all
sides the slopes fall away steeply. Stone steps lead up the hill to the
gateway in the strong stone wall. The solid wooden door, painted
in red, white and black with symbols of wealth and fertility—
mithan heads, drinking-horns, hornbill feathers and suns—is an
effective defence against any Naga weapon, for no dao could split
the thick wood.

The high stone structures built between the houses in the form
of truncated pyramids distinguish Khonoma from all other villages.
Like mighty towers they rise above the village, glorifying the clans
who built them, with what must have been an infinite amount of



22 The Naked Nagas

labour. The Nagas, unlike many other primitive peoples, expend
much trouble on things of little practical use, merely to enhance
the social prestige of the individual or the community. Many gene-
rations ago stone circles, enclosed by squared stone blocks, were
built for such reasons in Khonoma. They were erected by men of
fabulous wealth, as the highest stage in the series of the Feasts of
Merit; today they serve as dancing places and the village elders sit
on the stone blocks watching the performance. ‘“The elders, how-
ever, sat on smoothed stones in the sacred circle,”” runs a line in
Homer’s Iliad. In the Naga Hills Homeric times remained alive
and a megalithic culture which in Europe belonged to the late
Stone Age continued to flourish among the Angamis.

The headmen of Khonoma gave me the most friendly reception
and I spent hours photographing stone circles, discussing the com-
plicated series of Feasts of Merit—which in Khonoma are different
from those of other villages—and drinking a good many mugs of
white, milky rice-beer. But strangers have not always been wel-
come in Khonoma, and a simple memorial still stands to tell of
the death of a British officer at the hands of the men of Khonoma.

In 1879 a rebllion started by Khonoma swept over the whole
Angami country and the Europeans in Kohima soon found them-
selves besieged by thousands of determined Naga warriors. Kohima
seemed to have been then as peaceful as I knew it nearly eighty
years later. No one suspected danger and there were two European
women and several children in the station. The garrison consisting
of 118 men of the 43rd Assam Light Infantry and Frontier Police
had only one day’s warning that trouble was brewing and the defen-
ces of the post were largely delapidated. The only defensible place
was a stockade surrounded by weak pallisades of wood and bamboo,
which offered practically no protection from fire. Thatched build-
ings crowded the enclosure and the only water supply was a spring
outside the stockade. Food was short from the beginning, the
three hundred and seventy non-combatants having practically no
supplies.

From the outset communications with the plains were cut, and
all runners with letters intercepted by hostile Nagas. Only the out-
post at Woka could be informed and its garrison joined the defen-
ders of Kohima. Soon afterwards the attack began. Some six thou-
sand Nagas, including contingents from nearly every Angami
village, beset the post. About five hundred of them had fire-arms.
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Favoured by the ground they could fire into the stockade, and
throwing up earth works and barricades, they pressed closer and
closer. Soon they were near enough to throw spears wrapped with
burning rags into the enclosures, and only the continuous vigi-
lance of the defenders prevented the outbreak of fires.

The position of the garrison appeared desperate, but some of
the Ahel of Kohima village maintained a friendly neutrality and
ultimately a message concealed in the hair knot of a Naga woman
got through the ring of enemies. On the eighth day of the siege the
Nagas with deafening war cries attacked in force and the already
weakened garrison lost heavily in holding out against the onrush.
But three days later, when food and ammunition were nearly ex-
hausted, relief came from Manipur. The Angamis dispersed with-
out a fight as Lieutenant Colonel Johnstone with two thousand
Manipuri levies, some Cachar police and his personal escort raised
the first siege of Kohima, and saved the five hundred and fitty
survivors from almost certain death.

How different was the siege of 1944. Both sides were then armed
with modern weapons. Once again the defenders of Kohima were
hard pressed, the attack was sudden and the scarcity of water was
one of the main difficulties. But this time the Nagas fought staun-
chly on the side of the defenders and in innumerable ways helped
the cause of the Allies both inside and outside Kohima. To simple
and illiterate hillmen, who for two generations had looked upon
the Government as supreme and all-powerful, the temporary Bri-
tish weakness must have been a trying puzzle, but even when the
Japanese swept over the hills with apparently irresistible force, and
C.R. Pawsey, the Deputy Commissioner, was besieged and impo-
tent in Kohima, the Nagas never faltered in their loyalty. They
slipt through the Japanese lines with valuable intelligence, rescued
Allied wounded, and misled the Japanese giving them false infor-
mation. Villages that were for three months in enemy hands, still
maintained contact with the Allies, and the news received from
them by runners travelling secretly and at night, often guided the
Allied air-arm.

This co-operation was only part of the Nagas’ share in the com-
mon fight. After seventy years of peace the blood of warriors stir-
red again amongst the Angamis. Poorly armed, they ambushed
and killed many a Japanese straggler and brought in a large num-
ber of prisoners. It would seem that fewer Japanese heads were
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taken than one might have expected. Nagas anxious to win the
status and fame of head-hunters would not have bothered to take
prisoners, and we may thus assume that as an institution head-hunt-
ing was dead among the Angamis. Konyak Nagas would no
doubt have made better use of the chance to perform once more
the head-hunting rites and not many dead Japanese would have
been found with their heads still on their bodies.
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An Orgy in Stone

Swarms of shrieking parrots flew off low boughs as Mills and I
approached the clearing. Their jerking flight aimed at the highest
branches of a tall tree, jutting out, dry and fantastic, from the
entanglement of exuberant creepers. Thousands of clamouring
arms clawed the gnarled trunk in deadly embrace and, climbing
higher and higher, had gradually suffocated the giant tree. And
now the tree was dead; the next storm would probably fell it, and
with it those living fetters would themselves be cast upon the
ground to lie in tangled heaps, thickening the thicket and making
the jungle even more impenetrable.

A little way off rose the red brick ruins of a powerful gateway.
The reliefs on the withered facades still spared by time showed the
influence of late Hindu art. It was the gate of the old Kachari
capital, which flourished here until the fifteenth century. The
Kacharis spoke a Tibeto-Burman language, and their rule had once
-extended over the plains of Assam, from the foothills of the Hima-
layas almost to the frontier of Burma. Here, on the edge of the
immense Nambur forest, had stood their capital, Dimapur, “City
of the River People’. Lying close to the banks of the Dhansiri
River, and containing numerous large water-tanks, it well deserved
its name.

We passed through the arch of the gateway and found ourselves
-once more under high trees. No ruined wall bears testimony to the
palace of the King who once received tribute from the whole of
‘the Brahmaputra valley. For his capital was a bamboo city. Bam-
boo poles carried the wooden buildings, light and perishable, but
singularly suitable for this damp ground, flooded again and again
by the waters of the Dhansiri. My eyes fell on a tank overgrown
with tangled masses of that peculiar vivid green that marsh-plants
take when they creep along the surface of open water. What could
‘have induced a people, living almost on the banks of the Dhansiri
River, to construct artificial tanks within the precincts of their
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capital? Mills offered a simple explanation. To build houses out of
the reach of flood-water, earth must be heaped in great mounds
and in the rainy season the resulting pits fill automatically with
water. Not altogether unwelcome, perhaps, in the heat of the
Assam summer.

As the jungle thinned, the path opened out on to a large space,
where well over fifty gigantic stone monuments stood against an
orange evening sky. Some were cracked and some were chipped,
but others remained in almost unharmed splendour. An orgy of
fertility symbols in stone had long outlived the fall of a mighty
empire. More than half of the monoliths represented phalli sur-
passing in realism any of the stone /ingam of the Hindu god Shiva,
and between them stood colossal forked stones in the shape of the
letter V—the symbol of the female complement. The tallest stone
phallus is well over twenty feet high, and five men with arms out--
stretched could scarcely encircle it. Most of the monoliths are de-
corated with reliefs: peacocks, the royal heraldic animal of Kachar,
parrots, buffaloes, and various kinds of plants. On one of the
stones the image of a human head on a pole is clearly distinguish--
able. It would seem that the Kacharis of those days practised a
custom prevalent among some of the Naga tribes—that of hoist-
ing the heads of their enemies on tall poles of bamboo.

It is difficult to understand the full implication of so many enor-
mous symbols of human fertility. What can have given birth to the
idea of adorning a city with colossal representations of the male
and female generative organs? In the whole of India there is no
parallel to the monuments of Dimapur, and their meaning would
probably remain obscure for ever, had we no knowledge of the
megalithic rites of the Nagas, the immediate neighbours of the:
Kacharis. For they not only set up rough unworked menhirs dur-
ing their feasts of merit, but also wooden forked posts and carved
wooden phalli. It is this conformity of shape which excludes any
doubt as to the relationship between the wooden monuments of
the Nagas and the stone monoliths of the Kacharis.

The phalli and forked stone monuments of the kings of Kachar
are evidently the memorials of great sacrificial feasts, when the
blood of hecatombs of bulls and buffaloes flooded the sacred place.
The character of these feasts as fertility rites is more clearly pro-
nounced among the Kacharis than in the megalithic ceremonial of
the Nagas. But the perpetuation of the rite stands in both very much
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to the fore. Houses, and even palaces, may be built of wood or
bamboo, but stone must immortalize the monuments of the sacrifi-
cial feasts through the changing face of time and with them the
fertilizing power of the rite. The Kachari religion at the time of
Dimapur’s greatness appears to have resembled in many respects
the religions found today among the Tibeto-Burman hill tribes.
Hinduism had not yet conquered the valley of Assam, though its.
influence is noticeable in the art of Dimapur.

During the sixteenth century the power of the Kachari kings was.
shattered by the attacks of the Ahoms invading Assam. After a
prolonged struggle the Ahoms captured and looted the capital,
Dimapur, and the Kacharis retreated to the south-west. There they
lived under their own rulers until the occupation of the country
by the British in 1830.

We know little or nothing of the relations between the Kacharis
and the neighbouring Naga tribes. But the chronicles of the
Ahom kings, the heirs to their might, record fierce fights as well
as peaceful dealings with the inhabitants of numerous Naga vill-
ages. These chronicles, or, as they are called, the Ahom Buranjis,
reflect events much the same as took place in other parts of the
world when warlike conquerors of higher civilization and superior
organization came into contact with an aboriginal and primitive
population.

The oldest of the reports date from the thirteenth century, when
Shukapha, the Ahom King, came with his army over the moun-
tains from Burma. Passing through the land of the Nagas, he con-
quered many villages with the greatest cruelty. ‘“A great number of
the Nagas were killed and many were made captives,”” reports the
chronicle. “Some Nagas were cut to pieces and their flesh cooked.
Then the King made a younger brother eat the cooked flesh of his
elder brother and a father of his sons. Thus Shukapha destroyed
the Naga villages™.

The Nagas did not lack the taste for a thrilling raid or the cut-
ting off of enemy heads, but they certainly did not appreciate such
refinements of Ahom civilization; in the years to come they often
stood out in open rebellion. About the year 1400, the Ahom kings,
deciding to change their tactics, invited a great number of Nagas to
a feast. During the meal the unsuspecting guests were set upon and
murdered. “Their heads were placed on a big stone in the form of
a garland.”
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This, however, did not contribute in any way to pacification
and during the fifteenth century the wars with the Nagas, and
particularly with the restless tribes of the Konyaks, became more
and more frequent. Yet there seem to have been times when the
relations between the Ahoms and Nagas were quite friendly. For,
of the visit of several Nagas to King Suchaupha, the chronicle
contains the following idyllic report: “They came to take their
presents from our King at Itanagar. The heavenly King spread
two gorgeous cloths and having seated himself thereon taught
them rules. On that day they drank with fear. The great King
drank with them with drooping head and placing one leg upon
the other.”

Traditions of the Konyak Nagas tell of an Ahom King who,
fleeing from his enemies into the hills, found refuge in the village
of Tanhai. He married the daughter of the chief, and even today
the people of Tanhai point to the stone which served the exiled
King as a seat. Apparently the cultural differences between the
Ahoms and the Nagas were not insurmountable, and the Nagas
proved more human than the proud rulers of the Ahom kingdom.

But in the hot, fertile plains of Assam, the Ahoms, like the
Kacharis before them, lapsed gradually into decadence. Fiery war-
riors turned to peaceful peasants, and their small settlements often
fell victims to the raiding Nagas from the nearby mountains. The
taking of a head from the villages of the plains became a conve-
nient habit, and one that was hard to extirpate even after the
country was taken over by the British.

The ruins of Dimapur lie quite near the railway station of
Manipur Road, and from there Mills and I took a train to Sima-
luguri, about 200 miles away. The railway runs in a north-easterly
direction along the foothills of the Naga country, and from Sima-
luguri it is two days’ march to the land of the Konyaks, where I
planned to start work. We could have reached it without leaving
the hills by taking the direct bridle-path from Kohima, but such a
trek would have taken at least twelve days.

A narrow-gauge railway connected Simaluguri with Naginimara,
and from there it was only four miles to the colliery of Borjan on
the fringe of the Konyak country. At Borjan we were welcomed
by G. Castles, the hospitable manager of the colliery, and in the
following twelve months Castles’ bungalow appeared to me the
very essence of civilization. Here—only a few days’ march from
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the villages where I slept in Naga houses or a stuffy tent, drank
coffee-coloured water, ate red sticky rice, and was devoured by
hosts of mosquitoes—was a mosquito-proof bungalow with electric:
fans, bathrooms, wireless, and good food. It required nmot a little
self-restraint to stay away, often for months at a time, but I shall
never forget Castles’ hospitality which I enjoyed on more than one
occasion.



four

Above the Clouds

Thin mist filled the forest, and the trunks of huge creeper-clad
trees rose steep and straight to their first spreading branches, and
then they faded and were lost with the leaves in the gray haze.
Heavy drops dripped from the damp foliage, sinking soundlessly
into a ground covered with rotting leaves. For hours we had
climbed through the silent forest, that seemed to grow denser and
denser, and even more luxuriant, with every step. No human axe
could have disturbed this forest for hundreds of years. Were the
mountain slopes too steep for cultivation, or did the Konyaks,
owning so much land, think it scarcely worth their while to clear
away these age-old trees? We did not pass a single field on the
whole day’s climb.

We were already high up—certainly well over 4,000 feet—and
there was still no trace of the village, when at last some men emer-
ged from the mist. Halting near a spring, they had waited for us,
and passed the time by boiling tea over a smali fire. They were
Konyaks from Wakching—Konyaks from the very village where I
wanted to work. I looked them over anxiously, wondering whether
I could succeed in making friends with them. At first sight they
seemed anything but prepossessing. Those horrible mouths! Smiles
showed double rows of coal-black teeth, lips red from chewing
betel, with pinkish saliva dripping from the corners. But the mag-
nificent orchid one young man wore in the lobe of his ear shone
as a bright star in the dark night. Can those who wear flowers in
their ears be absolutely charmless? I did know that this young
man—it was Shankok—would become my best friend. I never
found a better either among the Nagas or in Europe.

The men from Wakching offered us tea; it tasted dreadfully
bitter. But this was not really surprising, for the leaves had been
boiling in water for a long time and the beverage was now a deep
brown colour. Why did these Nagas offer us tea? I began to long
for the good Angami rice-beer. Mills chatted with the men. He
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knew some of them well, for he had been to Wakching before.
They talked fluent Assamese. This was a great advantage, for I
would have found it quite hopeless to try to learn the language of
Wakching, as well as Assamese, within a few months.

The Konyaks reached up to somewhere near Mills’ shoulder,
but their slim bodies were so beautifully proportioned that, living
alone among them, I quite forgot my first impression, and thought
.of them as quite normal-sized people. The gaonbura had donned
their red Government cloths to welcome us. They wore them with
great dignity, one end tossed carelessly over the shoulder. Under
their Government cloths they wore their everyday dress—that is,
they wore tight cane belts, or belts of the bark of the agar tree
(Aquilaria appallocha), with a small apron hanging down in front.
The small apron had developed among the Konyaks only as trade
with the inhabitants of the plains increased. But the old men of
Wakching did not hold with such new fangled fashions, and stick
to the good old custom of belt without apron. Farther in the hills,
young and old alike went about completely naked, for they still
lived in the good old times. There the Konyaks were still the
“Naked Nagas.”

When we arrived at Wakching a teasing fog blotted out all
vision. We were in the clouds, those clouds which lay only too
often like a blanket over the ridge of Wakching. Whenever there
was anything exciting to photograph, the clouds would rise from
the valleys and hang about our mountain, until my subject was
no longer exciting or there was absolutely no light left.

But on the first day of my arrival the fog showed some consi-
deration, and as we reached the inspection bungalow, standing on
-open ground a little outside the village, the clouds broke, and the
most magnificent view lay before us in the light of the evening sun.

East and south, slopes green with young rice curved into a
-deep wooded valley. It was the valley of the Sinyang River, and,
standing there, Mills made me promise never, under any circur-
stance, to cross it. For the Sinyang formed the boundary between
British India and the unadministered and partly unexplored
territory, where war and head-hunting still run rife, and across
it lay the promised land, that 1 was to look on, but not to
enter for many long months. On the crests of the mountains,
sweeping up from that valley, I could see with my naked eye
brown patches that were neighbouring villages. Beyond rose the
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peaks of a still higher range, lying not in Assam, but in Burma.
The frontier running along the Patkoi Range was of little practi-
cal importance, for on both sides extended a more or less unknown
area, and it was here that the maps showed white patches.

From the other side of the bungalow I looked over the broad
valley of the Brahmaputra to the foothills of the Himalayas. On
clear mornings their snow caps shone white against the horizon,
but it was in the evenings, after a particularly lovely day, that this
view was most beautiful. Then the setting sun would fill the whole
valley with vellow light, and the winding ribbon of the Brahma-
putra would stand out like shining gold. Long after I had left
Wakching, 1 longed for that wide untrammelled view stretching to-
all points of the compass.

When I woke up on the morning after our arrival, it seemed as
though we were on an island, or rather on one of the many islands
of an archipelago; for a white sea of fog filled the valleys and
surged round the mountain-tops, which rose sheer from the curling
waves, like the faces of huge dark cliffs. But the sun soon dissolved
the mist, as it disperses the frost on winter window-panes.

The gaonbura came to the bungalow after breakfast, and went
with us up to the village. A steep path led through a narrow belt
of trees, where green pigeons and bulbuls and the scarlet Burman
minivet nest in the high branches. If you raise your eyes from the
large smooth stones, put there to benefit the naked soles of the
Wakching people, you see on both sides little groups of curious
figures, dwarfs, they seem, with pointed caps, who almost creep
about the damp earth : conical baskets wrapped in palm leaves
stand on top of strange sandstone urns, and from large cavities
bleached human skulls grin at the passers-by. So the dead watch
in their quiet way over the life of the village, guarding the daily
comings and goings of their relatives, and receiving their own
share of food and drink during the great festivals. A few steps
farther, and we came to where the sun and the rain help to pre-
pare the body to complete nature’s cycle. Surrounded by swarms
of flies, the open coffins rested here on bamboo platforms, merci-
fully covered with a few coloured cloths such as are worn on feast
- days.

Leaving the corpse-platforms, we passed through the narrow
street of the village granaries, guardians, in more than one way,
of the village productivity. Their strong doors, with carvings of
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buffalo horns, were tightly bolted, and round stones, used to beat
open the bolts, hung in baskets near the doors. Without locks and
keys, the Nagas have hit upon this simple and ingenious device
against grain-thieves, for stealth is impossible where bolts must be
hammered open. The small veranda in front of the door is partly
protected by plaited bamboo mats, and here young lovers come at
night and spend many happy hours completely undisturbed. The
owners of the granaries welcome such guests; for are they not
ample protection—surer than any bolt—against prowling grain-
thieves? And then there is a belief that the magical current ema-
nating from human fertility benefits the seed-rice heaped in the
store baskets inside the granaries.

At the entrance of the village proper a mighty banyan tree
stretched in a wide bow over the path, its aerial roots grown anew
into the ground, forming countless pillars about the mother stem.
Connected with the men’s house by a gangway on high bamboos,
this giant tree served in former times as a village lookout. From
here sentries watched over the paths leading deep down through
the fields. No movement stirring in the country round escaped
their notice, and their warning shouts alarmed the villagers on
distant fields.

The men’s house or morung appeared, with its open front, like
the wide-open mouth of some gigantic whale; numerous carved
sticks and boards, dangling from the eaves, sounded softly as the
wind hit them one against the other. Powerful posts carried the
palm-thatched roof, and gable carvings, painted a faint red and
forming the happiest contrast against a delicate blue sky, stretched
their arms heavenwards. High up on these carved gables three
hornbills perched, as though taking the whole house under the
protection of their wings. These sacred birds, with their enormous
beaks, formed, with tigers, elephants, snakes, and humans, the
main motifs of the manifold carvings on the coloured frieze.
Differences of sex were emphasized clearly and not always with
great delicacy.

Fantastic carvings adorned the open porch of the morung—
the head and tusks of an elephant, a life-sized leopard running
head downwards, and two warriors, holding captured heads in
their hands, flanked the open doorways leading to the central
hall. Crudely painted in red, white, and black, these doorways
reminded one of an ultra-modern theatre decor. There were also



34 The Naked Nagas

couples of lovers, and if these representations were to be believed,
love among the Konyaks would appear a rather uncomfortable
and hurried affair.

A few men sat about on the open porch, plaiting baskets and
mending their fishing-nets. I suppose you would get used to rub-
bing shoulders with the tusks of an elephant, to finding yourself
slipping into the open jaws of a python after a doze in the midday
sun, or coming home late at night, perhaps a little the worse for
too much rice-beer, to discovering a prowling leopard before your
door. Our arrival caused them to droptheir work. An European in
Wakching was still a sensational event, and even Mills had not
visited the village for more than six years.

One of th¢ men had a pretty box, carved in the shape of a
human head, and Mills bought it for one rupee. The happy
owner of such unexpected wealth looked with incredulous eyes
at the silver coin that seemed tohim quite out of proportion to the
value of his little box. I decided to take advantage of this naivete,
but hardly had 1 started a systematic collection than the people
adjusted their mentality and began to ask boom-prices. The
Konyaks learnt very quickly to understand the value of money
and to think in terms of rupees instead of in terms of rice. Money
was now gradually taking the place of barter, even in trade with the
villages in the interior. Of the three articles that found their way
most swiftly into Naga culture, taking their places as though they
had always existed—money, matches, and umbrellas—the Konyaks
had acquired only two—money and matches. But no self-respecting
Angami will ever leave his village in summer without an umbrella,
and in a country with an annual rainfall of about 250 inches,
you can hardly blame him.

The Konyaks, however, are not so particular. They do not in
the least mind getting wet, for unlike the Angami, they seldom
wear clothes that are in any way damageable, and they are
philosophical enough to know that they are only really safe from
the rain and cold in their well-built houses. With their thick roofs
of palm-leaf bundles, these Konyak houses give you at once a com-
fortable impression; and there must be many a family in Europe,
crowded together in some diminutive city apartment, who would
be happy to have such a spacious dwelling. True, the insides of
the houses are dark, but probably for this reason, most of the
daily life goes on upon the open platforms at the back. From
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here you can watch the neighbours at their work and you have a
nice view over the little kitchen-gardens, with their laming red
and yellow flowers, which the boys and men, but never the girls,
like to wear in their earlobes.

These carefully fenced in little gardens are almost the only
places where one is quite safe from the innumerable black pigs.
With their squeaking offspring they roam about in and between
the houses, and walking through the village on a hot summer
afternoon, you might suppose that it is exclusively inhabited by
black pigs. They are ugly but useful animals, and do their best
to keep the village free of rubbish and refuse. At feasts they are
indispensable, and it is hard to think of a Naga ceremony without
the savoury smell of roast pork.

Narrow paths thread the thicket growing rank on all ground
not cleared for building; an abandoned house does not stand
empty long, for the jungle soon takes possession. It was a long
time before I learnt to know my way about the village, the steep
and stony paths, and the damp and overgrown ones. For two
hundred and fifty houses seemed to have been almost incon-
sequently dotted over the hill-side, with five mighty morung
protecting the entrances. Wakching was a strong village, and not
s0 long ago it stretched a war-like arm right into the Assam
plains, extorting various tributes from the helpless peasants.
Fourteen Konyak villages, some lying as much as two days’ march
distant, still paid tribute to Wakching.

When we returned to the bungalow after a whole morning’s
visit in the village, we found it surrounded by a strange crowd,
squatting on the ground and chewing betel. Their faces—they
struck me first—were covered with intertwined lines of rich blue
tattoo, like pictures I had seen of old Maori chiefs. The lines
wound in curves and twists round the eyes, nose, and mouth.
Tight cane belts pulled in waists to astonishingly small proportions.
The wasp-like waists of the early years of the century came to my
mind, and those caricatures of what seem to us ridiculous fashions.
But there was nothing ridiculous about these men. Their slim
bodies, more elegant and supple than those of the Wakching men,
were really beautiful, and even their fantastic head-dresses did not
weaken this impression. Boars’ tusks, goats’ hair dyed red, monkey
and bear fur, and great hornbill feathers were all in some way or
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other attached to the small cane hats perched on the top of their
heads. Straight black hair was tied in a firm knot at the back, and
flat pieces of wood, flying tails of goats’ hair, stuck horizontally
through the knot. Sometimes the ends of these flat pieces of wood
bore the carvings of miniature heads, and these, we were told,
tallied with the enemy heads the wearer had helped to capture.

One man, with a head-dress of a monkey skull framed in boar’s
tusks, seemed to stand out from all this motley crowd. White
conch-shells covered his ears, and antelope horns were stuck
through the lobes; he wore heavy ivory-armlets and red-cane rings.
on his arms, and his legs were encased in rings of cowrie shells and
more of the red-cane rings.

But it was his self-possession and his composure, evep more
than his head-dress and fine ornaments, that distinguislfed him
from those surrounding him. You do not expect to find such
composure among primitive tribesmen and I was rather surprised
at his obviously princely bearing. This was the chief of Sheangha,
a village lying outside British territory, who, hearing of Mills’
arrival, had come to pay him a visit. The relations between the
independent chiefs beyond the border and the officials of the
neighbouring Naga Hills district were of a rather curious kind,
depending more or less on the personality of the Deputy Com-
missioner himself. Without in any way giving up their sovereignty
in their own territory, the autocratic village chiefs sometimes
invite the “Great Sahib,” as they call the Deputy Commissioner,
to act as mediator in settling their long drawn out tribal feuds.
Mills, who for years had been Sub-divisional Officer at Moko-
chung, from where the Konyak area is administered, knew most
of the chiefs beyond the frontier personally, and he possessed
considerable influence and authority among them. But when Nagas
from across the frontier raided villages in British territory, the
Deputy Commissioner no longer acted merely as mediator. He
usually called the offender quickly to account, and even undertook
punitive expeditions against unruly villages when he considered it
necessary. However such actions were extremely rare, for the
chiefs usually knew just how far they could go.

The appearance of the chief of Sheangha, and the deference
with which his followers and even the Wakching men treated
him, were quite different from anything I had hitherto experienced
in the Naga Hills. The autocratic chiefs or Angs of the Konyaks.
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hold a unique position in these hills. They are the undisputed
rulers in their own villages and all the villages under their over-
lordship. Their person is sacred, and no commoner ever approaches
them upright. The servants of the Ang of Sheangha crouched
every time they had to pass him and literally crept to their
master when they offered him betel.

The Ang of Sheangha brought Mills a goat as a gift of wel-
come, and Mills entertained him and his suite with a few cups of
rum. I gave them several packets of cigarettes, and then they
went happily home. Curiously enough, even those Konyaks who
are only used to chewing their own rough, home-grown tobacco,
greatly value cigarettes when they are offered to them.

Many other people from across the frontier had come to welcome
Mills, but the powerful Ang of the nearby village of Chui sent his
excuses. He could not spend the night in Wakching, he said, as there
was dysentery in the village, and to sleep in the huts near the
bungalow where our servants put up was beneath his dignity. But
the youths bringing this message proudly wore the fresh tattoo
of head-hunters on the forehead and cheeks. Was it entirely on
account of the dysentery that the Ang of Chui would not come to
greet Mills? No. Chui had recently taken a head from Totok. Both
Chui and Totok are clearly visible from Wakching. Lying a short
distance from one another on two neighbouring mountains, they
had been at war for many years. This feud taking place just outside
British territory, but involving on more than one occasion people
from administered villages, had long been a cause of anxiety to the
Sub-divisional Officer at Mokokchung.

The next day we visited the small village of Shiong. Though lying
with its fifty houses hardly one hour’s march away, it is astonish-
ingly different from Wakching. Even the languages of the two
villages have little resemblance; most of the men comprehend their
neighbour’s speech quite well, but the women, who do not go about
very much, cannot understand each other at all. A very intelligent
Wakching boy, whose mother came from Shiong, told me that,
whereas he could speak a little Assamese, he could not say a single
word to his mother’s relations. This difference in language was not,
as I ascertained later, restricted only to the vocabulary, but applied
also to the phonetic system. 1f you go a few miles farther, you come
to Tanhai, where the people speak yet another language, and on a
two days’ march you can easily pass through four distinct language-
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areas. It was well that we took three Konyak dobashi with us, for
they had to translate the language in question into the usual Naga
Assamese. Talking among themselves, each of the three spoke his
own language, the others understanding, but not being able to
speak it without difficulty.

Yes, Shiong is very different from Wakching. The men tattoo
their faces and wear the same coiffure that we had so much admired
on the Sheangha men. Long, luxuriant hair is their pride, but the
Wakching men, far from envying long hair, cut their own short,
and are not impressed with their neighbour’s hairdress. Nor are
they impressed with the dress of their neighbour’s womenfolk. Quite
on the contrary, the fashion of the fair sex of Shiong is a source of
continual hilarity to the men of Wakching. For the skirt of a Shiong
belle is little more than a hand’s width, while a respectable Wak-
ching woman wears this only piece of clothing at least two or three
hands wide. Can you wonder that the Wakching boys make fun of
the “naked” girls of Shiong? But their scorn is due not to moral
indignation but to the feeling that these girls, through their naked-
ness, are deprived of all erotic attraction. To run about in a skirt
that excites no curiosity, so “that no man wants to look at them”
—isn’t that a shame?

I must admit that I could never share the opinion of my Wak-
ching friends. For me the missing width of skirt did not lessen the
charm of the Shiong girls. Climbing up the steep mountain with
their high loads of fire-wood, their lithe, elastic bodies seemed
immensely more beautiful than the figures on many a fashionable
bathing-beach. I never saw a fat Konyak woman; even after in-
numerable pregnancies they preserve the slimness of youth in some
miraculous way, and you are spared the sight of those pendulous
breasts which are so frequent among other races.

In Shiong we were first entertained in the house of Ahon. He was.
an old friend of Mills and only too pleased to see him again, his.
whole household assembled to welcome us, and the hostess never
allowed our rice-beer mugs to stand empty. I am afraid, however,
that, fresh from the over-anxious atmosphere of Europe, I could
not help feeling that it was just the hostess that presented one of
the drawbacks to that otherwise well-assorted household—for the
hostess was a leper. Ahon, too, must have come to the conclusion
that in the long run a wife with leprosy is not very pleasant, for
he had married a second wife, his first wife’s cousin, and they had
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seven children. But the first wife—the leper—continued to live
in the house, attending to her duties as best she could. And as she
had not so far infected any of the members of the family, my pre-
judice against leprosy was somewhat appeased. Even in Wakching,
where there were only four lepers, the people could not make up
their minds either to isolate or to settle them outside the village.
The kind-hearted Konyaks refused to exile poor, sick members of
the community. “After all, they are our brothers,”” I often heard
them say. ‘“How should we chase them out of the village ?° Yet
they were fully aware that this “evil illness,” as they call leprosy,
was contagious.

But leper-wife or no leper-wife, I had to make friends with

Ahon. He had once szrved the Governm:nt as a dobashi, and
knew the country beyond the frontier as well as his own home.
He was an excellent informant not only on the customs of Shiong,
but also on those of Chui. For Chui was his home village, and
and he had only been forced to leave it wh2n he came into con-
flict with the autocratic chief. By serving the Government, and
through his numerous connexions with the neighbouring villages,
he had gradually made his fortune and his influence surpassed that
of many smaller Angs. But in his heart he still hated all chiefs,
and even in Shiong, where he lived quite peacefully, he was on
very strained terms with the Ang, a cousin and vassal of the great
Ang of Chui.
. Ahon loved to tell stories of the less glorious deeds and fates of
the Great Angs. He would spend hours relating how the Ang of
such and such a village committed such and such dastardly deeds—
all typical of Angs in general. One day, walking along the path to
Tanhai, he recounted with great relish the story of the quarrels for
the throne of Hangnyu, a village about sixteen miles north-east of
Wakching.

It appears that twenty years ago the old Ang of Hangnyu died,
and his two sons and his brother quarrelled over the succession.
By right, his eldest son Auwang should have become Ang, but he
was so young that his uncle hoped to supersede him. Time is not
very important in Konyak villages, and the quarrel dragged on for
some time, until the old men of Hangnyu, growing restless, sent a
message to the powerful Ang of Chui, asking him to send one of
his brothers as Ang to Hangnyu. In itself this would have been
nothing unusual, for just as the Balkan countries received their
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dynasties from the other royal houses of Europe, so the Konyaks
often “called” their Angs from other villages. But the Ang of
Chui, realizing that he could only aggravate the situation, refused
the offer: the ruling house of Hangnyu was not yet extinct, he
said, and there still remained two pretenders to the throne. But
the people Hangnyu, anxious to set their affairs in order, sent a
message to the Ang of Pomau, who, not so wise as the Ang of
Chui, sent his ambitious brother Kiwang to accept the throne of
Hangnyu.

At first all went well with the village of Hangnyu and its Ang
Kiwang; he succeeded in defeating the hostile village of Tang, and
quite a number of heads were captured. But not many years had
passed before misfortune followed misfortune. Kiwang’s wife, of
the chiefly house of Mon, died, and soon her only son followed
her. And though Kiwang had numerous other children in the dark
rooms of his long house, none of those sons could ever succeed
him on the throne of Hangnyu, for their mothers were commoners,
and the pure blood of the chiefs did not flow in their veins. Then
several bad harvests shrunk the wealth of the village so much
that Kiwang often found difficulty in providing the necessary
number of buffaloes and pigs for the Spring Festival, and Tang,
reversing the fortunes of war, attacked a party of Hangnyu people
out fishing and captured no less than nine heads on a single day.

The villagers—rather unjustly, I thought—held Kiwang respon-
sible for all these misfortunes, and the now grown-up sons of the
old chief only further embarrassed his position. Day by day the
resistance to his power grew; his orders were ignored, only scanty
tribute was paid, and his fields were neglected by his unwilling
subjects. Finally the chief’s sons, confirming his disgrace, publicly
and ostentatiously ate the right hind leg of a buffalo sacrificed at
the rebuilding of a morung—by right the share of the Ang.

Kiwang knew that his days in Hangnyu were numbered and he
secretly sent messengers to his brother, the Ang of Pomau. But
how could Ato, the mighty lord of Pomau, appreciate the prospect
of Kiwang’s resignation? Would it not mean a loss of prestige for
his whole house? His advice was not to precipitate matters. For
though he could not openly interfere, he would invite the arrogant
young Angs to a feast in Pomau and murder them. The plot was
betrayed, however, and only one of the young Angs, Lowang,
accepted the invitation. He arrived with an enormous escort of
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warriors, and thev took great care never to let their weapons out
of their hands. With icy politeness Lowang thanked Ato for his
lavish feast and returned to Hangnyu, where he and his brother
immediately dethroned and banished Kiwang.

But the story did not end here, for many followers and servants
had come to Hangnyu with Kiwang. They had built houses and
acquired fields in Hangnyu, and their sons and daughters had
grown up and found mates in Hangnyu. Were they now to
return landless to Pomau? No, they had become Hangnyu people,
and Hangnyu people they wanted to remain. “Well, if you are
Hangnyu men, why don’t you fetch us a few heads from Pomau?”
Mockingly the words had been said, but four of Kiwang’s one-
time followers took them all too seriously.

They crept into Pomau on a moonless night and cut off the heads
-of an unsuspecting sleeping couple. Unfortunately the deed was
immediately discovered, and the Pomau warriors took up the pur-
suit of the raiders. Only one escaped, two were overtaken and put
to death, and the fourth man, fleeing into the forest, climbed a
tree, hoping to put his pursuers off the scent. In the morning the
warriors found him. They surrounded the tree and held council.
But the case was a difficult one. Under cover of darkness, and
ignorant of their identity, they had killed two murderers; but now
the light of day revealed with whom they had to deal, and though
the crime, violating the most sacred bonds of the village commu-
mity, had to be punished, their hands were tied, tied by the strictest
of all taboos, which forbids the shedding of a relative’s blood.
There was only one way to end the ghastly unprecedented situation:
the Ang himself must intervene, for he stood above all taboos, and
'was so filled with magical power that nothing, not even the Kkilling
-of a man of his own village, could harm him. So the old Ang Ato
-climbed a neighbouring tree, and, taking his muzzle-loader shot
the offender. Auwang ascended the throne of his father, and still
ruled in Hangnyu.

Mills was to try a case while he was in the Konyak country. It
concerned the taking of heads, and since Konyak villages inside
British territory, as well as villages across the border, were invol-
ved, Mills had decided to save the people the long march to Wak-
ching and to hold the court at Tanhai. We started early in the
morning. The path, soaked by the night’s rain, led first through a
belt of forest, and then down over slippery steps cut into the ground,
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and finally through high grass and bush. On the boundary of the
Wakching land, we found two crossed reeds blocking the path. The
men of Sheangha had set them up. Returning from Wakching twa
days before, they had thought to foil the following spirits of
disease, when they left the land of the infected village, by crawling
through the arch.

The house of the Ang stood in the centre of the village of
Tanhai. It was a long, low building, divided into numerous
small rooms. At the back, and partly covered by the roof, a
platform was built out over the slope. Generally, the women
used to spin and weave, clean taro, and spread the drying rice
on this platform; but now it was transformed, for the “Great
Sahib,” lord over 178,000 Nagas, was to hold his court here,
question his witnesses, and pass his judgement. It was a very
important day for Tanhai.

The case Mills had to try was a difficult one. A woman of Chen,
a village lying in unadministered country, had lost her head. So-
far it was simple and the men of Sheangha, a colony of the great
Sheangha, admitted the capture of the head. They said that they
wished to send it as a present to the Ang of Mon, for the Ang of
Mon had recently had much misfortune. He had lost his house
and the whole of his collection of more than a hundred heads by
fire. But the hostile village of Tang lay on the path between
Sheangha and Mon. Sheangha gave this reason for employing two-
youths of Hungphoi to convey their gift. Hungphoi was friendly
with Mon and it was friendly with Tang; and besides, Hungphoi.
lay in administered country, which more or less guaranteed a
safe conduct to the youths in the neighbouring independent.
villages. According to the boys’ story, they had done nothing
but carry the head from Sheangha to Mon, this undertaking.
alone entitling them to the face-tattoo in whose new splendour they
obviously gloried.

The trial proceeded in the most friendly fashion. It was rather
like an informal gathering on the side of the fields, when you stop:
to discuss the state of the rice-harvest. Defendants, witnesses,.
dobashi, and spectators all squatted in front of us, arms resting on
drawn-up knees and mouths casually chewing betel. Some of them.
had dressed up for the occasion, and had wrapped themselves in.
embroidered cloths, but the majority of the men wore only cane
belts, with the little apron hanging down in front. Women and.
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children assembled in the background, only too eager to enjoy the
unique sensation of the Great Sahib’s visit,

The accused Hungphoi youths came in leisurely—they were not
led in by force; indeed, they had come quite voluntarily, and even
Sheangha, lying outside the proper jurisdiction of the Deputy
Commissioner, had sent representatives. The dobashi, Ahon of
Shiong and Chingai of Oting, translated the evidence from the
various tongues into Assamese—inevitably adding their own opi-
nion to every testimony. Of course two dobashi mean the possibi-
lity of two different opinions, and this is just what happened. The
two dobashi disagreed on the most crucial point. There was a sus-
picion that the two heroes of Hungphoi were not so blameless as
they made out; that they had not only conveyed the strange pre-
sent to the Ang of Mon, but had had a hand—perhaps more than
a hand—in the capture of the head. This was Ahon’s opinion. He
explained that the fresh tattoo, covering not only the face but ex-
tending in a lace-work pattern down the neck, was clear proof of’
their active participation in the deed.

Chingai, apparently trying to exonerate the Hungphoi men, pre-
tended that the mere touching of a newly captured head entitled
the wearer to this extensive tattoo.

The intricacies of the case seemed hopeless, for with the experts.
disagreeing there was no way of ascertaining the exact meaning of
the disputed tattoo. In the end Mills, adopting Chingai’s view,
condemned the Hungphoi boys for the admitted transfer of a head-
hunting trophy. Hungphoi was fined two mithans, for the village
as a whole and not the individual has to pay such fines. Mills also
fined Sheangha one mithan for involving British subjects in their
own head-hunting raids.

The mithan or gayal which plays so important a role among the
Nagas is a species of cattle, black-brown in colour with white
stockings and sometimes a white mark on the forehead. In the
Dafla and Abor country you find piebald and even entirely white
mithan, but I have never seen such an animal in the Naga Hills.
Like the Nagas’ buffaloes, the mithan wander about the jungle in
a half-wild condition, their owners feeding them only occasionally
with salt. Neither mithan nor buffaloes were milked or in any way
used for work, and however well-stocked a Naga village was with
cattle, you could not get a drop of milk. Indeed when I brought a
cow and her calf from the plains, the Konyaks expressed the greatest
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horror at the idea of drinking an animal’s milk.

The trial ended with Hungphoi and Sheangha both promising
to pay the imposed fine of mithan, and the youthful offenders
went back to their villages unscathed. We returned to Wakching,
climbing up the 1,500 feet in a most oppressive heat. Mills had now
finished his work, and he decided to return by way of Mokokchung
to Kohima. I wanted to accompany him as far as Mokokchung,
for the path from Wakching passes through the country of the
Aos, and I thought it would be a good opportunity to get to know
these southern neighbours of the Konyaks.

It was drizzling with rain when, early next morning, we walked
over the ridge to the neighbouring village of Wanching, and then
climbed down innumerable stone steps on the southern side of the
mountain. Here, on a stone by the path, we found the claws of a
Chinese pangolin, and the dobashi told us that, according to a
Konyak belief the scratching of the skin with such ant-eater claws
soothes the inflammation caused by the touch of hairy centipedes.
Some Konyak must have killed a pangolin, and altruistically left
two of the claws in this conspicuous place.

In the forest, only a little below the fields of Wanching, we came
upon mounds of giant droppings sprawling over the path. Wild
elephants! The Konyaks do not like it when the elephants come
up so high, for they are apt to do much damage to the crops.

Deep down in the stuffy, jungle-filled valley we crossed the
Dikhu River. Its flooded, coffee-brown waters, carrying broken
branches and whole uprooted trees, surged and gurgled between
its banks. High above, a delicate cane bridge spanned the turbu-
lent waters. Suspended by numerous cane ropes from the branches
of the high trees on either bank, it seemed as fragile as any flutter-
ing spider’s web spun overnight between two bushes. Three or
four rows of bamboos formed a floor, and a fairly high, plaited
railing provided a certain security, once you had embarked on this
swaying journey. How thankful I was to reach the other side, and
after what seemed an interminable time, to climb down the ladder
on to firm ground! Yet our heavily burdened porters seemed un-
concerned and quite at ease.

That evening we reached Tamlu, a Konyak village lying about
3,000 feet above sea level on a ridge that rises from the Dikhu
valley. Two different languages are spoken in this village; two of
the three morung speak a language particular to Tamlu, while the
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people of the third morung, whose ancestors immigrated from
Tanhai only a few generations ago, speak quite a different langu-
age. There was difficulty at first, the people told us, but now
the villagers have learnt to understand each other. Recently the
linguistic divergency was complicated by a religious controversy.
Tamlu and the neighbouring Kanching are the only Konyak vil-
lages where the American Baptist Mission had gained a footing. 1
was to see and hear more of its activity in the land of the Aos.
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Heathens and Baptists

The bachelors’ hall overlooking the Ao village of Chantongia
was a depressing sight. Rain dripped through holes in the roof,
-and the rooms once used as dormitories by the youths of the
village now stood empty and deserted. Like some huge antediluvian
monster, the gigantic log-drum lay in the centre, filling more than
half of the building. Would its powerful voice ever resound again
over the hills? The radiant crowd that dragged it into the village
with solemn songs and joyous cheering belongs to the past! Gone
are the merry feasts, when young and old alike assembled in the
morung round the great pots of sweet rice-beer. Gone are those
.days, perhaps never to return.

A bell rang, feebly and tinnily, and the sound of singing rose in
our ears. Were these Naga voices? It sounded like a hymn or a
chapel-chant—or perhaps not quite like either. This singing was
entirely different from Naga music, the melodies were not in har-
mony with Naga expression—as discordant as the ugly tin-roofed
chapel amidst the palm thatches of the village houses.

People with serious faces came out of the chapel. There was the
“pastor”, a skinny young man in khaki shorts, and a mauve coat.
Some of his flock had also adopted shorts, but the rest of the
community were content to emphasize their allegiance to the new
doctrine by wearing plain dark-blue cloths, while the women wore
white blouses, imported from the plains, with their Naga skirts.
The Aos’ most cherished and valued possessions, the pride of
generations, lay unheeded and scattered in the jungle—ivory arm-
lets, necklaces of boars’ tusks, cowrie shells, head-dresses and
baldrics, and artistically woven coloured cloths, all discarded be-
-cause they belong to the old times.

I asked the “pastor” why the bachelors’ halls were no longer
used.

“How could a Christian boy sleep in these houses of the heathen?”’
was his answer. “To use them would be against our rules.”
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In the past the older boys and girls were not allowed to sleep
in the houses of their parents, lest it led to incest, but the mis-
Sionaries encouraged their converts to disregard tribal laws and
customs even in spheres not directly connected with religion. The
bachelors’ hall is an institution much like the English public
school. One may agree or disagree with the principle of giving
boys a training in community spirit outside the individual family,
but there can be no question that the morung was one of the main
pillars of the Aos’ social order. The bachelors’ hall was the social
centre of the village, the age groups of the morung were the
natural labour teams for every public work, and the rights and
obligations of every member of the community were regulated by
his place in the age-group system.

Similarly, the Feasts of Merit, forbidden by the missionaries,
fulfilled an extremely important social and economic function.
To rise in the social scale an Ao had to give a series of feasts,
defined by custom in every detail and necessitating the expenditure
of large quantities of food stuff. For among the Aos a man did
not gain social prestige by merely possessing wealth, but only by
spending it for the benefit of the community. The ambition to out
do their neighbours in the giving of Feasts of Merit stimulated the
rich to produce rice beyond the requirements of their household
and to rear mithan, buffaloes and pigs for slaughter.

Social prestige was not their only reward. With every feast they
acquired the right to increased shares of meat whenever another
villager gave a Feast of Merit. This system of reciprocal gifts made
for the smooth distribution of perishable food. In a country where
effective preservation of meat is unknown, any individual house-
hold slaughtering a mithan or a pig would suffer considerable loss
unless there existed an organization of exchanging surplus meat
for shares in animals to be slaughtered in the future by other
villagers. The Feasts of Merit with their slaughter and distribution
of animals provided such an organization and were thus the very
opposite of a thoughtless squandering of wealth. But they did
more than this. The wealth of the ambitious was employed to
provide food and enjoyment for the less prosperous members of
the community, for at a Feast of Merit there was meat, rice
and rice-beer for every man, woman and child 1in the village.

In Christian villages the rich, free of traditional obligations
towards their neighbours and forbidden to perform Feasts of
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Merit, tend to hoard their rice or to sell it to the highest bidder.
With the community spirit broken, individualism begins to assert
itself, and the Western idea of pride in the possession of goods,
fostered probably quite unconsciously by the missionaries, replaces
the Ao’s traditional pride in the lavish expenditure of his wealth.
- The mission objects to the Feasts of Merit presumably because
the animals consumed in their course are not just slaughtered but
sacrificed with appropriate invocations of the spirits. Yet one
would think that with a little trouble an institution of an essentially
social and economic character could have been remodelled so as
to be compatible with Christian tenets. Were such adjustments
impossible, Europe would have long lost all its folk festivals and
the Christmas tree would long ago have been condemned as a
pagan symbol.

One of the main obstacles to any participation of Christians in
village feasts is the American Baptist Misssion’s rigid enforcement
of teetotalism. To the Ao a feast without rice-beer is unthinkable,
for what wine is to the Italian and whisky to the Scotsman, rice-
beer is to the Naga. It refreshes him on hot days, encourages him
to carry the heavy harvest baskets many hundreds of feet up the
steep mountains to the village, loosens his tongue, and makes
him merry when, on feast days, he sits with his friends round the
fire. But he has to forswear it directly he is baptized. Drinkers of
rice-beer, the Baptists teach, will burn in hell fire for ever, and the
Naga not knowing that since the oldest times wine and beer have
been drunk throughout Christendom, eschews his cherished
national drink. But although the spirit is willing, the flesh is
often weak, and not all converts find it easy to remain true to
their resolution; many drink secretly and with a bad conscience.

As a substitute for rice-beer the Mission has introduced tea,
which drunk without milk is greatly inferior in nutritive value.
Its other disadvantage is that it has to be bought for hard cash,
whereas rice-beer is brewed at home from surplus rice. Since there
is no market for the coarse rice grown on the Aos’ jhum fields,
this change-over lessens the Nagas economic self sufficiency. I have
often wondered how Christian Nagas are supposed to obtain the
many foreign goods for which the Mission has given them a taste.
Shorts and shirts, the blouses of women, tea, sugar and many
novel household goods have all to be imported and while the
Mission was certainly pouring a good deal of money into the
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country and the pay of pastors and teachers as well as many gifts
to converts accounted for most foreign articles, the economy of
the Christian Nagas could not very well be permanently based
on such outside support. But it does not seem that the Mission
had any clear plan of how to restore the disturbed balance
of the Aos’ economy. I never heard of any new industries started
in Christian villages, or indeed of the introduction of improved
agricultural methods which would enable the Nagas to produce
for sale and thus obtain the money necessary to satisfy their new
wants. In these villages the hard toil on the fields remained, while
much of the bright side of village-life, the great annual feasts, the
dancing and singing, the happy community life in the morung and
last but not least the gay parties round pots of sparkling rice-beer
had disappeared. No longer did the ambition to entertain friends
and neighbours at elaborate feasts to gain the right to the wearing
of magnificent ornaments and to rise to prominence in the council
of elders, lend zest to the growing of rice. Village life, shorn of
its colour and entertainments had become monotonous, and all
the teaching the Mission provided pointed to a wider, and in the
eyes of the young convert, a more desirable world. Seeing his own
customs condemned by the missionaries, he learnt to despise his
QWfl tribe and cultural inheritance. Christianity and Naga culture
seemed to him opposite poles, and on the side of the missionaries
there had indeed been few attempts to bring the two into harmony
and build on that which was valuable in tribal life.

Nothing shows this disparity more clearly than the churches
you find in Ao villages. Most of them are low, square, tinroofed
buildings, the interior resembling an empty school room and the
walls hung with crude colour prints of scenes from the Old Testa-
ment. Scenes which can mean singularly little to the average
Naga. There may be some window panes of green and red glass,
but next to nothing in such a church is made by Nagas. Yet there
seems to be no reason why the churches of Aos should not be
decorated with their own traditional wood carvings. Just as media-
eval craftsmen decorated Gothic cathedrals with fabulous animals,
gargoyles and demons, so the expert wood-carvers among the
Aos might be employed with advantage in building their houses

of worship. In time new motifs could take the place of horn-
bills, monkeys and tigers, and a church containing the works of
local artists would undoubtedly lie closer to the hearts of the
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community than one adorned with foreign colour prints.

As it is, the Aos’ highly developed art of wood carving is in
danger of extinction. The high reliefs and carved figures in the
bachelors’ halls and on the houses of the donors of Feasts of
Merit were the main works of the craftsmen, but with the dis-
appearance of morung and the ban on Feasts of Merit, there is
neither incentive nor scope for the Naga sculptor.

In the villages 1 visited with Mills, the mission had then not
won a complete victory, and many Aos persevered in their tradi-
tional faith. Curiously enough they showed on the whole far more
tolerance than some of their Christian neighbours. I never heard
that “heathens’ had damaged a church or disturbed a service.
But unfortunately the Baptists were less tactful, and only too
often hurt the feelings of their fellow-villagers by cutting down
their sacred trees and desecrating the spirit-stones. And under
the pretext that they had nothing to do with the old customs,
they sometimes even refused to collaborate in the purely worldly
affairs of the village.

Undoubtedly there must have been Nagas who embraced the
Christian faith because they were impressed by its lofty ideals and
seriously convinced of its truth. But for many the adoption of
Christianity, of which they had only a vague comprehension, was
little more than the transition from one system of taboos and rites
to another.

Government officials and missionaries took unfortunately exactly
opposite views on what was good for the Nagas, and a great deal
of confusion must have been caused in the minds of the tribesmen
if one Sahib praised their morung as the most excellent institution
and the other decried it as an invention of evil spirits. Govern-
ment’s policy had been to avoid any sudden disruption of Naga
culture, respect tribal custom wherever it did not prejudice the
maintenance of law and order, and tamper as little as possible with
the old village-organization. The ousting of the products of village
crafts by foreign imports was discouraged, and Government inter-
preters were indeed forbidden to wear western dress. With their
land closed to traders, money-lenders and land-hungry settlers from
the plains, the Nagas had been saved from the exploitation which
has caused the ruin of so many aboriginal tribes in other parts of
India. Respect for the old order, however, did not mean a policy
of laissez faire. The Naga had been given security, cheap and
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effective justice within the spirit of the tribal law, hospitals and
dispensaries, a good many schools and improved communications—
not, it is true, motor roads but good bridle paths with bridges
crossing all major streams.

It is a pity that the American Baptist Mission had little sym-
pathy with the aims of the Government and even less appreciation
for the valuable elements of Naga culture. Many of its aspects
conflict in no way with the principles of Christianity, and 1 believe
that even some of the old feasts and ceremonies—certainly the
agricultural festivals—could have been adapted to the new faith,
given a new meaning and retained by the Christian communities.
Where the Ao prays to a supreme deity who sends him happiness
and misfortune and watches over the doings of men, an appro-
priate Christian prayer might have been substituted and there
seems to be no reason why at the first sowing or at harvest the
Ao Christian should not pray for the prosperity of his crops.
No one will question the good faith and admirable enthusiasm of
the missionaries. They were doing great work in the medical field
and made thousands of Naga children literate. But it may be that
with a little more understanding and sympathy for Naga culture
they might have brought more happiness to their flock and avoided
many of the more unfortunate results of a sudden clash of
cultures.

At Mokokchung, a large Ao village and headquarters of a Sub-
division, came the parting of the ways. Mills went on to Kohima,
while 1 returned to the Konyak country. It was a strange moment
half of regret at leaving Mills and half of excitement at being on
my own in a new field, when in pouring rain I left Mokokchung
with Nlamo, Tsampio and a few porters. Before me lay my life
with the Nagas.

Several days later we made our way from Chantongia to
Merangkong. The sun blazed down from a deep blue sky and the
air was filled with the shrill buzzing of the cicadas and the yelling
of gibbons from the jungle in the valley—sounding sometimes
like the barking of dogs and sometimes almost like human voices.
Birds twittered and rioted in the branches. The Burman minivet
was the most beautiful. The cock scarlet with black wings, the
female lemon-yellow and black. They did not seem to mind our
coming, and let us approach within a few steps before fluttering
unconcernedly to a higher branch.
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The village of Merangkong, with its three rows of houses,
one on top of the other, presented on entirely regular front;
seen at a distance it seemed like an enormous hotel looking over
the valley. When still a mile or two from the village, we met a
group of young men hurrying down the hills, with long bamboos
over their shoulders. They told us excitedly that the whole village
was out to ring a tiger, that the bamboos were to build the
fence against which the tiger was to be driven. In a valley
far below the path we could see crowds of men surrounding a
patch of steep, sloping jungle; they were building a stockade on
the lowest edge. There was so much noise and clamour that I
doubted whether the tiger could really be in this piece of jungle,
but the Merangkong boys allayed my doubts, and assured us that
the tracks clearly led to it, but not out of it.

The spectacle of ringing a tiger was not to be missed. I hurried
towards the village. I swallowed a few mouthfuls of food and
hastily searched my luggage for my small revolver, the only fire-
arm I had with me, since I had left my gun at Wakching. I had
no illusions as to how much harm my revolver could do to a tiger,
but perhaps I had a naive idea, and not a very altruistic one, that,
if the worst came to the worst, I could with a few shots divert
the tiger from myself to the men alongside, who would be armed at
any rate with shields and spears. After all, it was their tiger.

On my way to the jungle I passed groups of boys cutting
bamboos and carrying them down to the fence. The piece of
jungle to be ringed was surrounded by much activity, and at
the lower end, where a small brook trickled through a ravine,
a high bamboo stockade had been erected. Funnel-shaped, its
wings ran up the slope into the jungle. Young men climbed
about on this stockade, strengthening, stiffening, and tying
together the individual bamboos, while the warriors. of the village,
armed with spears and shields, had ranged themselves behind
the two wings. The old men and the boys ringed in the upper
part of the jungle. Tigers apparently always attack downbhill.
None of the men had firearms; spears, dao, and high, plaited
shields were their only weapons. Some of the older men had given
themselves a most terror-inspiring look by wearing head-dresses
of bear’s skin and various other hunting trophies. Cheek-straps
set with tiger claws showed that they had already bagged many a
tiger.
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When the stockade was ready, I climbed the swaying structure
and found myself about eighteen feet above the ground; under my
weight the bamboos bent towards the centre of the ring in a most
frightening way. The tiger was to be driven against the stockade
and speared, or at least I hoped so, practically beneath me, by the
men ranged up behind the fence. With one hand I grasped an
unsteady bamboo, with the other I gripped my camera, fitted with
a telescopic lense. I wanted a close-up of the tiger actually being
killed by the Aos.

The ringing of the tiger began, and with every minute the tension
grew, as the boys and old men came yelling down the slope. Fero-
ciously they cut down the jungle, and we expected any moment to
see the tiger fleeing before the noise and the breaking branches to-
wards the stockade. The warriors stiffened and waited, spears poised.
Endless minutes passed—but no tiger came. My perch on the
bamboo stockade was not exactly comfortable. Gradually it be-
came evident that there was no tiger in this thicket. He must have
saved himself long before that empty piece of jungle had been
ringed. All that trouble ! And all those precious bamboos wasted !

In every civilized country the cheated hunters would have vented
their disappointment with loud words of anger, and each would
have reproached the other for the failure. It must have been some
one’s idea, after all, that the tiger, having killed a cow, was licking
his chops in that particular piece of jungle, and that some one was
therefore responsible for a whole day’s lost labour. But it did not
occur to the Nagas to reproach each other. They did the only pos-
sible thing under such circumstances: they laughed heartily over
their own misfortune.

“Isn’t it funny, Sahib? We all went out with spears and shields,
and now there is no tiger ! Well, today he was more clever than
we, but another time we will get him, all the same !”’

The rice-beer held in readiness to celebrate the killing of a tiger
tasted just as good as consolation for an unsuccessful hunt, and
after hours on that bamboo stockade in the blazing sun it was
pleasant to rest in one of the airy Ao houses. Several men invited
me to have a drink with them, and, anxious not to offend, I made
at first a sober, and later a slightly tottering, round of the village.
Nowhere will you find better rice-beer than in Merangkong; it is
clear and sweet and frothy, like champagne.

Eventually I visited the house of a famous old man called Sak-
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chimtuba. In his youth he had taken part in many a head-hunting
raid, and once he had even crossed the Dikhu and raided Wak-
ching. But when he began to take heads from the neighbouring
village of Tamlu, nine Konyak villages formed an alliance against
the truculent Merangkong and took a dreadful revenge.

Dusk had come, and the women of the house returned from the
fields. They sat down among the men without the slightest shyness.
Young Ao girls are pretty creatures, with soft, happy faces, and
such light skins that you often sece the red blood showing on their
cheeks. Tastes differ, however, and when, many months later, I
pointed out a particularly lovely Ao girl to the Konyak dobashi
Chingai, he showed little enthusiasm and remarked that her lips
were too pale. Compared to the lips of Konyak women, scarlet
from betel, her mouth did indeed appear pale, and I am afraid
that as long as lipsticks do not find their way into the Naga Hills,
the Aos will have to forego the favours of their Konyak neigh-
bours. I don’t suppose they really mind, for the blackened teeth
of the Konyaks must be anything but attractive to girls used to the
magnificent white teeth of their own men folk.

I thanked my hosts for the delicious rice-beer by offering them
cigarettes, which were much appreciated even by the ladies; and
as it so often happens when alcohol inspires the mind, our con-
versation turned to supernatural things. I welcomed this turn, for
I wanted to clarify a doubt about the deities of the Aos. The old
men were delighted to find a white man who took an interest in
their beliefs instead of decrying all their old gods as evil spirits.

“Why should we not pray to Lunkizungba?’’ wondered Sakchim-
tuba. “Is not he lord over all? Even our life belongs to him.”

“But when you invoke him, does he really help?’ I asked care-
fully.

“Certainly, Sahib; he sees all and helps everybody. If we ask
something of him, we receive it. Of course,’”” he added with a smile,
“we cannot become rich when we want.”

“You say that Lunkizungba is the lord over all, but in Chan-
tongia the people told me that they prayed to Lichaba at their
sacrifices.”

“Oh yes, Lichaba! We, too, give him offerings. He made the
earth. But first we always call Lunkizungba, for he was there first.
He is like the wind, and he made the sky. Also the sun and the
moon he made—only afterwards Lichaba made the earth. But it



Heathens and Baptists 55

was Lunkizungba who made men, therefore we belong to him.”

“Well, then Lunkizungba is certainly greater than Lichaba. But
do you know how he made man?”

“No, Sahib, how shall we know that? It was a long time ago,
and the people have always said only that it was Lunkizungba who
made man.”

“And when a man dies, what do you believe happens to him 7’

“The dead—they go to a distant land. At its entrance Moyot-
sung keep guards. He leads the men who have lived a good life in-
to a good village, but thieves and murderers he sends to a bad
place. Men are afraid of him, and therefore they try to be good.”

Sakchimtuba became pensive and was silent for a while; then,
as with a sudden resolution, he turned again to me and asked
almost timidly :

“Sahib, I should like to ask you something. The white men say
that Lunkizungba is an evil spirit to whom we should not pray,
they say that all who do not believe what they believe are cast into
a great fire. I had a wife—she was a good woman and gave me
many children, never did she stop working. Then she died—it must
have been five years ago. Do you think, Sahib, that she, too, was
thrown into a fire? Our fathers, who all sacrificed to Lunkizungba,
have they all been thrown into the fire?”

“No, Sakchimtuba, you must not worry about your wife. I am
sure that she went to the same place where all honest people go.
Lunkizungba is the same as the God of the Christians; only the
names are different. But Lunkizungba, who knows everything,
does not care about the name we give him. He looks after you,
and he is looking after your wife in the land of the dead, where
you will meet her again.”



six

Death in the Rains

I returned to Wakching and settled down to my work among the
Konyaks and to the incessant boredom of rain, rain, rain. For
days and days it would pour down in dreary sheets, and then, with-
out any warning, the wind would rush up the valley and the rain
would rattle down on the tinroof of my bungalow. To live in a tent
in this weather would have been hell, and I fully understood why
Mills had warned me against touring before the end of September.
As long as there is an average rainfall of one inch a day, when you
often do not see the sun for three or four days at a time, there is
little to be done but stay where you have a solid roof over your head.

There I sat in the rain, not making nearly as much progress
with my work as I had hoped. At the beginning everything had
been promising, for then I was still a novelty to the people, and
the gaonbura sacrificed many an hour to answer my first questions.
But my Assamese was still meagre, and most conversations had to
be carried on with Nlamo as interpreter. This tired the people,
and took away much of the pleasure of telling stories, for even
talkative Konyaks are naturally bored if every sentence must be
translated. And then it was weeding time, and they were all extre-
mely busy on their fields. It was not always easy to attract enough
informants.

Yet in those first weeks I was able to learn quite a lot about the
people of Wakching, and though much of what I wrote down was
incorrect or incomplete, it led me later to more successful questions
and to a gradual understanding of their economy and social order.

There were two men who, more than any others, helped me in
my work—the gaonbura Chinyang and Yongang. Chinyang had a
bony, expressive face and a head of dishevelled grey hair, and in
spite of his sixty years his extremely slim body showed hardly a
trace of old age. When he climbed a hill in front of me, the mus-
cles playing under the brown skin at every step might have been
those of a young man, so beautiful was this well-trained body. His
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.chest was covered with a blue tattoo. Punctuated lines ran from
the centre of the stomach over the shoulders and half way down
the upper arms, while a necklace was tattooed over the collar
bones. But Chinyang’s special pride was the two small human
figures between these lines. These ‘“decorations’” showed that he
had cut off heads with his own hands. He hardly ever wore any
ornaments, and only a small apron hung down from his belt.
Chinyang had a very happy and well-balanced temperament, and
was always friendlv and helpful. As one of the most influential
men of the village, he considered it his vocation to initiate me into
the customs and the beliefs of the Wakching people. Exactly as in
any other society, knowledge concerning the laws and customs
differs among the Nagas according to the individual. Chinyang
was an expert on all questions of tradition, and often, when I
talked to several people and could not get a point clear, he would
cut into the discussion with “Ami kobo, I will say it . . .”” and then
‘would follow an intelligent explanation of the point.

Chingyang was proud to belong to the Oukheang morung, the
oldest men’s house of Wakching, built in the old times by the
founder of the village. As the first morung, it still retains a certain
ceremonial precedence over the other four morung—Thepong,
Balang, Bala, and Angban, each forming with the surrounding
houses, a social and political entity with a strongly developed
“patriotism.” I heard many stories, some amusing, some tragic, of
how, regardless of the rest of the village, the individual morung
formed alliances with other villages, declaring war and receiving
tribute from their own vassals. Yet the morung are in a certain
manner dependent on each other, for they provide each other with
wives. No man of the Oukheang, for instance, may flirt with a girl
-of his own morung or the “related’” Thepong morung, but he must
look for his girl-friends, and finally for his wife, among the daugh-
ters of the three remaining morung.

Nevertheless, there exists between the morung, in spite of the
‘many kinship ties, a certain rivalry. Some forty years ago such a
Tivalry led to the expulsion of the Bala people and the burning of
their houses; it was only after many years of exile that they were
permitted to return. Under the Pax Britannica, there was peace
and friendship among the morung, but, for all that, every man was
«convinced that his own morung was superior to all the others.

It was this strong morung-feeling which led Chinyang to comp-
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lain to me one morning about the declining birthrate in the Ouk-
heang. So few boys had been born lately, that he foresaw a consi-
derable shrinkage of its population. Chinyang, and many other
Nagas, held the prohibition of head-hunting responsible for this
and other evils.

“In the old times we were men, now we are only a crowd of
women,”’ I often heard him say. “When we captured heads, then
we had good harvests, then we had many children, and the people
were healthy and strong. But now we are no longer allowed to go
to war, and many die of illness.”

This view contained no doubt an element of truth. Since head-
hunting has been forbidden, the intercourse between villages has
become safer and more frequent, and disease, so easily carried
from one village to another, takes greater toll of Konyak lives.
than any wars did in olden times.

Chinyang himself had had much misfortune. Three wives had
died one after the other, and three of his children. Now he was.
married for the fourth time, and had a grown-up son and a
daughter by the fourth wife. Yet he was fondest of the seven-year
old son of one of his dead daughters. And the boy, although
living in the house of his father and belonging to the Balang:
morung, was always to be seen with his grandfather. And Chinyang,
as so often happens with grandparents, spoilt the boy more than
any father would spoil his own child. I would offer Chinyang a.
cigarette, and he, after puffing at it for a few minutes, would
hand it to his grandson, sitting silently beside us, and the little-
boy would smoke it to the end with obvious enjoyment. Where-
upon I felt bound to offer the generous old grandfather another
cigarette.

Chinyang, though an opium-smoker, was the soul of honesty,.
and I would not have hesitated to entrust hundreds of rupees to
his care. How little harm his opium did him, I learnt to my dis-
comfiture on many an arduous march. Yongang, his friend and
my other most important informant in those first weeks, was.
also an addict of this vice. But for men such as Chinyang and
Yongang, the smoking of opium can hardly be called a vice, for
the effects never hindered their work or upset their moral balance..
No one drinking his nightly two whisky and sodas has the right to
object to Chinyang’s or Yongang’s opium.

Yongang was slightly younger than Chinyang. He had a great
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sense of humour, and his peculiarly high laugh would often ring
out while we were talking. He plumed himself as any cock-sparrow,
and probably with reason, over his success with women. I gathered
that in his youth he had led rather a gay life. He was thrice
married and thrice divorced before he married his present wife,
a pretty, fairly young woman, who seemed to hold her own quite
well, despite the definite disadvantage of so many predecessors.

These two gaonbura explained to me how Wakching was divided
into clans and morung-groups, how the marriage customs and the
laws of inheritance worked, the occasions for the feasts and cere-
monies, and hundreds of other smaller but equaliy important
things. I had first to learn the outlines of Wakching culture, so
that later I could fit my own observations into the pattern.

In these first weeks, when it poured with rain, there was little
going on in Wakching besides the weeding of the rice-fields and
endless funeral ceremonies. The violent epidemic of dysentery had
not yet come to an end, and every day there was at least one
death in the village.

I was often wakened during the night by the sinister sound of
the great log-drums, as the young men announced each death to
the neighbours. When I heard the hollow thudding for the first
time, I rushed out into the open, regardless of the rain, which
soaked me in a few seconds. I could not imagine where the noise:
came from, nor had I the slightest idea what it could mean. The
strange death-rhythm begins with several powerful strokes, and,.
gradually quickening, dies away in a low rumble.

It was not only the drums of Wakching which boomed through
these August nights, but the drums of the neighbouring villages
of Chingtang and Wanching. The epidemic had spread like wild-
fire through the hills, and in Wanching alone fifty adults and
thirty children died during the summer months.

On my way to the village one morning, 1 found a group of
boys and girls by the path. They were setting up a monument to
the soul of Chinyak, a young man of the Oukheang who had died
during the night, not from dysentery, but from some other illness.
that had lasted several months. Countless times he had sacrificed
to the sky-god and to the spirits of the earth, and at last he had
even moved from his house, which he felt must be cursed, and
settled in the house of one of his clansmen. But all had been in
vain for that night he had died, and now the youths were erecting
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-a bamboo scaffold and putting up a roughly hewn wooden figure
for his soul, and the girls were fashioning two caps from large
fresh leaves, and painting them with white chalk. One for the
wooden figure and the other for the head of the dead body.

These were the morung friends of Chinyak and young girls of
the Balang morung. They did not seem at all shattered by the
death, as they talked in their usual light way to each other—these
'youths, who had lost a companion, and these girls, who had so
-often sung and joked with Chinyak. Perhaps so many are stricken
in their midst that Nagas are more used to death than we, and
therefore take it more lightly. I followed the girls up to the village,
careful not to tread on the trail of leaves they had strewn on the
path, so that the soul of Chinyak, on leaving his body, might
find the way to his monument. Chinyang told me that this last
act of piety is always performed by the girls of those morung with
which the deceased could have intermarried.

There was much movement in the village as gifts of betel, rice,
and vegetables were being carried to the dead body by clansmen
and friends. They came to the house either singly or in small
groups, and before leaving they dipped a finger into a bamboo
mug of water at the door to dispel all infection.

It was ten o’clock then, and the wailing continued the whole
‘morning. So we sat about and waited for the funeral to begin.
Owing to the death of their clansman, none of the Oukheang men
was allowed to go to the fields—an infuriating taboo when the
‘weeding was pressing, but one which I welcomed, for at last I
found plenty of informants in the morung. They were pleased to
pass the time in answering my questions and smoking my
-cigarettes, and many pages of my notebook were filled in the
‘hours of waiting.

Early in the afternoon some old men carried an open bamboo
bier into the house, and it was not long before I heard a solemn
-and curiously urgent voice addressing the dead: “Enter the land
of the dead. Do not be afraid, and if you are asked whose son you
are, say: ‘I am Chinyak, son of Yongmek’.”

Time after time these same words were repeated; time after time
the dead was enjoined to be of good courage and to remember
whose son he was. Suddenly an old man, wearing Chinyak’s
ceremonial dress and armed with all his weapons, came out of the
house. Behind him came four old men, all completely naked,
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carrying the bier with the corpse. Funerals are not the time to-
depart from ancient customs, and so they had discarded their new
fashioned aprons. Hardly had the procession formed than it stop-
ped again behind a house—the cursed house of the dead, Chinyang
whispered to me. Hoisting the bier to a platform, the old men
covered the corpse with a cloth and a few palm leaves, and then
they tied the bundles of food to the platform for the soul of the
dead to feed on. It is usual for a chicken to be sacrificed before
the platform, but Chinyak had offered so many chickens for his
recovery that there were no more in the house, and since neither
of his sisters, both married in Tanhai, had foreseen such a
dilemma, they had not brought a chicken with them. The gods
had to be content with what they had already, so ungraciously,
received.

After several minutes of lingering round the platform, during
which they did little more than look at the corpse, the mourners
dispersed. But the relatives were left with the duty of feeding the
corpse at meal-times as long as the head was attached to the body.

In the heat of the summer a corpse decomposes very quickly,
and already on the day after the funeral swarms of buzzing flies sur-
rounded the platform. The putrescent liquid of decomposing flesh
oozed through the slits in the bier and dripped on to the ground.
No words are necessary to describe the suffocating stench round
every corpse-platform. To make matters worse, Chinyak’s corpse
had been disposed of in the middle of the village. One gets accu-
stomed to most things, but not to that revolting smell of disinte-
grating flesh. Even the Konyaks are by no means insensible to the
evil smell of rotting corpses. They hold their noses when passing
anywhere near a platform, and a small boy once complained to
me that the smell of the corpses in his parents’ back garden was
so sickening that at meals he could hardly swallow a mouthful of
rice.

When I went to the village on the sixth day after the funeral, I
was told that the head was to be wrenched from the body. How-
ever, I decided that I could dispense with this bit of the ceremony,
and was satisfied with hearing a description of how the old women
of the dead man’s family cleaned the skull and removed the rott-
ing parts of the brain. Chinyak’s beautiful white skull, housed in
a sandstone urn, was placed by a path on the outskirts of the vill-
age, to be fed for three years with food and rice-beer on all feast
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days. The fate of the corpse, or rather the bones, is not of great
importance. They gradually fall to the ground, and are either for-
gotten among the undergrowth that soon covers them, or are
dragged out and gnawed by one of the vlllage pigs. The inevitable
destructibility of all flesh could scarcely be better demonstrated!
It is only small babies who are disposed of in another way. They
find airy resting places among the birds’ nests high up in the
branches of strong trees.

My two Lhota companions, Nlamo and Tsampio, were horrified
that the pigs should be allowed to gnaw the human bones, and
they vowed never again to touch pork in Wakching, “because the
Wakching pigs eat human flesh.” Neither would they eat dog’s
meat, otherwise highly priced by the Nagas, for they pretended
that the missionaries had told them that devils live in dogs.

I must admit that I was rather surprised that, after the care with
which the skull had been treated, the body should be liable to such
.disrespect. Chinyang explained that Konyaks do not pay much at-
tention to the bones of the dead, for they are “‘empty things.”” One
part of the soul adheres to the skull, while the other part goes to
the land of the dead.

Late that evening we sat on the veranda of my bungalow and
looked over where the valley should have been. It was still raining!
Would it ever stop? [ thought. We had just assisted at the placing
of the skull in its sandstone urn in the forest, and we were sitting,
four of us, discussing the events of the funeral. I asked Yongang,
about the world of the dead—and for once his reply was rather
incoherent. But patching my notes together, and later adding
things I heard from other people, I gathered that the road of the
dead runs from Wakching over the village of Chintang, across the
Dikhu River, touching Chinglong, Chongwe, and Choha, and
leads at last under the ground to Yimbu, the land of the dead.
There the Departed lead a life similar to that of this world. They
grow rice, work and celebrate feasts, and even marry and have
children.

But a part of the soul, or rather a part of the magical virtue of
a man, adheres to the skull after his death. It took me a long
time to understand exactly what this meant, but months later I
witnessed a peculiar magical rite which helped me to clear up the

question.
The men of the Thepong had been unable to spear the necessary
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game for the rebuilding ceremony of their morung. Many days had
they set out hunting, only to return in the evenings without any
luck. The people reflected, and it came to their mind that perhaps
the soul of Shouba, the father of Shankok, and once the richest
and most important man of the whole village, might not sufficiently
support the men of his old morung. So they sacrificed a cock at the
skull-urn of Shouba. They brought a fish-net with them, and threw
it over the urn, to catch the soul attracted by the offering. Conten-
tedly they carried the net into the morung, certain that the captur-
ed soul of the famous Shouba would now communicate its ‘virtue’
to all the men of the morung. As a matter of fact, they killed an
antelope next day. Shankok himself took part in the capture of the
soul, and he seemed to have no misgivings that he might inconve-
nience his father. _ .

Those weeks in August, when dysentery ravaged Wakching and
the rain poured down in streams, were not particularly pleasant.
Everything was wet to the touch; clothes, bedding, and books
were wet, or, if not wet, damp and covered with mould. If I did
not wear a pair of boots for two days, squashy mushrooms began
to grow inside. The continued rain and the epidemic weighed not
only on my mind, but also on the minds of the Konyaks, for they
knew that only with the coming of the dry season would the epide-
mic stop.

One morning I found Ngamang and Dzeamang on the veranda
—two curious and at first rather shy boys of eleven and thirteen.
A Naga hardly ever knows exactly how old he is, and the parents
lose count of the years as soon as the children pass six or seven
summers. Indeed, the number of years is of little importance. Im-
portant only is the age-group to which the boy belongs—that is,
with which set of boys he entered the morung; for during the whole
of his life they form a close unit. I tried to make friends with Nga-
mang and Dzeamang, for they were merry youngsters, and, sur-
prisingly enough, we got on very well. Both of them had a smat-
tering of Assamese—in fact we all three had a smattering of
Assamese. That simplified matters, for I found it much easier to
understand these boys than the men who spoke so fluently.

To the two boys the friendship with the “new Sahib” was the
greatest fun. They thought themselves immensely important, ex-
plaining all the things in the village and teaching me the Konyak
expression for this and for that. They came to my bungalow when-



64 The Naked Nagas

ever they managed to sneak away from the work in the fields,
and they would go with me on my daily walks through the village,
until finally their interest faded and the “new Sahib” was not
“new’’ anvy more, but a usual figure in the village. Before this
happened, however, I had picked up a great deal from Ngamang
and Dzeamang.

What a lot of things they knew! The whole genealogical tables
of their families—the ways of addressing various relatives. To find
out all those kinship terms alone was difficult enough, but when I
checked the boys’ work with older men, it was only to discover that
they had hardly made a mistake.

It is surprising what reasonable and independent creatures Naga
children are. You can talk with them as you would talk to any
grown-up, and though their knowledge is, of course, limited, they do
not live in a world of their own, but take an intelligent interest in
the events of the village—perhaps because they share the life of their
elders, or perhaps because from their earliest youth they are treated
as reasonable and responsible persons. There are few opportunities
for coercion or punishments of naughty children. During the whole
year | stayed among the Nagas I only once saw a child beaten; and
that beating was nothing more than a few smacks an angry grand-
mother gave to a screaming little boy who refused to leave the
fascinating spectacle of house-building and go to have his dinner.
Parents generally speak to their children in the same quiet and
friendly tone they would use to any grown-up—a grumbling father,
shouting at and terrorizing his children, would rouse public disap-
proval at once and lose much of his social prestige. And if it hap-
pens that the boys do not want to do exactly as their father wishes,
the father only laughs and says: “What shall I do with them?
Children are like that, after all !>’

That is what happened when Mills sent a Tamlu man to Wak-
ching to teach the boys reading and writing. At first the gaonbura
and the older men were most enthusiastic over the plan. It was ex-
plained that, with a knowledge of these new arts, they would not be
so easily cheated by the traders of the plains. A house was built, the
schoolmaster installed, and the pupils assembled for the teaching to
begin. At first the boys thought scribbling on their little black-
boards fun, and far more amusing than the tedious work on the
fields. But soon the scribbling lost its charm, and they found it still
more amusing to play truant, running about in the forest and
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shooting birds while their parents thought them in “school.” The
despairing schoolmaster asked my helpand complained that he could
not hold school without any pupils. This was understandable, and I
promised him to do what I could. I talked to the parents of the run-
aways. They promised that they would send their sons to school.
And so they did, but the boys did not come. Once more I tried to
assist the poor schoolmaster, and once more I talked seriously to
the fathers, lauding the advantages of learning in the most glowing
terms.

“Well, we have told the boys they should go to school,” was the
answer, “but if they don’t go, what can we do?”’

The schoolmaster—incidentally not a mission disciple, but a con-
vinced adherent of the old faith—went back to Tamlu. And the
Wakching people were quite happy without a knowledge of reading
and writing.



s€éven

Fishing with Tactful ‘Savages’

“Sahib, Sahib,” I heard a soft voice say in my sleep.

Angrily I sat up.

“Sahib, we are going fishing, would you like to come with us?”

Achin, the young brother of my friend Shankok, stood at the
door of the bungalow. Had any one else torn me from sleep at
such an early hour with that remarkable information, I would pro-
bably have given him a very irritated welcome. But only an in-
human barbarian could have said an unfriendly word to Achin. I
never saw a more charming child, with his soft dark eyes in a
gentle oval face, his melodious voice, and the graceful movements
of his slender brown body. Perfectly unconscious of his charm, he
retained even towards me the full simplicity of his fourteen years.

I crept out from under my mosquito net and went to the door
to see what was happening. At last a clear morning. The first
rays of the sun bathed the land in a sea of light and colour, and
clouds of damp mist lay over the valley. I decided at once to join
the fishing-party.

There were four of us when we started—Achin, Nlamo, Yongem,
and myself. I have not yet introduced Yongem to my readers; he
was the newest member of my household. He had the very impor-
tant task of fetching water, chopping wood, and sparing my other
two boys any work that they found irksome. For this he received
the princely pay of ten rupees a month—quite enough to make it
worth his while to leave the work on his fields to the rest of his
family. Yongem was a man in his early thirties, and 1 believe his
fellow-villagers, though too tactful to mention it, looked upon him
as a ne’er-do-well. He was still unmarried, and owned only few of
this world’s goods; but somehow I rather liked him, and found
that he performed the task of fetching water with masterly skill.
Besides, he learnt to speak Assamese tolerably well in the course
of a few months, while even in the end I could not speak more
than a few phrases of Konyak. That fact could actually prove that
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his intelligence. . . but I think that that question had better not be
gone into, for the Wakching people really did not have any too
high an opinion of Yongem’s mental capacity.

I once sent him to Borjan on an errand, telling him to fetch my
post at the same time, but quite forgetting to give him a note for
the post-master. He told the post-master that ‘‘he was the Wak-
ching Sahib’s son and wanted the Sahib’s letters.”” The post-
master babu, a Bengali unfamiliar with Naga expressions, thought
that he was dealing with a lunatic, and was careful not to hand
over my post. Of course he could not know that Yongem used the
word “son’’ in the sense of a member of my household, in the
same way as the Konyaks describe their tributary villages as their
“sons.”

On a fishing expedition Yongem was to carry my gun—a job
perfectly suited to his mental capacity. Since the whole of Wak-
ching was streaming in the same direction, we soon found ourselves
marching in single file along the narrow path leading to Shiong.

Everyone was in excellent spirits, and happy to leave the mono-
tonous work on the fields for one day. The sun ahead of us glit-
tered and sparkled on the million drops covering the grasses and
reeds; it was as though a silver rain had fallen over the thicket.
So must the world have shone on the first day of Creation in the
rays of the new morning sun. It will always remain the mystery of
the tropics that hell can change into paradise with hardly any
transition. Unfortunately paradise can just as quickly change into
hell ! T wanted to burst out in song, but I knew that the Konyaks
would only roar with laughter at my song—a reaction so comple-
tely in accord with that of my friends in Europe that it would
have appealed to every advocate of the fundamental similarity of
the human mind.

When we arrived at Shiong, the village seemed completely
deserted. Nearly every one had already hurried down to the river,
and only a few stragglers joined our party. The path now led along
a steep slope, and we could see the winding river deep down in the
valley beneath us. I had already realized that we would have to
drop more than 3,000 feet to the river, but at the sight of that
steep precipice I shuddered at the thought of the way home. We
continued our way on a narrow path through the ripening rice
fields of Shiong. But the rice fields soon receded, and a high thicket
of reed swallowed the long serpent of our column. Every time I
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was surprised anew at the height of those reeds and grasses. They
did not look so very tall from a distance, but when you came up to
them they towered above you. Even an elephant would have been
lost among them, for prickly creepers, mixed with the reeds, formed
two impenetrable walls on either side of the path. This path was
rarely used, but is was tolerably well cleared, and the people before
us had trampled down grass and undergrowth. Now each of the
men would casually improve it as he passed, here and there cutting
off an overhanging bough or an obstinate creeper.

Gradually trees mixed with the thicket, and soon we crept
through green tunnels and struggled over trees fallen across our
path. I was relieved to notice that I was not the only one to stumble
over the smooth bamboos hiding maliciously in the grass. Suddenly
the path descended so sharply that we were forced to hold on to
climbers and bushes to prevent ourselves from slipping, and where
the path was particularly difficult to negotiate, the people would
queue up patiently and wait their turn.

At last we entered the dusk of the high forest. Here walking was
easier, for the undergrowth, cut off from the light, was not so
exuberantly developed. Delicate mauve orchids grew high up from
the bark of old trees.

We emerged from the forest into the full sunshine, and knew by
the denseness of the reeds that we must be close to the river. Quite
abruptly the narrow path led into the river, and, without any
hesitation, my Naga friends waded into the brown water up to
their hips. With my heavy shoes and more extensive dress, I could
hardly afford to follow their example. Quickly I constructed, with
the help of my belt and a handkerchief, a costume which was
perfectly correct in the Konyak country. For the Naga boys, too,
had only small pieces of cloth hanging down from their belts, while
the older men did not even bother with a belt when fishing.

It was a gay and boisterous crowd that was scattered over the
narrow sandbank near the opposite shore; some put their nets and
fishing-baskets in order, others splashed about in the water. In
some places, where the river was narrow, it was fairly deep, and
there the boys showed off their skill in swimming. My disguise as
a Naga caused obvious astonishment and tactfully controlled hila-
rity. But the hilarity turned to utter surprise when [ began swimm-
ing on my back against the current. Swimming on the back was an
art unknown to the Konyak, and it evoked general applause. Even
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the pretty girls, their velvet skins burnished like old bronze, no
longer found a stranger swimming with their boy friends so very
awe-inspiring, and that day they posed to my camera for the first
time, instead of hiding with embarrassed giggles. Weeks later
Shankok confided to me that the girls had had a good look at my
anatomy, just to make sure whether creatures with a peculiar white
skin were made like other men. And when in 1970 I returned to
Wakching a man who remembered that fishing expedition told me
that ever since Konyak men had emulated my example of back-
stroke swimming,—an amusing case of diffusion!

A little way up-stream a weir had been built of bamboo and
branches, and nearby on the bank the young men, their foreheads
beaded with sweat, pounded the poisonous bark of a creeper. Six
or eight together, they stood round holes in the ground, lifting
their sinewy arms to rhythmical shouts, and the next moment lett-
ing the long pounders fall heavily. From time to time the smaller
boys, scrambling between their legs, collected the earth, now mixed
with the poison, and strewed it over the weir. At last, when a thick
layer of poisoned earth covered the weir, the men and boys lined
up behind it, and, with much screaming and laughing, splashed so
much water over .t that the poisoned earth was washed out and
mingled with the water of the river. In the end the whole weir was
entirely demolished, and the fish, stupefied by the poison, drifted
an easy prey into the nets and traps of the people farther down-
stream. But the catch was meagre, and though the men threw out
large round nets again and again, they did not have much luck.
Only here and there a silvery fish flashed in the hand of one
more favoured by fortune.

Gradually the whole crowd moved down-stream. There, they
told me, a less steep path branched off to Wakching, and I had no
other choice but to follow them. If you have ever tried to wade
at midday in a river under a cloudless tropical sky, y