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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

The present edition of Arunachal Panorama is practically a
reprint of the original edition published by the author himself
in 1973. As it has been explained by the author, his purpose in
writing the book was ‘to present - profile of the traditional
culture of the major tribal groups of Arunachal Pradesh’. In the
process of momentous development activities stretching over
more than three decades since Indian Indpendence, the tribal
societies have inevitably undergone changes in almost all sphere
of life, including the traditional mores of these societies. For
instance, before Independence, the tribal societies in Arunachal
were essentially pre-literate. Since then, the people of Aruna-
chal have taken spectacularly rapid strides in education with
20.09% literacy (provisional figure) according to 1981 Census
compared to 11.29% in 1971. A proper evaluation of all these
far-reaching changes should be attempted in a separate publica-
tion by competent research scholars than aimed at in this book.
However, in order to give the readers some idea of the tremen-
dous changes already brought about in the quality of life of the
people, particularly in political, constitutional, and socio-econo-
mic spheres, the last chapter of the book has been revised and
rewritten by the author. The chapter has now been captioned,
Epilogue: The March of Time. This chapter will enhance the
importance of the book for those curious readers wishing to
have a quick inside into the Union Territory of Arunachal

Pradesh.






AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE REPRINT

The present edition of Arunachal Panorama is for all purposes
a reprint of the original publication except for the last chapter,
The March of Time, which has been thoroughly revised and
rewritten. This has been done in order to acquaint the prospec-
tive readers of this book with the progress achieved by Aruna-
chal Pradesh in different spheres including political and econo-
mic. The chief burden of the book however has been left un-
changed purposefully as it delineates the traditional culture of
the major tribal groups of Arunachal. It goes without saying
that the impact of developmental activities in various fields,
spread over more than three decades since independence, has
certainly been noticeable in the socio-economic life of the people
but the present author feels that a proper evaluation of these
momentous changes should form the subject of a separate book
by competent research scholars.

The other minor change made in this reprint in the dedica-
tion as the author took the opportunity to acknowledge his
indebtedness to two of his very intimate and valued friends.
Professor Amaresh Dutta, an eminently successful and reputed
teacher of English is both a friend and a relative. Mr. L. N.
Chakravarty and the present author grew up together to their
manhood in Shillong, and later worked as colleagues in the Re-
search Department of Arunachal Government, M. Chakravorty
having retired as its Director.

It may as well be mentioned here that the two population
chart given at the end of the Epilogue have to be in accordance
with the 1971 Census as the tribe-wise break-up of population
according to 1981 Census has not yet been released. We have,
however, the provisicnal population figures for Arunachal
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according to 1981 Census which is 6,28,050. " Districtwise distri-
bution of populations is as follows:

1. WestKameng ... 62,946
2. East Kameng Lo 42,722
3. Lower Subunsiri ... 1,13,300
4. Upper Subansiri ... 39,406
5. West Siang ... 74,151
6. East Siang ... 70,274
7. Dibang Valley .. 271716
8. Lohit .. 69,400
9. Tirap ... 128,135

Total 6,28,050

Out of the above total, male population counts 3,35941 and
female 2,92,109.

The density of population has been calculated at 7 persons
per sq. km., which is the lowest in India. In the field of educa-
tion the progress of literacy has been maintained ; indeed, it has
taken a rapid stride. According to 1981 Census, the literary
rate stands at 20.09% as compared to 11.29% in 1971 Census.

The population table according to 1961 Census, as given in
the original edition, has been retained in this reprint for com-
parative reference.

The author is particularlv obliged to the Government of
Arunachal Pradesh for purchasing the copy right and arranging
to bring out reprint of the book. The author also wishes to
record here his grateful acknowledgement to Dr. Parul Dutta,
M.Sc., LL.B., Ph.D., the present Director of Research, Govern-
ment of Arunachal Pradesh, for his keen interest in seeing
through the reprint.



FOREWORD

So FAR AS I am aware, the extent of literature about the land
and people of the present Arunachal Pradesh is very limited.
Though much had been written by administrators who were
also scholars about the tribes on the south-bank of the Brahma-
putra, comparatively little attention had been paid to the hill
people living close to our international borders in the north.
I naturally have in view the excellent. monographs on the Nagas,
the Kacharis, the Mikirs, the Kukis, the Lakhers, the Garos,
Lushais, the Khasis etc., Whatever information, however, were
available about the tribesmen of the north were beyond the
reach of the general public, contained in a few reports and tour
diaries of government officials and oceasional accounts and short
notices in learned journals. It will be correct to say that the
formidable heights and the impossibly difficult terrain of India’s
north-eastern frortiers failed to attract the attention of very
many explorers, and administration of these regions during the
British rule was also rather lax, and of an indirect nature. It is
no wonder, therefore. that the frontier tribes of India’s north-
east corner remained largely unkicwn to the people both in
this country and outside.

The National Gover:ment on taking over the administration
of this region after ..dependence 1ealized the urgency of acquir-
ing correct knowledge about the way of life and culture of the
people living in deep gorge-like valleys and mountain slopes of
Arunachal Pradesh. In the year 1956, a Research Department
was set up by the Government under the inspiring guidance of
the reputed anthropologist, the late Dr Verrier Elwin. Our
research officers have since then been carrying on scientific in-
vestigations among the people in different parts of Arunachal
Pradesh, and have produced several useful monographs on the
various tribes. These monographs are no doubt helpful and
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contribute to our knowledge of the people. But a condensed
and handy popular account of the land and people, the his-
torical background and geographical perspective of the entire
region as also the ways of life of the discrete communities has
been a pressing and long-felt need.

I am glad that Shri J. N. Chowdhury had undertaken this task
of compilation and has succeeded in producing the present
book. It is the first attempt of its nature to bring together
scattered information from various sources and contain them
within the scope of a single volume. It will obviously serve a
useful purpose for those interested in having a quick glance
at Arunachal Pradesh. I wish success to the endeavours of the
author, and hope that the book will be accepted by all those
who wish to know about the exhilerating heights of Arunachal
Pradesh and the people who have lived here down through the
centuries.

K. A A Ran
Shillong, Chief Commissioner
May 8, 1972. Arunachal Pradesh



PREFACE

My mTRODUCTION to the ‘golden heights’ of erstwhile NEFA,
now Arunachal Pradesh, dates back to 1957 when for the first
time I few one winter afternoon over the humps of mighty
mountain ridges to the celebrated Apa Tani plateau from Ro-
wriah near Jorhat in Assam. The flight hardly took half an hour
but the change in scene, both physical and human, was beyond
my wildest expectations. My sense of wonderment increased
infinitely when I saw for myself the exotic but dignified figures
of the sturdy hill men with their hair tied into top-knots over
the forehead and long brass skewers stuck through them. Ropes
of cane circling round in innumerable spirals guarded their
waists. Long features of horn bill, fixed to wickerwork helmets,
seemed to emphasize their stature and lend an aura of fairy
land mystery to their appearance. I could have hardly believed
that such people existed at all, who were so near but seemed
so remote, and above all who appeared to care little for all
the progress and speed of modern civilization.

Many years have since passed. My interest and admiration
for the people, inhabiting one of the world’s most difficult terrains
along the south face of the easternmost Himalayas, never fagged
for a moment and I tried to learn as much as I could about them
from the scanty literature and reports, I succeeded in laying my
hands on. Fortunately, real opportunities came to me later in
course of my official visits of observing these hill people in their
natural surroundings from close range.

I may, perhaps, truly say that I have also been an witness to
the vast changes which have come over Arunachal Pradesh
within the rather short period of my first introduction to its
heights. In 1957, the only means of reaching even the district
and sub-divisional headquarters of Arunachal was to be airborne.
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Alternatively, one had to undertake long and arduous march for
many days from the foothills across the north bank of the
Brahmaputra over steep mountain sides and down deep gorges,
stretching and bending one’s leg muscles to the utmost limit of
their endurance. Food had to be air-dropped for the govern-
ment staff and local people in the interior and isolated outposts
several days” march away from the nearest headquarters. Today
one can drive in reasonable comfort to remote Tawang, situated
at an altitude of 3040 meters from the sea level. All the district
and most ot the sub-divisional headquarters are now connected
with one another and the rest of the country by a network of
spacious all-weather roads.

There will no doubt be many who will repent the passing of
the aborigines—I use the expression here in the sense of their
apprehension that the tribals will lose their pristine simplicity.
But we cannot afford to be ignorant of the fact that the ap-
parent romanticism of the primitive society is an illusion. Sooner
or later it has to give way to the forces of change which con-
stantly threaten to engulf a moribund and static society. An
understanding acceptance and well-determined adjustments to
inevitable changes are, therefore, the only way to survival in
the context of present-day technological advaneement.

I should like to state here in all humility that my task in pro-
ducing this book has been actually that of a complier. It is far
for me to lay claim to having done original research among the
tribes. I had often come across curious readers who were anxi-
ous to know about the people of Arunachal but who neither had
the time nor the inclinations tc plod through separate and
scattered literature available on them. I had, therefore, in this
book set myself the task of collecting together and incorporating
available important information and chief social and cultural
traits of the main tribal groups of Arunachal within the compass
of a single volume. If, therefore, the present book succeeds in
contributing to a knowledge, however limited, of the land and
the people of Arunachal among common readers, I shall deem
my labour to have been amply rewarded. I am, however, aware
that I have not been able to devote the same length of space to
all the tribal groups due mamly to the fact that there still exists
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a real gap in our knowledge as well as in availability of materials
on every individual tribe,

Finally, I may take the opportunity of mentioning that I have
thought it proper to dedicate this book to my colleagues of the
Research Directorate of Arunachal Pradesh Administration be-
cause I have immensely benifitted from my association with them
and I have liberally taken help of their published books and re-
ports in the preparation of this book.I have also made due ac-
knowledgements to other sources of my information both in the
course of the narrative and also in the bibliography appended
to this volume.

I am deeply indebted to Shri K. A. A. Raja, Chief Commis-
sioner, Arunachal Pradesh, for having shown personal interest
in the progress of the book, and for having graciously blessed
it with a foreword.

I am particularly grateful to Shri L. N. Chakravarty, Deputy
Director of Research (History), Arunachal Pradesh, who un-
grudingly guided me with advice at every stage of the making of
the book. Shri T. P. K:ound, the Director of Information and
Public Relations, Arunacinal Pradesh, made helpful suggestions.
I am also obliged to Shri Parul Dutta, Deputy Director of Re-
search (Culture), Arunachal Pradesh, for his active support to
my project of writing this book and directing my attention to
some important sources of iniormation. I shall be guiity of gross
omission if I do not mentior Shri B. Das Shastri, Director of
Research, Arunachal Pradesh, who has always been a source of
inspiration to me and for whose scholarship I have the greatest
admiration.

My friend and colleague, Shri R. N. Bagchi, Ait Expert,
Arunachal Pradesh, from the very beginning urged me on with
my project of writing the present book. A fromal acknowledge-
ment of all help, I received from him, particularly for designing
and executing the jacket for this book and making out a sketch
map showing distribution of tribal population in Arunachal is
only a small measure of my gratefulness to him.

With very great pleasure, I ackruowledge my debt to Shri
Priyatosh Dutta, who never spared pains and energy in quickly
typing out, and making the manuscript ready for the press.
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The picture shows patches of jhum cultivation—the typical
pattern of agriculture in Arunachal—on mountain slope with
a settlement in the middle.

A unthan (bos frontahs), the most lued ittle  amon the
people of Arunachal. It has a great demand r the purpose ol
sacrifice, meat and paym
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Introduction

THE ARUNACHAL PRADESH, a new name, added to the
political map of India, comprises the territory which
was included under the erstwhile North-East Frontier
Agency. The North-East Frontier Agency, as the name
implied, existed as a convenient administrative arrange-
ment under the direct stewardship of the Central Gov-
ernment though within the constitutional frame-work of
the state of Assam. The new nomenclature is not a
mere change of name but also signifies its present higher
political status carrying a promise of future statehood,
perhaps, in not too distant time. The old-style North-
East Frontier Agency—more popularly NEFA for the
sake of brevity—had become so widely known in India
and outside since the Chinese thrust across our northern
borders in 1962 that it would take time for the common
people to get used to the change of name. The begin-
ning of the North-East Frontier Agency went back to
the British rulers in India who also constituted a similar
administrative set-up under almost an identical nomen-
clature of North-West Frontier Agency at the extreme
north-west of undivided India. The verbal parallel of
nomenclature, however, did not extend to the material,
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ethnic and cultural situation of the two wings, occupying
two extremities of India’s northern border, separated
by thousands of kilometres. In fact, they differed in
every possible way. While north-west frontiers captur-
ed the limelight of public attention because of the daring
raids and open challenge by the Pathan tribesmen to
the then British power, the hill people, who lived
sequestered in the deep river-valleys and steep moun-
tain slopes of India’s north-east corner, were almost
blissfully oblivious of the Government of the day. There
was pertinent reason in the geo-political context of the
frontier diplomacy of the time that the north-west
frontiers commanded exclusive attention of the British
rulers whose policies were greatly influenced by the rise
of the Russian spectre in Central Asia. Obviously, they
considered the north-east frontiers as very much less
vulnerable to approach by any big foreign power across
Tibet and over the Himalayas.

It is no wonder, therefore, that, in the beginning and
throughout the greater part of the nineteenth century
the British did not seriously attempt to consolidate
their administration over the region and broadly re-
mained content with maintaining a loose control over
the discrete tribal groups inhabiting world’s one of the
most difficult terrains in India’s north-east. The tribes
here, shut off from one another by high mountain ridges
and deep gorge-like valleys, had little opportunities of
coming together and forming an united threat to the
British hegemony in the plains of Assam. Besides, in
view of their situation, the tribes were not too friendly
to each other either, torn apart as they were by frequent
tribal feuds.

The territory of the Arunachal Pradesh is spread
along the south face of the eastern Himalayas imme-
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diately below the water-divide between Tibet on the
one hand and India on the other and the waterdivide
between Burma and India along the crest of the Patkoi
hills coming round to the south-east and south of the
easternmost tip of the Brahmaputra valley. The whole
area towers above the plains of upper Assam in the
shape of a horse-shoe—to borrow the expression from
a writer about the present Arunachal Pradesh. The
mighty Brahmaputra, flowing from the south-east end
of the region, divides Assam into two halves along its
entire length. Assam, as it well known, is a major pro-
ducer of tea in the world and had been the only source
of petroleum wealth in the country during the pre-
independance years. Besides, it is known to be rich in

still untapped mineral deposits, forest produce and wild
life.



International Frontiers and Terrain

QurtE A s1ZABLE AREA—almost half that of Orissa—
constituting the present Arunachal Pradesh measures
about 83,578 sq. km. of highly jagged and wild terri-
tory, rising in mighty convolusions of mountain ridges
and spurs from the foothills across the north bank of the
Brahmaputra. It is a tangle of deep gorge-like valleys,
densely wooded mountain slopes, dissected by numer-
ous torrents and rivers, deep river valleys and a belt of
tropical rain forest about 80 km. broad along the lower
reaches particularly in the eastern section.

Forming India’s international frontier with the Chin-
ese-occupied Tibet along the snowline in the extreme
north, the territory extends from its meeting point with
Bhutan to the west for approximately 1,030 km. in an
easterly direction and then taking a turn to the south-
east, it delineates our border with Burma for about 441
km. following the crest of the Patkoi. India has 157 km.
of border with Bhutan, cutting across almost from north
to south and forming the western limit of the Arunachal
Pradesh. -At the end of the line in the extreme east, the
borders of India, China and Burma meet to form the
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famous trijunction, celebrated in the writings of so many
explorers.

The heights, gained by mountain peaks, as one fol-
lows the crestline from the western end to the eastern-
most corner, show a great variation, ranging from
6,400 metres to 1,829 metres. From the uppermost point
of India’s border with Bhutan to Longju in Subansiri,
the peaks range between 5,486 and 6,400 metres. Pro-
ceeding further east upto the point where the Dihang
or Siang cuts across India’s frontier at Korbo near Gell-
ing in the Siang district, the crests come down slightly,
varying between 4,877 and 5,182 metres. Between the
Dihang and the Lohit rivers a great variation of altitudes
becomes suddenly noticeable. The peaks range be-
tween 2,743 and 5,791 metres. Then, as one crosses the
Lohit into the Tirap district, drained by the Tirap and
the Namchik rivers and stretching along the slopes of
the Patkoi hills, the crestline descends from 4,572 to a
general average of 1,829 metres. Here the frontier, as
already noted above, runs along the crest of the Patkoi
hills describing a great bend from the south-east to the
south of the Tirap district.

The general alignment of the mountain ridges and
spurs, making up the highly dissected terrains of the
Arunachal Pradesh, takes almost always an approximate
north-south direction. Exception is to be noticed only
in the Kameng district in the farthest west where the
prominent ridges run parallel to each other from east
to west. Ascending from the foothills, one first encoun-
ters the Bomdi La ridge rising to a height of 2743
metres ; then one sharply descends to the valley where
the picturesque Dirang stands at a hight of 914 metres ;
here begins the steep climb to the Se La pass shooting
upto 4,419 metres, though the pass itself is situated a
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little lower at a height of 4,267 metres ; lastly the Thag
La ridge towers over the north as a great bulwark of
mountain fastness. At the foot of the Thag La ridge, at
an altitude of about 3,048 metres, the great lamasery
of Tawang, the biggest in India, comes to the view of a
weary traveller, either on foot or horse-back, from
fifteen miles away, ‘standing like a fort on its hillside’.



The McMahon Line

A FEw woRrps here might be appropriate about India’s
international frontier with the Chinese-occupied Tibet,
marching concurrently with the northern border of the
Arunachal Pradesh for about 1,030 km. This frontier
which has long since become famous as the McMahon
Line, now called into question by China, actually ex-
tends from the east of Bhutan to the Isu Razzi Pass
situated at the trijunction of India, Tibet and Burma
referred to above. The alignment of the frontier which
was agreed to and ratified in a tripartite conference in
1914 was determined on the principle of watershed,
widely acknowledged in international practice as most
suitable in inaccessible mountainous terrain. As a result
of necessary adjustments, the frontier line, which ulti-
mately emerged after careful deliberations and common
agreement, was summed up by one author as ‘a com-
bination of ridge, watershed and highest crest’. In other
words, the watershed, wherever possible, was the guid-
ing principle. Incidentally, the Anglo-Chinese Conven-
tion of 1890 which determined the Sikkim-Tibet frontier
was guided by the same principle and the boundary
line was drawn along ‘the crest of the mountain range
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separating waters flowing into the Sikkim Teesta and
its effluents from the waters flowing into the Tibetan
Mochu and northwards into other rivers of Tibet'.

It will be wearisome to recount here in great details
the background history of the McMahon line but a few
lines on the legal position of this international border
may be in place. The Mc Mahon line which came into
being formally in 1914 following the Simla Conference
was an accepted fact, and was never challenged until
as late as 1959 when the Communist China took up a
belligerent attitude towards India. The later history of
Sino-Indian confronation in 1962 is too well-known to
need recapitulation.

The British rulers of India did not feel called upon
to seek a formal delimitation of India’s northern fron-
tiers with Tibet until after the Young-husband Mission
of 1904 to Lhasa. The penetration of the Younghusband
Mission to Lhasa and conclusion of a bilateral treaty
with the Dalai Lama’s Government activated the Chi-
nese into embarking upon an expantionist policy in
Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan. Under the ruthless leader-
ship of Chao Erh-feng, China initiated a vigorous for-
ward policy with a view to imposing her will and autho-
rity on the states across India’s border, over which she
claimed hegemony. Chao Erh-feng with his troops
forced his way into Lhasa on February, 1910, putting
the Dalai Lama into flight to India. Having laid Tibet
under their heels, Chao’s troops now marched close to
the border of Sikkim. In May 1910, the then Govern-
ment of East Bengal and Assam was alerted about the
reported appearance of Chinese troops at Rima at the
head of the Mishmi hills. It was natural, therefore,
that the British Government of the day was alarmed at
the turn of events on the borders. Things moved very
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fast in the meantime, ultimately resulting in the victory
of the republican forces in China itself. Taking advan-
tage of the situation, the remnants of Chinese officials
and soldiers were, driven out of the country by the
Tibetans and Chao Erh-feng himself was murdered.
The Dalai Lama returned to Tibet from exile in India,
and took up the reins of his government.

Before the political turmoil in Tibet had settled down,
the confusion v as aggravated afresh by a declaration of
the President of the new Chinese Republic, Yuan Shi-
Kai, proposing to place Tibet on the same footing as
that of other provinces of China. The declaration was
made in April, 1912. The British Government lodged a
protest immediately, making abundantly clear that they
had never agreed to such a definition of the ‘Political
Status of Tibet. Under these intriguing political cir-
cumstances, the British Government called for a tripar-
tite conference with the express purpose of formally
fixing the international frontier of its Indian empire
with Tibet.

The Chinese Government of the day procrastinated
but ultimately notified her willingness to participate in
a tripartite conference, scheduled to be held in Simla.
China also recognized Tibet’s right to send her repre-
sentative to the conference with the same plenipoten-
tiary powers as that of her own representative. The
conference accordingly began deliberations on October
13, 1913, under the chairmanship of Sir Henry
McMahon, the British plenipotentiary, with China and
Tibet represented by Ivan Chen and Lonchen Shatra
respectively. To cut a long a story short, the conference
initially agreed to divide Tibet into two zones for the
purpose of delilimitations of frontiers, namely the Outer
and Inner Tibet. The Sino-Tibetan boundary was com-
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prised under Inner Tibet while the Outer Tibet con-
tinued in the direction of the Indian frontier in the
north-east of India. Without any open hitch, the pleni.
potentiaries to the conference agreed on the delimita.
tion of the Indo-Tibetan frontier drawn along the pre-
sent McMahon Line though China expressed her re-
servations on the proposed Sino-Tibetan bounary fall-
ing under Inner Tibet. However, the convention was
ultimately adopted on April 27, 1914. The mutually
agreed Indo-Tibetan boundary has since been called
the McMahon Line.

The argument, put forward by Communist China in
1959 in rejecting the McMahon Line, was based on the
ground that the agreement between the British and
Tibetan representatives was unknown to the Chinese
representative. This was simply not true because the
appended map to the convention was duly signed by
the Chinese plenipotentiary. It is important to remem-
ber here that, when China raised objections to the de-
lineation of the Sino-Tibetan boundary coming within
the Inner Tibet zone, the explanatory map submitted
by the Chinese themselves retained unaltered the red
line showing the alignment of the Indo-Tibetan frontier.
It was evidence enough, if any evidence was needed,
that China at no stage of the progress of the convention
made any reservation with regard to the Indo-Tibetan
boundary since known as the McMahon Line.



Flora and Fauna

THE VEGETATION of the whole of the Arunachal Pradesh,
as it should be expected, varies greatly along with the
altitude of each separate region. It ranges from a belt
of swampy rain-forests at the foothills and lowlying
areas, particularly in the eastern section, to the tropical
and sub-tropical upto an height of approximately 2134
metres. This region of luxuriant vegetation is distin-
guished by trees of great size, both in stand and flora,
plentiful climbers and abundant undergrowths. Of the
climbers, cane is the most noticeable. Orchids of nu-
merous varieties are in abundance here. To quote from
the report of the Botanical Survey, Eastern Circle, per-
taining to the Si:ng -istrict alone:

‘From a general running collection in the region orchid
species numbering to 40 and representing 16 genera
have been collected. . . From these collections one
species in new to the Himalayan region and one Mala-
yan species of Coelogyne Carnea Hook f. is recorded
from India for the first time’.

Among big trees, forming especially dense stand’,
most common and well represented, particularly in the
Siang and Lohit districts are simul, hollock, bola, kho-
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kan and makahi. Bamboo of different varities and stand
is found in great abundance upto an height of 2,743
metres.

Beyond 2,134 and upto 2,743 metres, we come to the
area of deciduous and mixed deciduous forests com-
posed mainly of walnut, oak, chestnut, pine, spruce, and
rhododendron.

Further up and continuing upto an altitude of 3,658
metres, the wide stretch of area is generally claimed by
conifers. Going still further up, the flora yields to plen-
tiful rhodedendrons of rather dwarfish stature and wild
strawberry bushes. Beyond 4,877 metres and right upto
the snowline, one enters the region of alpine meadow.

Most of the areas in the Arunachal Pradesh coming
within the range of 1,524 metre altitude experience
some snowfall and alternate rainfall showers. Novem-
ber to March is the period when snowfall commonly
takes place but both its duration and density is deter-
mined by location and respective heights of different
regions. As one writer has noted. the eastern Hima-
laya generally do not come under as heavy snowfall as
the western Himalaya ; the passes of corresponding
heights here remajn closed only for a few days at a
stretch even in winter. But cold gorge-wind constantly
passes through the valleys and a blanket of heavy mists
envelops them particularly in the morning hours. It is
no wonder, therefore; that humidity is very high in the
valley floors almost through the year round.

Generally speaking, the Arunachal Pradesh is includ-
ed within the regions of heaviest rainfall in India. But
then the incidence and condition of precipitation varies
from one part to the other, depending on great contrast
in temperature between the lowlying areas and regions
of higher altitude ; between sheltered valleys and ex-
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posed mountain slopes in the north. The river valleys
nearer to and opening out to the plains of Assam receive
the moisture-laden monsoon clouds by a natural process
of suction into great depths of the regions. The Dihang,
Dibang and Lohit valleys, therefore, experience the
heaviest rainfall in the whole of the Arunachal Pradesh.
The sheltered areas are generally less subject to heavy
rainfall compared to the exposed parts. The broad belt
running along the central part of the Arunachal Pradesh,
with the exception of the Tirap district, is exposed to
heavy rainfall as much as 200” annually. The months
of the heaviest rain are said to be June and July. But
rain starts from April, continuing almost upto the end
of September. Respite is known only during the months
from October to the first half of March. It is, therefore,
not surprising that Dr Elwin was prompted to say that
‘the rain comes down all through the year, breaking the
usual Indian rule of hot, cold and rainy seasons’. The
influence of rain on the people, living here, is tremen-
dous. It was one of the factors which for centuries shut
off one group of people from another. They always con-
struct their houses on stilts high above the damp
ground. The eaves of the houses come down so low as
to almost cover the none-too-high side walls. The
houses, therefore, from a distance look all roofs and no
walls. We, however, postpone the discussion of the life
and cultural pattern of the people further on to subse-
quent sections of the book.

Like the flora, the deeply wooded terrains of the
Arunachal Pradesh are no less rich in fauna. Among
the great variety of wild life, the most commonly no-
ticed are tiger, black panther, black deer, leopard. wild
elephant, barking deer, musk deer (particularly in the
Lohit district), monkey and langur, wild buffalo and
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wild goat, flying fox or fruit-bat etc. In order, however,
to escape the prying eyes and deadly weapons of the
hunters, the animals have migrated to higher regiouns,
and have taken refuge in remote and inaccessible val-
leys of the interior. It might be of interest to mention
that a strange creature, called takin (Budorcas), can still
be seen in northern regions of the Siang district. Of the
takins which are becoming increasingly rare in the
world, we get the following description of their look
and habitations

‘Both sexes bear identical horns which are almost like
those of buffalo. There are several races of takins that
inhabit a considerable area of mountainous territory
from the eastern Himalayas through Assam and north
of Burma to east Tibet, and Szechuan, Kansu and
Shensi provinces of China. . . .They are ungainly in
movement and amble along with their bloated nose
close to the ground like hounds tracking but they navi-
gate roughest terrain on a steady and surprising pace
and they are adept climbers’.

The takins actually belong to the ox-goat species but
they are not truly montane animals as they prefer thick
woods and giant bamboo forests, descending regularly
to the valleys, of course at considerable heights, to feed
on swamp vegetation. The dwindling number of this

race of animals makes it a precious possession of the
Arunachal Pradesh fauna.

Sanderson, Ivan T, Living Mammals of the World (London, 1955)



Kiratas (Indo-Mongoloids)

THE RACIAL AFFILIATION of the people of the Arunachal
Pradesh has been variously described by scholars as
mongoloid, paleo-mongoloid, protomongoloid and so on.
Others apply to them a racio-cultural term, namely
Indo-mongoloid, which seems to describe their situation
more correctly as they have been settled for centuries
within the frontiers of India and Indian culture. Their
contributions to the heritage of Indian civilization and
culture have also been widely acknowledged by scho-
lars. It is, therefore, appropriate to inquire on the evi-
dence of history, legend, mythology and extant ancient
literature of the country about the possible date of their
advent and settlement in areas where they are found
today.

It is common knowledge that the so-called mongoloid
race at one time covered a very wide area of our globe
as it is evident from their existence in distant Mexico,
Central America and the Andes. It is little wonder that
the question of their original home from where they
dispersed over the face of the earth should remain a
matter of great controversy. For our purpose, however,
we need not go into the details of this controversy here.
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It is naturally of interest to us to have an idea of the
movement of the mongoloid people within the frontiers
of India. From historical, literary and other evidences,
there is little scope for doubt that they entered India in
very remote past and it might be as early as the time
when the so-called Aryans entered India from the north-
west. At least it appears that, by the time the Vedas
were compiled, groups of mongoloid people were al-
ready settled along the slopes of the great Himalayan
range from the north-eastern limits of India. It is also
highly probable that the mongoloid race of people were
known in ancient India by the generic term Kirata.

It was Sylvan Levi who first drew attention to the
fact that the most unambiguous reference to the asso-
ciation of the name Kirata with the Indo-mongoloids
occurred in the Mahabharata. The Mahabharata men-
tions the king of ancient Pragjyotisha or western Assam
who joined the battle of Kurukshetra on the side of
Duryodhana, surrounded by his army of Kiratas and
Chinas.

‘Sa kiratai$ca cinai$ca vrtah
pragjvotiso bhavat’

It is to be noted particularly that the Kiratas and
Cinas were mentioned separately and not collectively.

Dr Bani Kanta Kakati in his book, The Mother God-
dess Kamakhya, observed after F. E. Pargiter that the
Mahabharata placed Pragjyotisha in the northern region
but it was at the same time considered to be in the east.
North of the Pragjyotisha seemingly lay tracts called
Antagiri, Vahirgiri and Upagiri which indicated the
lower slopes of the Himalayas and the Terai. It was
close to the mountains, for Bhagadatta has been called
in the Mahabharata parvatapati and sailalaya raja. It
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was definitely stated that Pragjyotisha bordered on the
Kiratas.

The mention of the Kiratas is, however, to be found
even earlier than the Mahabharata. Dr Suniti Kumar
Chatterjee, in his Kirata-Jana-Krti, refers to the fact
that, from the time of the Yajurveda onward, the moun-
tainous regions of north-eastern India, particularly the
Himalayas, were known as the home of the Kiratas.
Reconstructing the picture of the Kiratas or early mon-
goloid movement on the soil of India right down to the
beginning of the Christian era, he observes that they
probably entered the country through Assam, and their
advent in the east might have been as old as that of
the Aryans in the west at some time before 1,000 B.c.
He conjectures that by that time they might have al-
ready pushed along the Himalayan slopes as far west
as the eastern Punjab hills. The passages in the Yajur-
veda and the Atharvaveda, mentioning the Kiratas, are
at least as old as that period.

We may quote Dr Chatterjee here :

‘When the Mahabharata and the Ramayana were
taking shape, between 500 B.c. to 400 a.p., particularly
in the pre-Christian centuries, they had occupied the
southern tract of the Himalayas and the whole of north-
eastern India, north Bihar contiguous to Nepal and to
the north of the Ganges, the greater part of Bengal and
Assam, including areas through which the Ganges (the
Padma or Padda of the present day) passed into the sea’.

Coming down to the Christian era, the Periplus, a
work of the first century a.p., makes clear reference to
the hill people to the east of the Ganges, whom it called
‘*kirrhadai’ as a race of men with rather short and flat
nose.

Before we pass on, we may incidentally take notice
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of the very significant remark of Dr Chatterjee with
regard to the river Brahmaputra which as it has been
already noted, traverses the entire length of Assam flow-
ing from its eastern extremity. We prefer to quote:
‘The Brahmaputra river also came to be better known
in the Hindu world outside Assam as Lauhitya, which
would appear to be an Aryanization, in Sanskrit, of the
Indo-mongoloid (old Bodo) name Luhit which is still
the easternmost branch of the river, now flanked by
Mishmi (North-Assamese), Singpho or Kachin (Burmese-
Kuki-Lolo) and Khamti (Siamese-Chinese) speakers’.



Mythological Associations and

Archaeological Ruins

THE LATE Dr Verrier Elwin put it in his inimitable style
that ‘the history of what is known as the North-East
Frontier Agency (Arunachal Pradesh) ascends for hun-
dreds of years into the mist of tradition and mythology’.
The hill people, who have been settled since time im-
memorial in the river valleys and mountain slopes of the
most formidable terrain, comprised by the present
Arunachal Pradesh, namely the Monpas, Sherdukpens,
Daflas (Nishis), Hill-Miris, Apa Tains, Adis (former
Abors), Mishmis, Noctes, Singhphos, Khamtis etc., na-
turally came within the influence of the main stream
of Indian culture and civilization. There can be little
room for doubt that this stream reached out to the far-
thest corner of India’s north-east in the dim past and it
has only now begun to yield its secrets before the spade
of archaeologists. But much of it is still undoubtedly
shrouded in the mist of legends and mythology.

It is, however, understandable that participation of
the Indo-mongoloids in the evolution of Indian culture
in areas where they lived, was not an one-way traffic.
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As Dr Chatterjee again puts it, it was not a case of one-
sided influence or absorption only. ‘It was case of the
Indo-mongoloid speeches and ideologies, cults and cus-
toms being engrafted on the stock of Hindu (i.e., Indo-
Aryan-cum-Austric and Dravidian) speech and ideology
and cults and customs’.’ It has been acknowledged by
scholars that the mongoloid races of the North-East
were responsible for the rise of the Tantric cults in the
cis-Himalayan regions. It was particularly noticeable
in the ascendancy of the cult of the Mother Goddess
accompanied at one time by human sacrifice and other
magical rites in this area.

We shall note in course of the brief account given
below that this area is no less rich in ancient lore and
mythological associations preserved by local traditions.
Though naturally authentic historicity cannot be claim-
ed for mainly oral. traditions, handed down from genera-
tion to generation, they do nevertheless point to the fact
that this remote eastern region was never outside the
pale of the great Indian Culture. All along the region,
particularly along the lower reaches and the terrai,
beginning from the west to the farthest east, traces of
numerous ruins are scattered. These archaeological
ruins are strangely associated in popular minds with
stories and myths related in the Mahabharata and the
Puranas. It is only natural to anticipate that, when real
historical connections of these ruins are established,
they will shed great light on the history of the area
itself and the various groups of the hill people, who
lived around these ruins since time beyond reckoning,
will, perhaps, be found to form a part of that historv.

' Bhalukpung ruins: On the western banks of the river

! Chatterjee, Suniti Kumar (Dr), Kirata-Jana-Krti (Caleytta, 1951).
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Bhareli immediately beyond the Inner Line is a place
called Bhalukpung in the present Kameng district of
the Arunachal Pradesh. The ruins of an ancient fort is
to be noticed here but little has so far been done to
carry out real excavations around this place. The Akas,
who live not far from the ruins, connect them with their
mythical ancestor Bhaluka, grandson of Raja Bana. Ac-
cording to the Bhagavata and Vishnu Purana, the king
named Bali ruled over Sonitpur, the city of blood, popu-
larly identified with the present Tezpur. His son Bana,
who succeeded him to the throne, was said to be a con-
temporary of Naraka, king of ancient Pragjyotisha. The
kingdom of Raja Bana might have included the whole
of Darrang and North-Lakhimpur. One conjecture is
that the Akas might really be ‘the remains of a people
who once ruled in the plains and were driven into the
hills by some more powerful tribes’.

Ita ruins: Within the jurisdiction of the present Sub-
ansiri district at the foothills areas, not far from Doi-
mukh, the well-known ruins of Ita can still be noticed.
Ita has been identified by some scholars with Mayapur
of Ramachandra, a king of the Jitari dynasty. This dy-
nasty was founded by Dharmapala in the 11th century
AD. A succession of kings followed Dharmapala.
Ramachandra in the 13th century a.p. had a large king-
dom extending from Bhalukpung to Majuli, and made
Ratnapur in Majuli his capital. Later he founded a
second capital at Mayapur in the north-east corner of
his kingdom. Mayapur, it is claimed, was actually
named after him as he was also known as Mayamatta.
It is also said that Rmachandra had ultimately to take
shelter in his second capital, Mayapur. The Daflas
(Nishi), a turbulent hill tribe of Subansiri, called him
refugee king for this reason. Dr Elwin, however,
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thought that he was a Kalita king. About the Kalitas,
the scholars have not yet reached an agreement as to
who they were and where their kingdom was actually
located. According to one account noted by Dr Bani
Kanta Kakati in his Mother Goddess Kamakhya, the
country to the eastward of Bhot and northward of
Sadiya, extending to the plains beyond the mountains,
was said to have been possessed by a powerful people
called Kalitas or Kultas. They were known to have at-
tained a high degree of advancement and civilization.

Malinithan: A great heap of ruins, known to the local
people as Ghagrathan or Malinithan, can be seen at the
foothills areas of the Siang district, very close to Lika-
bali. The ‘Than’, dedicated to the goddess Durga, is
situated on high grounds and, as one climbs up the side
of the hill, one notices huge blocks of carved stones
lying all about the place. Only during recent years, ex-
cavation on this site has been tndertaken by the Aruna-
chal Pradesh Administration in right earnest. The ex-
cavation has already yielded many important and valu-
able finds which are sure to throw great light on the
history of this area. The most remarkable fact about
the ruins at Malini Than is that what was possibly once
a massive temple was constructed of huge blocks of
stones, marking a deviation from the general rule about
other ruins in this region ‘which are made up of baked
bricks. Several stone pillars with carved lotus motif on
them and images of popular gods and goddesses of the
Hindu pantheon lie scattered about everywhere, mostly
in broken portions. A particularly fine image of Dasha-
bhuja Durga, apparently of great age, has been found.

The local mythological legend connected with Malini
Than may as well be related here. Lord Krishna, when
he was carrying away Rukmini, daughter of king Bhis-
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mak, on the eve of her settled marriage with Shishupal,
king of Chedi, was invited to make a brief halt at this
place where Mahadeva with his consort Pravati was
staying at the time. Parvati, who welcomed Krishna
and Rukmini with garlands, acquired the title of Malini
since that celebrated occasion.

Among the great wealth of stone-carved images, be-
ing unearthed here, figures of Kinnaris (celestial dam-
sels) in dancing pose or playing the drum in Konarak
style, mithuns in copulation, images of the gods such
as Ganesha and Kartikeya have been noticed. A stone
figure in the round of Nandi (bull), the sacred mount
of Lord Siva, has been excavated. It is of considerable
size. Curiously enough, a profusely bearded figure, re-
sembling the traditional Dvarapala, has been unearthed
from the site. The carved images of the gods and god-
desses along with their celestial attendants, both in style
and execution, hark back to the extant historical evi-
dence of temple sculpture in other parts of the country,
particularly in Orissa. There is at least one instance of
recorded history that an Ahom Raja secured the services
of a sculptor from Orissa for carving an image of Durga
for his worship. We may note, in passing, that other
archaeological ruins, recently brought to light at other
places in this eastein part, more particularly at Ambari
near Gauhati, were possibly not unconnected, and are
sure to push back the history of this area centuries back
confirming the close cultural link which definitely ex-
isted between this region and the rest of the country
since remote past.

Tamresvari: A notable archaeological site on the
right bank of a small stream, named Dewulpani. eight
miles east of present Sunpura, also within the Aruna-
chal Pradesh, is regarded to represent the remains of
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the famous temple of Devi Tamresvari, celebrated both
in legends and ancient literature. We are told that the
temple had a copper roof. But the explanation, record-
ed by Dr Bani Kanta Kakati, is at variance with this
tradition. He pointed out that Yogini Tantra took notice
of a small pitha in the north-east region called Hayata-
mra. This might have been a parallel formation of
Ratna-Pitha, diverse localities. According to tradition,
a magic book, called Tamraksari, was in the possession
of the Bara-Bhuiyas of North-Lakhimpur who were
shaktas. It was said to have contained all kinds of po-
tent magic formulas for propitiation of the goddess.
Dr Kakati, therefore, conjectured that the goddess might
have been locally known as Tamresvari, the presiding
divinity of the Haya-Tamra Pitha and also the divinity
whose worship was extolled in the book called Tamra-
ksari. ‘The copper temple must have been a later ad-
dition to suit her epithet’.

According to Dr Kakati again, the Chutivas, a mon-
goloid tribe, who were reigning at Sadiva at the begin-
ing of the thirteenth century, brought the goddess into
‘awful prominence’. The temple acquired such wide
fame that it came to be looked upon as a centre of wor-
ship for all hill tribes of the north-east frontier. Human
sacrifices were yearly offered until the Ahom King,
Gaurinath Singh, stopped the cruel practice.

Eminent scholars believe on strong grounds that the
cult of the mother goddess Shakti in her fearful aspect
grew into prominence in this northeast region of India.
A combined cult of Shiva-with-Shakti struck deep roots
and in course of time came to be accepted as popular
form of religion among all sections of people of the
north-east. The contributions of Indo-mongoloid races
to the rise of the Shakti cult or the worship of the
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A broken 1nage pro-
visionally  identified  as
that of Kartikeya exca-
vated at Mahni Than,

A huge stone block with lotus motif inscribed on 1t at, Malim Than
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A lion sitting on a vanquished elephant, a common enough mouf
in Indian temple sculpture, excavated at Malini Than.



The figure of a goddess. not yet identified, uncarthed at Malini
Than. Could it be the image of Parvat as Malini ?




The round figure of Nandi (bull). Lord Siva's mount, excavated
at Malini Than.




A decorated column
excavated at Mahm
Than. The top figure
is obviously that of
Ganesha.

A portion of the rampart of what was possibly a fort excavated
at Bhismak Nagar in the Lohit district. Note the bhig trees
which have grown the top of the ruins.
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Somie archaeological finds unearthed at Bhismak Naes
excavatiogn site

An archaeological find from Bhismak Nagar-—a crude and
stylized. figure of possibly a deer,



A view of Parasuram Kund whick attracts pilgrnims irom all
corners of India for a holy deep during the Makar Sangkranti

A group of sadhus
who congregate
every year at Para-
suram Kund during
the Makar Sang
kranti.
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mother goddess in the Tantric form have been acknow-
ledged by scholars. The ruins of the Tamresvari tem-
ple in this area still survive as a pointer. The recent
discovery of the ruins of a brick-built temple with a
phallic symbol of Lord Siva in the vicinity of Tamres-
vari temple only lends additional support to the extant
tradition of the eminence of Shiva-Shakti cult in this
region at one time.

We may again refer to Dr Bani Kanta Kakati who
observed that the dominant religion in the north-east
frontier was a gross form of Shaivism associated with
wine and flesh. The aryanized conquerors held this re-
ligion, which attracted the attention of the aboriginal
Kiratas, in great disdain and placed it under a ban. ‘At
the same time to secure easy recognition by the ab-
original people they brought to prominence another
local cult—the cult of the Mother Goddess’.

If the Kalika Purana is to be believed, there used to
be a Vishnu Pitha, presided over by Lord Vasudeva, in
that same locality. We are told that some form of
Hinduism had at one time spread among the hill tribes
around this region. In the biography of the Vaisnavite
saint Vamsi Gopala Deva, there is reference to ‘Mishmi
Brahmanas’ who often supplied him with food and
drink when he lay in trance in caves, reciting the name
of Hari.

The Yogini Tantra mentions the existence of -one
Kolva Pitha in the north-eastern region ‘where moral
and secular laws framed by the tribesmen themselves
were followed’.

Bhismak Nagar: At the foot of the mountains, about
24 miles north of Sadiva,between the Dikrang and the
Dibang rivers, archaeological ruins of an ancient fort
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can still be seen. Local traditions regarded the country
Sadiya as the ancient Vidarbha Desha where once the
king Bhismak ruled. It is related in Bhagavata and
Mahabharata that he had a daughter of unsurpassed
beauty named Rukmini. It was all arranged to give
her away in marriage to Shishupal, king of Chedi, but
she was carried away by Lord Krishna himself on the
eve of her marriage. Popular legends and traditions
identify the ruins, mentioned above, as the site of the
capital of Raja Bhismak. Indeed, the Idu Mishmis, who
live close to the site, are very strongly attached to this
legend, and believe that Raja Bhismak and Rukmini be-
longed to their hills. There is no dearth, however, of
beautiful women among the Mishmis.

Though the ruins at Bhismak Nagar was first sighted
by H. Vetch, Political Agent, Upper Assam, in 1846
and a repart by S. F. Hanney, who had accompanied
him, appeared in the Journal of Asiatic Society in 1848
and a further account by T. Bloch in 1906-7, real ex-
cavation at the site was undertaken by the present ad-
ministration only in the year 1967 under the direction
of Sri L. N. Chakravarty, then the Historical Research
Officer. It was through his pioneering efforts, the first
clear idea of the ground-plan of what was possibly a
fort or, perhaps, a palace, occupying a plinth area of
20,000 sq. ft. emerged. Excavation at the site has since
been taken over by Dr. Y. A. Raikar who has brought
to light many new finds, and is currently engaged in
researches on the historical connections of the ruins.

Sri Chakravarty is now busy digging at Malinithan al-
ready referred to above.

The identification of ancient Virdarbha with the
country around Sadiya is very curious indeed as we
know that reputed historians have identified it with the
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present Berar. Strangely enough, according to Bhaga-
vata, Bhishmak had his capital at Kundin and the fact
that a river flowing by Sadiya is called Kundil makes
the whole question very intriguing.

We are of course aware that migration of place names
along with migration of people is a well recorded his-
torical phenomenon. For instance, after the Hindu epic
Ramayana had struck deep roots in Java in Indonesia,
many local places there came to be associated with
place names described in the great epic. It is conceiv-
able, therefore, that Aryan migrations, possibly in small
waves, to India’s far east took place in prehistoric times.
The new settlers in this aera naturally had carried with
them the place names and history of their original
homeland and, after they failed to return to their own
country due to various reasons (e. g. want of easy com-
munication between their original home and the adopt-
ed country, discontinuance of further migration and
consequert loss of contact with their home-country) ap-
plied the place-names to their new locations and pre-
served the traditions and legends which they had
brought with them. Such types of migration in small
groups, spread over great distances of time, might
plausibly have helped in originating local traditions
which appear to be duplications of similar traditions in
other parts of the country.

Brahmakund: Another place of great sanctity is the
Brahmakund situated in the lower reaches of the Lohit
river well inside the present district of Lohit. Accord-
ing to a mythological tradition, Parashuram opened a
passage here for the river through the hills with a
mighty blow of his axe. The Kund draws thousands of
Hindu pilgrims every year from all corners of India.
The Digaru Mishmis who inhabit nearby hills act as
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traditional guides to the pilgrims, and hold the kund
equally in reverence.

The mythological legend, as recounted in The Mother
Goddess Kamakhya after Kalikapurana, goes as follows :
The saint Vasistha was engaged in doing penances to
Shiva on the Sandhyachala hill. The hosts of Shiva,
however, became so bold that Ugratara laid her hands
on the saint, even though he was meditating on Shiva
himself, in order to expell him from Kamrupa. The
saint pronounced a curse not only on Ugratara but also
on Shiva as he was so eager to see him off. Brahma had
to find means to put the curse into effect. ‘He caused
the descent of the river Brahmaputra (born of Amogha,
Santanu’s wife through himself) by strokes ot Parashu-
rama’s axe. The Brahmaputra spread out in deluge
over the entire Kamarupa and, washing off all the sacred
places, flowed towards the sea. Henceforth it became
impossible to recognize the individual tirthas. Anv one,
desiring to earn the merits of a particular tirtha, has now
to take a plunge in Brahmaputra with the thought of
that tirtha in mind.

The place where Parashuram opened a passage
through the hills became known as Brahmakund, a
place of great sanctity. It is possible: that the legend
preserves an actual historical tradition of a struggle for
supremacy among various religious cults in the remote
past, with Shaivism taking an aggressive part. ‘The
legendary deluge could also be a vague recollection of
an actual flooding in the dim past of the areas through
which Lohit or the Brahmaputra passed due to some
natural calamities in the hills. The Adi (former Abor)
mythology, according to Dr Elwin, preserves the tradi-
tion of a great deluge in the beginning of time. There,



MYTHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATIONS - & ARCHAEOLOGICAL RUINS 29

however, seems to exist some difference of opinion as
to the exact location of the Brahmakund.

Parashuramkund : Close to the Brahmakund, there is
the famous Parashuramkund which attracts pilgrims
from all over India for a plunge in it during the Makar
Samkranti. The Kalika purana repeats the well-known
story how Parashuram at the command of his father,
Rishi Jamadagni, severed the head of his mother, Renu-
ka, with a blow of his axe. As a result of the crime of
matricide the axe got stuck to his hand. His father was
extremely pleased with his devotion and faithfulness
and wanted to grant him boons. Parashuram first asked
that his mother be restored to life and also asked of his
father how to get rid of the sin of matricide. The Rishi
advised him to visit holy places. Parashuram accord-
ingly did a round of all holy places in India and ulti-
mately came to Brahmakund. He made a passage for
the water by cutting the bank of the Brahmakund with
his famous axe. He then took a plunge in the second
kund thus created and, lo and behold ! the axe came
off his hand and dropped into the kund. The kund dis-
appeared as a result of the great earthquake in 1950 but
the tradition still lives. Pilgrims in their thousands still
continue to visit the spot every year.

Ruins at Roing: Also in the Lohit district, a few miles
away from the road leading to Roing, brick-laid ruins
of some tanks are noticeable. The tanks had bathing
‘ghats” with brick-built steps and stone pillars. One of
the tanks still have all the four sides down to the bed
nicely laid with bricks. Every season, the tanks be-
come covered with lotus flowers, though lotus flowers
are not generally seen in this locality. Besides the tanks,
traces of broad and high alis (highways) are also noticed
about this area. Very little is known yet as to who were
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responsible for the construction of the tanks and the
alis which bear ample evidence of the high standard of
their achivements. The tribal population who now live
in the nearby Abor Jiya village affirm that the tanks and
alis were already there when their fathers settled in the
area in the beginning of the present century. The ruins
could possibly be connected with the Chutiyas who be
fore the advent of the Ahoms ruled over this region.
Extensive explorations might lead to further discoveries
of historical importance. An authentic and substantial
history of the northeast frontiers still remains to be
written.



Genesis and Evolution of
Administration in Arunachal
Pradesh

BEFORE WE Pass on to describe the cultural profile of
the Arunachal Pradesh, it is, perhaps, necessary to make
a brief survey of the origin and development of adminis-
tration in this remote part of tribal settlement. The
British rulers in India realized very early that the
territories under tribal occupation had their specific
problems which needed special administrative approach
than obtaining in areas under regular administration.
Enforcement of laws unsuited to the primitive condi-
tions and ‘contrary to the spirit of their customs and
religion” spread disaffection among the tribal population
leading to sporadic uprisings. The British soon found
themselves under obligation and necessity to take p051-
tive measures for the reconciliation of the tribal people.
The mutinies of the Hos of Singbhum in 1831, the
Khond uprising in 1846, and the Santal rebellion of
1885 made it necessary to form these regions into
specially Non-Regulation Tracts to be administered by
simpler codes directly by Deputy Commissioners. A
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similar system was introduced in the Madras Presidency
in 1839. In Bombay, tribal area was excluded and
special rules framed for its administration in 1856.

The experience of the British rulers in Assam was not
different. After the Burmese were finally expelled in
1826, the British took over the administration of Assam,
but made over Upper Assam with the exception of
Sadiya and Muttuk to Purander Singh, the last of the
Ahom kings. But unfortunately the chaos that set in
with the break down of the Ahom authority in the wake
of the Burmese invation of Assam could not be checked
and the situation only became worse confounded. The
British now finally annexed the whole of Assam in 1938
and made it into a Non-Regulation Province of the
British Empire in India. Even before the advent of the
British, unrestricted intercourse existed between the
tribal population in the mountains and the plains people
of the valley of the Brahmaputra. Sometimes frictions
arose as a result of great competition among the plains
people bordering on the hills for the forest produce
which the tribes carried down, particularly rubber,
mishmi tita, deer mask etc. Besides, the prevailing
chaotic condition immediately following collapse of
Ahom authority encourged some turbulent and warlike
tribes to encroach and participate in general depreda-
tions in the plains areas.

To start with, the British rulers were obliged to send
out severel expeditions into the tribal territories.
Naturally, they could not rest content with sending out
periodical expeditions as specific occassions demanded,
but also had to adopt definite measures in order to
regulate relations between the tribes and the plains
population. Accordingly, the already existing power of
summary legislation for backward tracts was extended
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to Assam. In terms of the provisions of this power,
regulation authorised the Lt Governor to prescribe a
line to be called the Inner Line in each or any of the
districts affected ‘beyond which no British subjects of
certain classes or foreign residents can pass without a
license’. This regulation also stipulated rules regarding
trade, possession of land beyond the line, and other
related matters.

Thus came into existence the Inner Line Regulation
of 1873 which laid down such lines ‘in the districts of
Kamrup and Goalpara towards Bhutan; in Darang
towards the Bhutiyas, Akas and Daflas ; in the Lakhim-
pur toward the Daflas, Miris, Abors, Mishmis, Khamitis,
Singphos and Nagas ; in Sibsagar towards the Nagas’.

At the same time other specific administrative mea-
sures were initiated with a view to gathering knowledge
about, and cultivating better relations with hill tribes
of India’s north-east frontiers. The post of a Political
Officer with headquarters at Sadiya was created in
1881-82. Mr Needham was appointed as the first Assis-
tant Political Officer who left very valuable reports
about the people and the region. He was secceeded by
Mr Williamson who followed in the footsteps of Mr
Needham. Unfortunately, Williamson with his colleague
Dr Gregorson and a few others met with a premature
end under very tragic circumstances.

The year 1912-13 marked further progress in the
history of frontier administration of the province. Atten-
tion was chiefly directed to the North-East Frontier and
several important measures were introduced. To
quote:

‘A separate district was formed comprising the tribal
area of the frontier east of the Subansiri-Syom divide,
and consisting of two sections, East and Central, under
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the control of a Political Officer working directly under
the Chief Commissioner. Survey operations and road
constructions on an extensive scale were undertaken,
Sanction was also accorded to the appointment of a
Political Officer to have charge of the section of the
frontier west of the Subansiri-Syom divide, and effect
was given to the orders since the close of the year'.

The year 1914 saw tisll further advance and consoli-
dation of administration in the frontier territories. In
this year, the Government of India, (Foreign and Politi-
cal Departments) by a Notification extended the juris-
diction of the Assam Frontier Tracts Regulation of 1880
to the hills ‘inhabited or frequented by Abors, Miris,
Mishmis, Singphos, Nagas, Khamptis, Bhutiyas, Akas
and Daflas’.

The same fateful year saw the birth of a separate
administrative unit, the Lakhimpur Frontier Tract, con-
currently under the charge of the Deputy Commissioner
of Lakhimpur. Steps were also taken during 1914-15 to
demarcate areas of administrative units:

(i) The Central and Eastern Section
(ii) The Lakhimpur Forntier Tract
(iii) The Western Section

The southerm boundaries of the Eastern, Central and
Western sections as well as the Lakhimpur Forntier
Tract were formally defined, and rules were enunciated
for specific administration of the areas. The first two
sections, namely the Central and Eastern sections, were
placed under one Political Officer with headquaters at
Sadiya and the Western section under another Political
Officer with headquarters at Charduar. In 1919, on the
recommendations of Sri Beatson Bell, the then Chief
Commissioner of Assam, the title of the Western section
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was changed to Balipara Frontier Tract and the Central
and Eastern section to Sadiya Frontier Tract.

It has to be mentioned here that the Government of
India Act, 1935, which granted some measure of provin-
cial autonomy and introduced certain constitutional
reforms, kept the Frontier Tracts out of its purview.
On the other hand, the Government of India Act, 1935,
proposed special provisions for the administration of
tribal areas whereby these were reconstituted as Ex-
cluded Areas or Patially Excluded Areas. The admini-
stration of these areas actually vested in the Governor of
Assam, acting in his discretion. The office of a Secretary
to the Governor of Assam was created for assisting the
Governor in 1937. The expenditure for what came to be
known as the Governor’s Secretariat was made charge-
able to the Assam Budget though the Government of
India contributed some funds for special administration
and development of the areas.

Later in 1943, it was considered necessary to create
the additional post of an Adviser to the Governor of
Assam and it was mainly concerned with the adminis-
tration of the North-East Frontier Tracts. The Adviser
was appointed directlv by the Government of India
which also bore the expenditure of the office of the
Adviser to the Governor of Assam. The appointment
of the Adviser actually set the pattern for the adminis-
tration of the erstwhile North-East Frontier Agency
until it was granted the status of an Union Territory
only very recently. The Governor of Assam, assisted by
the Adviser, first acted as the agent to the Governor-
General and later to the President of India.

In the year 1943, a new administrative division,

called the Tirap Frontier Tract, was created out of some
areas of the Lakhimpur Frontier Tract and the Sadiya
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Frontier Tract with the headquarters at Margherita.
The Balipara Frontier Tract was again divided into the
Se-la Sub-Agency and the Subansiri Area in 1946. After
Independence, in 1948, the reinainining portion of the
Sadiya Frontier Tract was further divided into two divi-
sions, the Abor Hills and the Mishmi Hills. Then in
1954, the Frontier Tracts were again renamed the Ka-
meng Frontier Division, Subansiri Frontier Division,
Siang Frontier Division, Lohit Frontier Division, Tirap
Frontier Division and Tuensang Frontier under the
North-East Frontier Agency.

At the end of 1957, Tuensang was separated and at-
tached to the Naga Hills District. As recently as 1964,
the above frontier divisions were redesignated as dis-
tricts, namely Kameng District, Snbansiri District,
Siang District, Lohit District and Tirap District and
the designations of the administrative heads of the dis
tricts were changed to that of Deputy Commissioners.
Finally, January 20, 1972, saw the birth of the new
Arunachal Pradesh with the status of an Union Terri-
tory out of what was North-East Frontier Agency or
NEFA for short.



The people of Arunachal pradesh

Dr B. S. Guna, in 1951, divided the tribal population
of India into three zones, namely: (1) North-Eastern
Zone, (2) Central Zone, and (3) Southern Zone. Under
the first group, i.e. the North-Eastern Zone, are includ-
ed the tribes, scattered over a large area in the sub-
Himalayan region and the mountainous areas of Assam
and North-Eastern India. Dr Guha also referred to the
chief characteristics, both ethnic and cultural, which
distinguish the hill tribes of the North-Eastern Zone
from the other two zones.

In the North-Eastern Zone, the tribes speak langu-
ages belonging to the Tibeto-Burman group with, per-
haps, the solitary exception of the Khasis. Dr Guha
observed: ‘In this group there is no tribe which is
purely in the hunting or food-gathering stage’. Jhum-
ing is widely practised. From the point of view of racial
affinity, the tribes here have been variously described
as Indo-mongoloid, paleo-mongoloid and so on. In this
zone, ‘hereditary priestly shamanism’ is wide spread.
Pile-dwelling is prevalent with the institution of bache-
lors” dormitories among many tribes. Thus we have
here in nutshell the main drifts and characteristics of
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the North-Eastern Zone of tribal settlement in India.
We, however, need hardly point out that the Arura-
chal Pradesh is identified with only a portion of the
North-Eastern Zone of tribal settlement whose limits
we have alreadv described above. Now, having noted
the nature of the terrain as well as the ethnic group of
people who form the population of the Arunachal Pra-
desh, we may proceed to describe the mode of life and
culture of each separate tribal group in the context of

its location under the present divisions of administra-
tive districts.

KAMENG DISTRICT
MONPAS

To the north of Darrang, the stretch of mountainous
country, comprising -the present Kameng district of the
Arunachal Pradesh, is the home of the Monpas, Sher-
dukpens, Akas, Khoas and the Mijis. Dr Verrier Elwin
described the Monpas as ‘quiet gentle, friendly, cour-
teous, industrious, good to animals, good to children...
...... " Ethnically they form along with the Sherdukpen<
of Shergaon and Rupa a distinct group, having affinity
with the Bhutanese to the west and the tribes across
the northern borders. The Monpas occupy the valleys
to the north of Bomdi La lying at the foot of a 4,267
metre spur of the Thagla Ridge. They are Buddhist by
religion with, perhaps, an admixsture of their original
animist-snamanist beliefs. The cultural and religious
life of the Monpas centre around the Tawang Monas-
tery. Dr Elwin said that they might have little theology
but have a great deal of religion. Indeed, judging from
their gentle temperament and extremely good and cour-

teous manners, it is evident, they take their religion
very sincerely.
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The altitude of the valleys occupied by the Monpas
vary greatly from 914 to about 3,658 metres. It is, there-
fore, extremely cold out there. The people live in houses
constructed of stones with wooden planks, usually
double storeyed.

According to Capt Kennedy, the Monpas, though
apparently have affinities with the racial group to their
west and across the northern borders, seem to form ‘a
distinct sub-tribe of thier own’. He expressed the view
that the Monpas, who were settled around Kalaktang
and Moshing areas, showed ‘distinct traces of admix-
ture with, if not actual descent from a primitive Eastern
Himalayan hill tribe’. Formerly, all the Monpas to the
south-east of Se La range were known as Sherchokpas
while the small group of people, concentrated in the
villages of Shergoan and Dukpen (Rupa) were called
Sherdukpens.

We may as well take note of another tradition, re-
corded by L. N. Chakravarty, Deputy Director of Re-
search, Arunachal Pradesh, that the Monpas of Tawang
originally migrated from Sikkim and Phari. The Mon-
pas, however, do not at present preserve any tradition
about the cause of their original migration from these
areas, nor are they in a position to offer any satisfactory
explanation as to how a large scale migration could take
place across Bhutan and Chumbi.

From the account of Kennedy, it appears that, at one
time, a tribe called Lopa, who were either Miji or Aka,
occupied the Dirang valley and lived on amicable terms
with the Monpas who were later immigrants to the same
locality. Eventually, a serious dispute developed and
the Lopas were forced out. The Monpas then built the
Zong or fort at Dirang and garrisoned it as a means of
defence against the inroads of the Mijis.
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One other conjecture claims that the whole area south
of Se La was occupied by the Sherdukpens who were
graduallv pushed back. Even now a dialectal variation
of the Sherdukpen language is spoken as far north as
Rabung, Khudum, Khoina and But.

There appears to exist some difference in the spoken
language between the Monpas of Tawang and that in
the valleys south of Se La range. The language spoken
all over the Tawang valley is known as Tawang Mon-
Ke and that spoken in the valley of Dirang is Mon-Ke
(‘'Ke’ meaning language). The Dirang Mon-Ke is said
to be closer to the language of ‘adjoining portion of
Eastern Bhutan’.

The main concentration of the Monpas is around
Tawang where the great lamasery, founded over 350
years ago, stands as the centre of spiritual and cultural
life of the people. It is by far the biggest Buddhist
monastery in India at an altitude of about 3,048 metres
from the sea level, capable of housing 500 lamas.

We cannot naturally improve upon the description of
the famous lamasery left by Dr Elwin who wrote as
follows :

‘The monastery itself reminded me of a mediaeval
Ttalian town on in many ways of Oxford. Here was the
typical old Oxford jumble of little streets lined with tall
house ; here was the gentle casual atmosphere which
concealed so much formality and protocol. Here was
the College Chapel, the Library, the Senior Common
Room, the quad ; even the kitchens were on a similar
scale and had a similar ambiance’.

The form of Buddhism practised by the Monpas is

broadly of the lamaist Mahayana School. The founding
of the monastery is associated with the name of one
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Mera Lama who was reported to have lived in the time
of the 5th Dalai Lama of Tibet. At the time of laying
the foundation of the monastery, the lama performed
a great ritual ceremony in honour of Tamding, the God
of horses (Ta meaning horse), and the area around came
to be known as Tawang from that time on. There are
also other conjectures with regard to the origin of the
name, One of them says that the word means a ‘stable
for horses” and yet another relates it to a great lama of
bygone dayvs who got down from his horse here and
blessed the place around, having been apparently
charmed by the surroundings (ta=horse ; wong= bles-
sings).

Similarly, the meaning of the word, Monpa, 51gmfvmg
the people, is explained as ‘man of the lower country’
(Mon =lower country ; Pa=belonging to). The Tawang
area broadly falls into three popular divisions, namely
Cha-chum, Thakpa and Pangchen.

The Monpa dress consists of a ‘chuba’ or cloak, made
of coarse woollen stuff dyed red with madder and
reaching some way below the hips, and short loose
drawers of the same material. In case of man, the hair
is cut in a straight line just above the eyes and at the
level of the nape of his neck behind. He wears a dome-
shaped hat of coarse felt with edges of fur. Sometimes
the hat is of great workmanship. Usually he wears
boots of indigenous manufacture, reaching someway up
the legs. A short sword in a wooden scabbard is almost
an invariable part of his outfit.

The Monpa woman has for her dress a length of
blue or striped or white cotton cloth, wrapped round
her body and coming down below the knees, and a
jacket made of the same woollen stuff as that of the
man’s ‘chuba’ reaching to the waist. She wears her hair
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long cither tied into bun or twisted into a plait behi
On the head, she puts on a round cap.

The monpas are a simple, well- meaning, and ind\
trious people who largely submit to the guidance
their headman, and follow a simple code of life enjoine
by their religion under the supervision of the lam
priests. As already mentioned the Monpas are Buddhi:
and are devoutly attached to their religion. Scattere
about the country side, particularly at the turn of .
road, one can notice curious stone shrines known a.
‘mane’ and ‘chorten’.

A mane is raised in the shape of a stone wall, some
10 to 20 feet long, two to three feet wide, and six to
eight feet high. The sacred formula, ‘Om Mani Peme
Hum’ (literally meaning ‘Jewel in the Lotus’) is carved
on stone tablets and are ranged on small shelves cut
into the walls. Some tablets might als¢c have lotus
flowers or the figures of the Buddha carved on them.
These shrines are usually raised to ward off evil spirits"
It is also regarded as an act of piety to put up a mane
during one’s life-time or one might be raised in memory
of a rich person after his death. It is the usual rule for
a traveller to walk past a mane always keeping it to
his right.

A chorten is actually a stupa-shaped structure where
prayers are conducted occasionally. The lama leads the
prayer after which the devotees walk round it three
times.

The other religious establishment among the Monpas
is the gompa which is a temple to house the image of
the Buddha and also religious books. One or more
officiating lamas are attached to a gompa. Every gompa
has several prayer flags planted in its vicinity so that
from quite a distance a weary traveller catches sight of
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them and feels spiritually lifted. Apart from the above
visible symbols of religious devotion, every convenient
stream is harnessed to turn huge prayer wheels with
the mystic formula, ‘Om Mani Peme Hum’, wrilten all
over them, perhaps, several thousand times.

The Monpas are good cultivators and understand
the importance of manuring. They practise a mixed
type of agriculture comprising of both shifting form of
cultivatition as well as permanent cultivation according
to the lie of different plots of land. Their principal
crops are barley, maize, chilli, a little wheat and oat,
bean, pea, millet, onion, garhc radish, pumkin and
‘where possible, rice is trraced on irrigated fields’. The
Monpas south of Se La know the use of plough which
is slightly different from the ploughs used by the plains
people of Assam. Their chief item of trade is chilli.

The Monpas are very good at their looms and, apart
from their own garments, the Monpa women weave
colourful carpets with exquisite designs on them.
Monpa men on the other hand are expert wood-carvers
and turn out varieties of masks with both human and
animal faces for their manv religions dances of which
they are very fond.

In the past, the Moupas might have been polvandrous
but they are no longar so. Monogamy appears to be
the prevailing form of marriage amongst them. My
attention has. however. been drawn by Sri L. N.
Chakravarty on the basis of investigations carried out
by him that. as late as 1952, there were some men in
Tawang having more than two wives and some women
having more than two husbands.

The marriageable age among the Monpaq generally
ranges from 10 to 25 vears. Both the bov and the girl
might be of the same age ; there is also nothing to be
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Ez\n'd against the girl being older in age than the boy,
Marriage is usually negotiated by parents. There is n
bar against the remarriage of a widow. Divorce is per-
missible but the heavy compensation to be paid by
either side depending on who wants it first acts as 4
practical deterrent.

The Monpas strongly desire a child to be born in the
house of its father. It is considered inauspicious should
the child be born under the roof of its maternal uncle
home.

Two interesting coustoms connected with birth in
family might be recounted here. According to one
custom, immediately after the birth of the child, it is
to be given a hot-bath along with the mother and the
child is then carried out in the open to see the skyand
the earth, and to receive the blessings of the gods. The
child is also given a name at that time.

The other custom requires the child to be taken out
after three nights. A lama is invited to perform appro-
priate rituals to purify the house, the mother and the
child. The lama also gives a name to the child and casts
its horoscope.

It is interesting to note that the Monpas make abur-
dant use of various products of milk for which other

tribes of this region seem to have a natural aversion
Dr Elwin observed :

‘Although milk is popular among the Buddhist tribes
who make it into butter and ghee, it is tabooed by tht
majority of the people of NEFA (Arunachal Pradesh)
who in this resemble their tribal brethren in Africa and
other parts of the world’.

The favourite beverage of the Monpas is tea whic h
they drink with salt and butter, They ave devised 2
kind of cylindrical churner to do the mixing.
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Regarding disposal of dead bodies, Captain Kennedy

noted : .
‘They burn the corpses of the rich; those of poor
people they bury in the winter and throw into the rivers
in the rainy season’. However -it might have been in
old days, the method pf burial is coming into greater
use.

I am again indebted to Shri L. N. Chakravarty for
the following information regarding disposal of dead
bodies by the Monpas based on investigations which
he carried out in 1952

There are four different methods of disposal of the
dead body mainly according to the status of the dead.

(1) When a rich man dies, the body is carried to a
place called Kharpochang indicated to be beyond Bum
La. It is placed on a piece of big stone. A fire is lighted
nearby burning incense. This is an invitation to vultures
which usually come down to feed upon the dead body.
The head is severed and kept separately, arnd offered
up to the vultures last of all. When the vultures fail to
come down, the body is burnt.

(2) In winter, however, when no one dares out to
Kharpochang, the dead body of a rich person has to be
burnt.

(8) The corpse of a common man is taken out to the
nearest river, cut into 108 pieces, and then thrown into
the water, perhaps, for the fishes.

(4) The body of a dead person, dying of any contagi-
ous disease, is invariably buried.

However, as we have already noted above, from all
appearences, the prevailing tendency turns round more
and more to burial as a common method of disposal of
the dead.

In the seventh week following death, a lama performs



44 ARUNACHAL PANORAMA

said against the girl being older in age than the boy.
Marriage is usually negotiated by parents. There is no
bar against the remarriage of a widow. Divorce is per-
missible but the heavy compensation to be paid by
either side depending on who wants it first acts as a
practical deterrent.

The Monpas strongly desire a child to be born in the
house of its father. It is considered inauspicious should
the child be born under the roof of its maternal uncle’s
home.

Two interesting coustoms connected with birth in a
family might be recounted here. According to one
custom, immediately after the birth of the child, it is
to be given a hot-bath along with the mother and the
child is then carried out in the open to see the skv and
the earth, and to receive the blessings of the gods. The
child is also given a name at that time.

The other custom requires the child to be taken out
after three nights. A lama is invited to perform appro-
priate rituals to purify the house, the mother and the
child. The lama also gives a name to the child and casts
its horoscope.

It is interesting to note that the Monpas make abun-
dant use of various products of milk for which other
tribes of this region seem to have a natural aversion.
Dr Elwin observed :

‘Although milk is popular among the Buddhist tribes,
who make it into butter and ghee, it is tabooed by the
majority of the people of NEFA (Arunachal Pradesh)
who in this resemble their tribal brethren in Africa and
other parts of the world’.

The favourite beverage of the Monpas is tea which
they drink with salt and butter. They ave devised a
kind of cylindrical churner to do the mixing.



THE PLEOPLE OF ARUNACHAL PRADESH 45

Regarding disposal of dead bodies, Captain Kennedy

noted : -
‘They burn the corpses of the rich; those of poor
people they bury in the winter and throw into the rivers
in the rainy season’. However -it might have been in
old days, the method pof burial is coming into greater
use.

I am again indebted to Shri L. N. Chakravarty for
the following information regarding disposal of dead
bodies by the Monpas based on investigations which
he carried out in 1952.

There are four different methods of disposal of the
dead body mainly according to the status of the dead.

(1) When a rich man dies, the body is carried to a
place called Kharpochang indicated to be beyond Bum
La. It is placed on a piece of big stone. A fire is lighted
nearby burning incense. This is an invitation to vultures
which usually come down to feed upon the dead body.
The head is severed and kept separately, arid offered
up to the vultures last of all. When the vultures fail to
come down, the body is burnt.

(2) In winter, however, when no one dares out to
Kharpochang, the dead body of a rich person has to be
burnt.

(8) The corpse of a common man is taken out to the
nearest river, cut into 108 pieces, and then thrown into
the water, perhaps, for the fishes.

(4) The body of a dead person, dying of any contagi-
ous disease, is invariably buried.

However, as we have already noted above, from all
appearences, the prevailing tendency turns round more
and more to burial as a common method of disposal of
the dead.

In the seventh week following death, a lama performs
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a ritual exactly on the same day on which the man died,
for the benefit of the departed soul. While this is obli-
gatory for all, the rich continue to perform rituals
throughout the first week after death and in addition
offer food and drink to nearby nunneries and monas-
teries. They set up prayer wheels and prayer flags, and
also raise ‘mane’ and ‘chorten’ in the name of the dead.

After the death of the tather the property is divided
equally between all the sons. The living house goes
either to the eldest or the youngest son. The unmarried
girls and the wite of the deceased usually live with the
son getting the living house. But the expenditure for
marriage of the sisters is to be shared by all the broters.

LISHPA AND CHUGPA

Within a radius of four to five miles of Dirang, two
very small groups of people are found. They are called
Lishpa and Chugpa. In most respects, they are akin to
the Monpas, having a similar culture and religion.
Strangely enough, they speak a languags, markedly
different and distinct from the Monpa language. Such
philological puzzles are not rare in this north-east re-
gion of India. For reason not obvious, the Monpas re-
gard the Lishpa and Chugpa people as socially inferior
to themselves, and are unwilling to give away their
daughters in marriage to them. It is commonly believ-
ed that they are descended from an early wave of mig-
rants from Bhutan.

SHERDUKPENS

South of the Bomdi La Range, in the valleys of the
Tengapani river, are found the Sherdukpens, and close
to them, the Thebengia Bhutias. They are similarly
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Buddhist by religion having cultural affinities with the
Monpas.

The main concentrationn of the Sherdukpens is
spread over three important villages of Rupa, Jigaon
and Shergaon, occupying the south-western part of the
Kameng district. The strip of land, inhabited by the
She:dukpens, is a long and narrow valley at the foot
of the Bomdi La Range, traversed by many streams all
of which are not perennial. Some of them spring to
life and start flowing with strong swift currents with
the onset of monsoon. The important river draining the
area is Daphla Kho which ‘flows into the basin of the
Bhorelli’, the largest of the rivers in Kameng. The
altitude of the valley ranges betwecn 1,524 and 1,981
metres above sea-level.

Besides the three important villages noted above,
there are a few hamlets, locally called pams, sited on
sunny mountain slopes, never far away from water and
cultivable lands. The grouping of houses in a village
does not follow a definite pattern. The houses do not
face the same direction and their construction simply
follows the contours of the land. Winding passages
run between houses but no regular roads exist to sug-
gest a definite pattern. Public gatherings are held
usually in front of the house of the village headman
who invariably occupies an elevated position in relation
to others. Otherwise, any convenient open space be-
tween the houses is good enough for a public meeting.

The Sherdukpen dwellings are substantial houses
standing on stone foundations five to seven feet high.
The basement serves as a veritable stable for goats and
other domestic animals. The house-owner with his
family lives on the upper floor laid up with thick wooden
planks. The roofing is done ‘with light planks, bamboo
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matting and occassionally grass-thatch, weighed down
by heavy stones’. The lower half of the wall is fitted
with wooden planks and the upper part covered with
bamboo matting. The shelf-like flat and open space
between the ceiling and the roof is used as a store-room
and granary. The Sherdukpens do not put up separate
granaries. The interior of the house is ill-lighted due to
lack of windows or any other opening.

A typical house has two compartments with a por-
tico in front. The room next to the portico is used com-
monly as kitchen, dining room and living room. Impor-
tant household belongings are stored in the only other
compartment which might occasionally be used for per-
formance of religious rites or laying up an extra bed.

The stories related by Sherdukpens regarding their
migration to their present habitat belongs to the realm
of legends whose historicity cannot be vouchsafed. The
story, however, goes back to one Japtang Bura, a kind
of a chief, who with his followers first came to But and
Khoina. He found that the neighbouring tribes, the
Akas and the Mijis, were constantly at war. He pur-
chased their good-will and peace by promising to pay
tributes in kind such as salt, cloth and cattle to the
Aka and the Miji chiefs. After some time he shifted
his capital from But to Rupa.

According to tradition, the descendants of Bura now
form into a class by themselves, known as Thongs,
while the descendants of his retinue are called Chhaos
enjoying a slightly inferior social status. It is claimed
that the villages of But, Rahung, Khudum and Khoina
are inhabited entirely by Chhaos. Whether there is any
truth in the story or not, the villagers of But, Rahung,
Khudum and Khoina are said to have marked affinity
with the Sherdukpens in many ways such as physical
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features, marriage customs and so on. According to
Capt Kennedy, the Sherdukpens speak a different lan-
guage from the Monpas. It might be of some interest
to quote Kennedy here:

“This extraordinary diversity of language in a country
where the people live in harmony amongst themselves
is an interesting philological puzzle. I believe that
Eastern Bhutan is a polyglot country, and it may be
that each of the above mentioned languages is sprung
from a prototype in Bhutan’.

Thus from the evidence of language alone one might
be led to believe that significant migration had occured
in the past from the direction of Bhutan.

For dress, a Sherdukpen man first wears a piece of
cloth, called sapo, diagonally covering the upper part
of the body Two ends of the cloth are then secured
on the shoulders. A full-sleeved jacket, reaching below
the hip, is worn over the sapo, It is open in front. For
nether garment, he usually wears a loin cloth. Those,
who can afford, put on short coats over the jacket or a
long one, and loose trousers in winter.

The Sherdukpen man cuts his hair short and puts on
a skull-cap made from yak’s hair. For decoration, it
might have a colourful band round the brim and white
cockade at one side. This cap, locally called gurdam,
has also short tassel-like projections jutting down from
the sides. A colourful sash, about six to eight feet long,
is worn round the waist. To complete the outfit, a Sher-
dukpen sports a sword in a scabbard tucked in his
waistband.

The woman puts on a loose sleevless shirt hanging
down to her knees and, similar to man, warps round
the waist a coloured sash. She also wears sometimes a
short full-sleeved coat made of mill-cloth. As protec-
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tion against dimdams, a kind of stinging pest very com-
mon in this region, she straps round the calves of her
legs two lengths of cloth, each about 20 inches long
and 12 inches wide, with the two ends sewn together.
These look like cylindrical coverings, the upper end
reaching just below the knees and the lower end hang.
ing loose over the ankles.

With regard to the hair style of the Sherdukpen wo-
men, we may quote from the book, The Sherdukpens by
R. R. P. Sharma, who was a former research officer:

‘Young girls cut their hair round the head. When,
however, they grow a little older, they let it grow long
and fall over their so as to act as a sort of veil. This is
thought to be very attractive. After marriage or after
the birth of a child, girls tie up their hair at the back of
the head in loose bun, just above the nape of the neck.

Usually, women do not cover their heads. On festive
occasions, however, they may put on small round caps
like Monpa women.

Both Sherdukpen man and woman generally go
barefooted. But a Sherdukpen gentleman occasionally
likes to put on a Monpa boot.

Tattooing is unknown among the Sherdukpens.
Women and children, however, apply a sticky sub-
stance, obtained from pine resin and mixed with
charcoal dust, to their lips and also draw geometrical
designs on the cheeks. Besides enhancing beauty, it is
believed to protect the skin.

Men and women alike wear necklaces and silver or
brass rings round their fingers. Women love to wear
silver bangles, lockets and bracelets obtained from the
plans. They at one time used to manufacture their
own ornaments by melting rapee coins and to some
extent do so even now. As among other people, orna-
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ments are symbols of wealth and status, and are spe-
cially worn on festive occasions or while visiting
neighbours.

The Sherdukpen women possess considerable skill in
weaving which they do on their simple, light, and por-
table looms. They usually obtain yarns from the plains
and weave strips of cloth with various designs to be
later made into bags. They also produce yarns locally
from the bark of two species of plants known as hong-
chong and hongcho. The bark is first soaked in boiling
water and washed several times until it becomes pulpy.
The fibre is then extracted with much care. During the
whole process, women who do the job warp up their
hands with thick cloth because the bark is said to be
poisonous.

Carpentry has a certain vogue among the Sherduk-
pens who possess some skill in smithy also.

We have already noted above that the Sherdukpen
society is primarily divided into two classes, the Thongs
and the Chhaos. There is yet a third group called the
Yanlo. The Yanlor are concentrated in one village of
Jigaon Ado. They are supposed to have emigrated
from Bhutan several generations ago. They now speak
Sherdukpen language and are noted for their skill in
carpentry and smithy. These classes are mutually exo-
gamous. Each clan is again divided into a number of
sub-clans. The Thongs enjoy a higher social status
though, in course of ordinary dealings, no marked
difference exists. In the matter of dress or general phy-
sical features, they all look alike. There is no restric-
tion or interdining or social mixing otherwise. The
Thongs are, however, said to be comparatively well off
in relation to the Chhaos and Yanlos.

The distinction of status comes out to the surface on
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certain special occasions. For instance, it is a taboo
for a Thong to touch a deadbody. It is the duty of the
members of a particular Chhao clan, attached to the
deceased, to make all connected arrangements either
for burial or cremation of the corpse. They wash the
corpse, warp it up with a piece of new cloth and carry
it. They are, however, paid for their services with a
token gift and a feast.

The family structure is patriarchal, descent partilineal
and the form of marriage Patrilocal. A greater share of
inheritance devolves on the eldest son. Monogamy is
the prevailing form of marriage among the Sherdukpens.

It appears that no regular traditional system of bache-
lor’s dormitory existed in the old days but a loose form
of dormitory system does exist now. Boys and girls of
the same age group form into separate clubs and start
sleeping together in batches in some convenient houses.
Separate establishments for dormitories are absent.
Any small family, having surplus accommodation, might
be inclined to allow a batch of boys or girls to make use
of it as a common sleeping apartment. It has been con-
jectured that a loose form of boys™ dormitory developed
among the Sherdukpens during the troubled days when
they had constantly to be on defence against the Dam-
mais (Mijis) and Hrussos (Akas).

Emotional attachments are formed during this time
of common living leading to engagements and ultimately
to marriage. When a young boy forms a permanent
attachment for a particular girl and the girl for the boy,
they exchange their sashes as an indication of their
engagement. The wishes of the boys and girls are
usually respected. Both junior and senior forms of
levirate exist among the Sherdukpens. No particular
ceremony is, however, prescribed for such marriages
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and no question of bride-price arises. Similarly, soro-
rate, i.e. marriage of a man with his wife’s sister after
the death of the wife prevails both in its senior and
junior form. Widow-marriage is permissible and socially
respectable. However, monogamy is the rule at present.
A second marriage while the first wife is living, is not
countenanced. Open concubinage is a social offence.
Premarital relation is not always frowned upon as it is
expected to lead to future marriage.

The Sherdukpen society is basically democratic. In
each important village, there is a village council called
jung. It is presided over by the gaonbura who enjoys a
special position nowdays due to his stand with the
Administration. The other members are the jung mo
who usually are the elders elected by the villagers, and
the kachung and the chowkidar. The primary duty of
a kachung is to keep the villagers informed of the place
and time of the meeting of the council and he also acts
as a messenger in all important matters. There might
be more than one kachung depending on the magnitude
of a village. The position of the gaonbura in principle
is an elective one. The villagers submit the name to the
Government intially. The office is not hereditary but a
brother or a son of the gaonbura stands a good chance
of being selected by the villagers, provided he can
prove his initiative and pluck.

The council considers and dispenses all petty cases
such as individual disputes, theft, partition of property,
adultery and other socially repugnant offences. The
final award rests with the gaonbura who in principle is
expected to be guided by the majority decision of the
council. Only in cases of serious import or crimes which
require the intervention of Administration do the peo-
ple turn to Government for legal settlement.
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It might be noted that the method of trial by ordeal
once prevailed when the process of normal persuation
failed. For obvious reasons, we cannot describe here
the various forms of ordeal which the Sherdukpens
practised and, perhaps, to some extent, do even now.

The religion of the Sherdukpens is ‘a curious blend
of Buddhism and local beliefs’. All the religious estab-
lishments as noted for the Monpas exist among the
Sherdukpens. Lord Buddha is worshipped in the gom-
pas and, though literacy is till now extremely limited,
they have great veneration for sacred books reverenced
and preserved in the gompas. But, side by side, old sha-
manistic practices continue to have their spell on the
people. They believe in witchcraft and evil spirits. The
services of a class of priests, called jijis, are requisitioned
for counteracting the evil influence of malevolent spirits.
Vaticination is practised widely. The jijis obtain initia-
tion into their profession after a series of visions and
have to rely for efficacy on their individual tutilary
spirits.

The Sherdukpens practise both shifting and perma-
nent types of cultivation but they are rather poor agri-
culturists. The fields are rocky with thin layer of sandy
soil and they till small plots of land. They have besides
to contend against various odds such as occasional
heavy frost, paucity of water, and depredations by wild
animals. They, however, made use of a primitive type
of plough drawn by bullocks. Sherdukpens suffer from
a chronic deficiency of food which they have to make
good by trade and other means. The diet is simple
consisting chiefly of cereals, firsh, vegetables and beer
brewed from maize and millet. Like the Monpas they
grow abundant chilli. They have a special predilection
for various products of milk and rear cows and goats.
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But due to Buddhist influence, they abhor beef, pork,
fowl or goat-meat. They, however, trap fish and occa-
sionally take meat of nondomestic animals such as deer
and certain birds.

The winter is rather severe in the Sherdukpen valley.
The cold spell lasts from the middle of December to
the middle of March. All agricultural activities have
to be suspended during these months. The villagers
usually migrate down to the plains for trade and barter.
They return from their winter camp at Doimara to their
hills towards the end of March and take up their culti-
vation in right earnest. The periodical migration down
to the plans forms an outstanding feature of the Sher-
dukpen society.

We cannot, however, complete this brief account of
the Sherdukpens without making a reference to their
great love fcr dlance and pantomime. The most popular
are the Deer dance, Ajilamu dance and Eagle dance.
These dances in which they use masks are symbolic,
depicting some old legends or mythology.

AKAS

The term ‘Aka’ literally means painted. It is obviously
an Assamese word which might have been originally
applied to the tribal group, calling themselves Hrusso,
because ‘of their custom of smearing their faces with
black resin’. ‘Both men and women smear their cheeks
with a mixture of the resin obtained from the pinus
excelsus and charcoal’. As early as 1914, Kennedy noted
that the Akas were divided into eleven clans or sub-
clans. The two most important are the Kutsun and
Kovatsun who figured in early British accounts as
Hazarikhowa and Kapaschor respectively, also Assam-
ese words. These terms have been variously translated
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as ‘eaters at thousand hearths’ and ‘thieves who lurk
amid the cotton plants’ or again as ‘breakfast-eater
(Hazarikhowa) and ‘cotton-thieves’ (Kapaschor). Mac-
greger, writing in 1884, suggested that the two terms
should better be translated as ‘eaters of a thousand
hearth’, and ‘thieves of cotton’ respectively. It, how-
ever, appears that the history of the sobriquets has not
been explained anywere.

The Akas are spread over several villages, sometimes
called after the names of separate clans such as Karang-
ania and Diiungania. The main concentration of the
Akas is to be now found in the three important villages
of Dijungania, Jamiri and Buragaon.

The area inhabited by the Akas lies to the east of the
Sherdukpens as far as the Khari-Dikarai river, measur-
ing roughly a hundread and twenty square miles. It is
bounded on the west by the land of the Sherdukpens,
on the east by the Bangnis, on the north by the Mijis
and, on the south, by the Darrang district of Assam.
In common with other areas of this sub-Himalayan re-
gions, the Aka territory is a mountainous tract, inter-
sected by a number of streams. The important ones
are Bichom, Tengapani and the Kheyang. For greater
part of the year, they are fordable. The Akas put tem-
porary suspension bridges for the crossing of these rivers
during the rainy season. The villages are located both
in the valleys as well as on high grounds on tops of the
hills. The elevation of the area ranges between 91 and
183 metres. The climate has been described as ‘mildly
cold” with’ annual average rainfall ranging between 40
to 50 inches.

The vegetation is sub-tropical abounding in broad-
leaved trees, bambgos and wild plantains.

The racial memory of the Akas with regard to their
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migration is extremely limited and does not go beyond
legends and mythology. Little serious historical inves-
tigation has been done so far to throw light on this
question. The common belief among the Akas is that
they were originally inhabitants of the plains and that
‘their ancestors were driven out from Partabgor on the
banks of the Giladhari river, north of Bishnath, by
Krishna and Boloram’. They are said to have settled
originally in the neighbourhood of Bhalukpung on the
right bank of the Bhoreli river. We may quote here
after Kennedy, at some length, an interesting legend
related by the Akas about their origin:

‘Long long ago all men descended from heaven to
earth by means of ladders. There were several kinds
of ladders, and each race had its special ladder appoint-
ed to it. The Assamese (Ahoms) and Akas of the roval
blood came down by a golden ladder ; the remaining
Akas had a silver ladder ; the Tibetans and Monpas
were given a ladder of iron ; the Daflas and Abors had
to be satisfied with a bamboo ladder ; whilst the Cac-
haris and Khoas shared a plaintain ladder’.

It has also been noted that the Akas claim that ‘the
Cacharis were their kinsfolk, but that they offended in
someway or other and so the Akas cut off their hair and
drove them away to fend for themselves. We have
noticed earlier that, occording to one conjecture, the
Akas might really be ‘the remains of a people who once
ruled in the plains and were driven into the hills by
some more powerful tribes’. Kennedy was also inclined
to think that the Akas were probably descended from
a comparatively advanced people.

Whatever little notice has been taken of the Aka
language seems to add to the confusion as to the ori-
ginal source of their migration. Hesselmeyer was in-
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clined to trace the affinity of the Aka language with
that of ‘the valleys south of the Patkoi, joining the Shan
and Manipuri countries than with (language of) Dafla
and the Abor tribes’. Linguistic Survey of India Report
(1909), compiled by G. A. Grierson, also noted the
difference between Aka language and the dialects of
the group which it designated as North-Assam Group
and frankly admitted that ‘under influence of strange
and radical phonetical laws Aka has assumed a peculiar
appearance and it is often difficult to compare its voca-
bularv with that of other Tibeto-Burman forms of
speech’.

In the above context, we are reminded of another
mythical story of the Akas which was recorded by
Kennedy :

‘All these people arrived on earth on a hill called
Longkapur in the Lohit valley, whence they scattered
in search of land. The Assamese were the first to start,
and chose the plains as their country. The Akas delayed
some time at Longkapur, resting and drinking beer, and
so had to squeeze in as best they could amongst the
other people.’

It can be seen from the above account that the ques-
tion about the original home of the Akas and the pos-
sible cause of their migration to their present home
remain largely unresolved. It is, however, fairly certain
that they originally settled in the neighbourhood of
Bhalukpung on the right bank of the Bhoreli river.

The Akas are decidedly of Mongoloid appearance
with yellowish brown skin. They often look quite
brown due to habitual exposure to the sun. Kennedy
described their facial feature as ‘platyoprosopic” or flat-
faced. They are not of great stature. The men stand
about 5'4” while the women are rather under 5
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A man’s attire consists of a long piece of coarse cot-
ton cloth wrapped round the body and pinned over the
shoulders. A sash or a ‘kummerbund’ is then wound
round the waist so that the lower part of the garment
has the appearance of a short skirt, reaching a little be-
low the knees. A jacket, sometimes with sleeves and
sometimes without sleeves, is worn over it, coming
down to the hips. At other times, merely a blanket or a
piece of cloth is worn over the shoulders. Both Aka
man and woman cover their legs with what Kennedy
described as ‘cloth gaiters’ as protection against dam-
dim flies (Simulium indicum). These protective gaiters
are pieces of cloth which are wound round the legs and
fastened below the knee ‘with strings of blue beads’.
The Aka male keeps long hair gathered into a knot on
the top of the head.

Men usually do not put on any head-cover. On spe-
cial occasions, they wear a kind of ring-cap of bamboo,
called musgera. Kennedy described this head-dress as
‘a peculiar pill-box like that made of split bamboo
wood’. In front of the hat, plumes of cock’s tail or bam-
boo leaves are fixed as decoratious. Aka men have their
ear-lobes pierced and gener:lly bamboo tubes are in-
serted into the holes and sometimes they wear ear-
rings like the women. A man almost invariably carries
a dao or a sword, either stuck in his belt or slung from
one shoulder. He also usually carries a bow in his hand
or clung across his back and a quiver.

The Aka man as much as their women are fond of
wearing bead necklaces, usually made up of several
strings of large blue and other coloured beads. Under
the influence of neighbouring Buddhist tribes, they also
wear charm boxes of silver and other metal. An Aka is,
however, never without his small sachel suspended from
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his neck, in which he carries his provision of betel, pipe
and tobacco.

The Aka woman’s dress is very much the same as
that of Aka man. It consists of a large piece of cloth,
wrapped round the body and held round the waist hy
a sash. The only notable difference is that it reaches
almost to the ankles. She also puts on a jacket ‘rather
longer than man’s jacket’. Her long hair is tied at the

back of the head.

The Aka woman wears a number of silver ornaments,
obtained from the plains, as well as numerous bead
necklaces. In her ears, she wears large ‘vase-shaped
silver ear-rings which are very distinctive of Aka
women. These ear-bulbs are called rombin. Other
silver ornaments are melu—a roundish and flat-shaped
ornament—worn as a central piece in a necklace over
the chest, and gejjui, wristlet. Round the head, a well-
to-do Aka woman wears ‘very striking and pretty fillet
of silver chain-work’. Several bracelets of Assamese
patterns also adorn her wrists. As already mentioned,
she covers her legs with pieces of cloth, ‘sewn into
cylindrical shape’, leaving only the feet bare. Tatooing
is common for Aka woman who inscribes a straight line
on her face, ‘running from below the forehead to the
chin where it bifurcates’. This is done in very young

age when the skin is still tender by means of thorns
and resin.

Knowledge of weaving is very limited among the
Akas who can only produce colourful bags. They
naturally have to depend on the plains for supply of
cloth. Tt appears that, in olden times, the Akas made
use of a ‘profusion of silk cloth’ obtained from the plains
of Assam. The Aka women were particularly fond of
silk. But the fashion has long since undergone a
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change, giving place to a preference for cotton stuff.

The Akas, however, possess considerable proficiency
in the art of basketry in which particularly the menfolk
engage during their leisure hours. They make baskets
of different shapes and sizes with bamboo which is
plentiful in this region. There are different names for
these baskets used for different purposes.

Wood-carving is almost absent among the Akas but
they love to make designs and simple stylized drawings
on wooden frames, combs and tobacco pipes. It
appears that symbolic drawings having socio-religious
import are executed on special occasions on wooden
frames at the entrance of a house.

The Aka houses are well-made structures of wood
and bamboo, standing generally about six feet off the
ground on stout wooden and bamboo piles. The space
between the floor and the ground serves as an enclosure
or shed for domestic animals such as pigs and goats.
Kennedv noted that the walls and flooring in the houses
of poorer persons were made of split bamboos. Wealthy
persons make use of rough planks for the walls and
flooring of their houses. All houses are roofed with
thatch. The usual measurement of a house as given by
Kennedy, is 60-80 vards long by some, 6-7 yards wide.
The four walls are usually high. A house is divided
into three or four rooms with a verandah at either end.
The occupants of a house usually are three or four con-
nected families, each family living in a separate room.

Sinha, a former research officer, however, mentions
that it is rather unusual for the Akas to favour joint-
family living. Wherever families of two brothers live
tegether, they occupy two sides of the main living
apartment, called wuluri, without any partition. Each
family, however, has its own hearth. The small com-
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partment, opening to the verandah in front, is at al
times reserved for guests and is known as thumona. It
is customary for the Akas to exchange visits with
friends and relatives in distant villages. Next to the
guest-room is a small enclosure, called nemkhori, which
actually serves as an entrance to the main living room,
uluri. To one side of the housc, a small cell is built in
to serve as a store-room for house-hold belongings.
This is known as rin. On the other side, contiguous to
the main room, a small enclosure, called zejourin, is set
up for storing firewood.

A small granary, known as nechi, stands separately
a few yards off from the main house. Each household
has thus a separate granary for storing food-grains for
the year. Except in Dijungania, the villages are not
compact ; the houses are scattered.

The political unit among the Akas is the village. The
society is organized more or less on democratic princi-
ples. All important matters, affecting the village com-
munity, become subject to decision by the village
council. It also acts as a court of justice, guided by the
traditional tribal usage and customs, for offences com-
mitted against individuals or the community. The
village council in the local language is called melley
but the Akas now have a preference for the Assamese
word raiz, signifying the people. The council is presided
over by the gaonbura or headman who now a days has
a standing with the Government. The position of the
gaonbura is in principle elective to which the Admini-
stration accords approval by conferment of the red coat,
or the insignia of his standing with the Government.
There are two other functionaries, called the borah and
the gibba respectively, who are also members of the
council and who assist the gaonbura in the discharge
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of his responsibilities. The primary duty of the borah
is to keep the gaonbura informed of local activities as
well as important happenings in the village such as
commision of crimes, cases of dispute and so on. He
presides over the council in the absence of the gaonbura.
The gibba similarly keeps watch over the people and
their activities, habitual bad charcters, or any happen-
ing likely to disturb the peace of the community.
Apart from these three top functionaries, all adult
persons of the village are automatically members of the
council and can participate in its deliberations. As a
matters of fact, however, only influntial members of
the community by virtue of experience, age and social
position guide the proceedings of the council. The
decision is as a principle by common concensus.

Usually, meeting of the village council is held in any
available open space. In the Jamiri village, a public
platform exists ; there are also a few bamboo benches.
Besides, there are a number of stone seats for the com-
mou village members. These traditional seats have
acquired some sanctity in the eyes of the community.
Any attempt to tamper with or dislodge them is frowned
upon, and is definitely regarded as ‘bad omen’.

Justice is dispensed according to customary laws and
usages, depending on the gravity of situations or crimes
commited. Murder is regarded as a height of antisocial
act. The council decides upon the manner of punish-
ment to be awarded to the accused who is, however,
given a change to cite extenuating circumstances in his
favour. In case of proved guilt, he has usually to made
amends by way of adequate compensation to the
victim’s family. Amount of compensation varies in
proportion to the importance and social standing of the
victim. In case of failure to make proper amends or
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deliberate intransigence on the part of culprit, he might
be handed over to the custody of the victim’s family
who may hold him prisoner until he relents to pay the
penalty. His life is then at the mercy of the people
against whom he has offended.

Elopement of a married woman with another person
comes within the purview of the village council, if a
formal complaint is lodged before it. The lover is usual-
ly made to pay the bride-price originally incurred by
the offended husband and also some additional penalty,
should he want to retain her. The woman is otherwise
restored to the husband and forced to live with him.
If a woman makes away with a person of a different
village, the village council may try to get her back or
recover the bride-price from her lover. In case of failure
to obtain redress, the village council in old days even
embarked upon raids against the village of the offend-
ing person. Such occurrences, however, have become
almost obsolete now.

Trial by ordeal was known amongst the Akas. The
common method, as it used to be practised, was to ask
the accused person, who continued to protest his in-
nocence, to thrust his hands into boiling water. This
was applicable in case of murder or accusation of black
madgic.

We haye already noted that the Akas are divided into
a number of clans and sub-clans. According to Kennedy,
all Akas cal' themselves Hrusso with the exception of
the exception of the Miri Akas. The only difference
between the Miri Akas and other Akas is ‘one of lan-
guage or dialect’. Sinha also confirms that ‘difference,
if any, lies in their language’. Next to Kutsun and
Kovatsun, the Miri-Akas are said to be the most numer-
ous. In early accounts. thev were referred to as Angka-
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Miris. It appears, they are also known as Khromes.
The Miri-Akas live ‘on the side of the Kaya river and
nearer to the Bangris’.

Like other groups of people living in closed societies,
the Akas are also distinguished by the dual principle
of clan-exogamy and tribal endogamy. They also com-
bine clan-exogamy with village exogamy under the
belief that different clans in the same village had origi-
nally branched out from a common ancestor.

The form of marriage among the Akas is partrilocal
and the descent of inheritance is in the male line.
Marriage by negotiation is the common way though the
more romantic method of marriage by elopement or
capture is socially acknowledged in certain approved
circumstances. In the latter case, the parents of the
girl are not debarred from claiming bride-price which
usually is settled amicably through the good office of
the village council.

The senior form of levirate which permits a man to
inherit the widow of his elder brother is quite common
among the Akas. She might, however, be allowed to
live with another person of her choice from among the
community, provided that person agrees to return the
bride-price to the brother of the deceased husband.

Incest taboos are very strong. Overt reference to
sex in conversation between prohibited degrees of kin-
ship is a bad form, and socially reprehensible.

Slavery at one time formed a prominent feature of
the Aka society due mainly to economic considerations.
The slaves, known as khula, constituted a class by
themselves. Sinha reports that the slaves were usually
recruited from the Sulungs whom the Akas acquired
from their neighbours, the Bangnis. The principle was
once a slave for ever a slave. The descendants of slaves
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were automatically slaves. The treatment of slaves was,
however, always humane and considerate. The institu-
tion of slavery has fallen into disuse with the general
rise in the well-being of the people and with the active
interest of the Administration in bringing about an end
to this social evil.

Women enjoy a respectable status in the society
inspite of other handicaps. It is clearly borne out by
the fact that the two most important Aka villages, Jamiri
and Hushigaon, have a rani each. The local term for
rani is nugun though the former has a current vogue
due apparently to the influence of the Assamese lan-
guage. The ranis are said to have descended from
former royal families and. still enjoy special status and
dignity. It will be remembered that the Aka society,
though basically democratic, was at one time organized
under chiefs or kings. According to their legendary
belief, as quoted by Kennedy, they originally settled on
the right bank of the Bhoreli river under two chiefs,
Natapura and Bayu, who built their respective capitals
at two seperate places, ‘that of the former being some
distance up stream from Bayu’s capital’.

The form of agriculture among the Akas is mainly
jhum or shifting cultivation. Other subsidiary means of
economy depend on collection of forest produce, fishing
and hunting. Kennedy noted in 1941 that, influenced
by the example of the plains people, some attempt had
been made at permanent cultivation at the village of
Jamiri. But this made no enduring impact on the tradi-
tional method of jhuming due, perhaps, mainly to the
nature of the terrain. The Akas have no use for ploughs
but turn up the soil with small iron hoes. Their princi-
pal crops are Indian corn, millet, ‘matikalai’, sweet
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potatoes, tobacco, some quantities of chilli, rice, and
mustard.

Kennedy made the significant remark: ‘The Akas
take life very leisurely, most of their cultivation is done
by the Khoas, whilst the Akas lounge home and drink
beer to which they are very partial” This might have
been true once but they have been inspired now by new
energy and activity with the introduction of various
development schemes ‘under the auspices of the Ad-
ministration.

Kennedy described the Aka religion as ‘shamanistic
animist’. He also noted that, due to their proximity to
Buddhist neighbours, they were influenced to an ap-
preciable extent by Buddhism. Some of the villages
had ‘chortens’ and prayer flags. Buddhism, however,
did not make a lasting  impact on them and they were
wont to deny having anything to do with Buddhism.
Recently, they were showing an inclination towards
Vaishnavism of the saints of Assam.

Shaman is an important person in every village be-
cause his services are sought after on every possible
occasion. He is distinguished from the laity by the fact
that he wears ‘a yak’s tail on his back and his pill-box
hat is covered with tiger or leopard skin’. Any young
person, who is noted for his supernatural powers, may
become a priest or shaman.

Apart from believing in a host of benevolent and
malevolent spirits, common to all shamanistic cults, the
Akas have conceptualized a few deities mostly identifi-
ed with the major forces of nature such as the sky, the
mountain, the earth and the water. The qualifying
address of ‘father’ or ‘mother’ indicates the sex of the
deity. Metz Au is Father Sky: Phu Au is Father Moun-
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tain, No Ain is Mother Earth and Hu Ain is Mother
Water.

There is a fifth and very powerful god, called Sikchi,
who reigns in the underworld where presumably all dis-
embodied soul-substances repair after death.

The Akas also have the conception of a deity, who
stands above all. He is Tcharo, ‘who is the benign ruler
of the human as well an animal kingdom’. To him sup-
plication is mostly made for earthly well-being and
blessings. There is no fixed time for the ritual though
usually it is performed in the months of April-May after
the clearing of jhum fields has been completed. The
duration of the rite depends on the nature of the sacri-
fice made. If a mithan (Bos frontalis) is sacrificed, the
ceremony may last for about ten days. The individual
performing the rite has to observe a number of taboos
for a certain period of time.

KHOAS

The Khoas are a very small group of people living
among the Akas but in separate villages. From the point
of view of ethnic and cultural affinity, they are hardly
distinguished from the Akas. The Khoas tend to be
darker in complexion due to constant exposure to the
sun while working in the fields. They call themselves
Buguns in their own language, and are a hard-working
lot, labouring for the Akas as well as in their own fields.
The Khoas live in their own villages under their own
headmen and own land for cultivation independently
of the Akas. The Akas, however, claim that the Khoas
are their serfs and are destined to toil for them in their
fields. As a matter of fact, they voluntarily work for the
Akas for regular wages. But, as Kennedy pointed out,



THE PEOPLE OF ARUNACHAL PRADESH 69

it is nevertheless ‘an established custom that the Khoas
should work for the Akas’

Kennedy claimed that the anthropometrical measure-
ments of the Akas and Khoas, which he undertook,
showed on remarkable difference. The dress, manners
and customs of the Khoas also largely correspond with
those of the Akas and, in matter of religious beliefs,
there seems to be hardly any difference. It, therefore,
calls for a thorough investigation by research scholars to
determine the basic reasons, whatever they are, consti-
tuting a sense of separation in them.

Kennedy, however, offered a conjecture that the
Khoas were possibly the descendants of a people, who
originally occupied the hills prior {0 the advent of the
Akas, and had become gradually assimilated to the Akas
in many ways except in language. Th.* separate iden-
tity is now dependent on the distinctiveness of their
language. It therefore, remains a philological puzzle
how the language, spoken by a small group of people,
could resist being engulfed inspite of close proximity tu
another group, who are more numerous.

The Khoas are at present spread over seven villages,
each having a name in their own language such as
Bredo-thop, Hako-Dnu-a-thop, Khujundun-a-thop etc.
They seem to think that the Sherdukpens came to the
area first, then the forefathers of the Khoas themselves,
and lastly the Akas from the north. They, however,
have no memory or tradition about the land of their
origin whence they migrated to their present home.
They had originally no knowledge of weaving, nor were
they used to going down to the plains for their necessi-
ties. As a result, they mostly had to depend on the
Sherdukpens even for such daily need as salt. The
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Khoas paid for these in kind, preferably by personal
labour for their neighbours.

They, however, as we have already noticed, are good
cultivators traditionally and labour for the Akas in ad-
dition to working :ia their own fields. The process of
cultivation followed is jhuming. It used to be the cus-
tom to work a plot of land for one year, leaving it fallow
for the next five to seven years. The traditional imple-
ment for sowing seeds was a wooden hook. Inspite of
jhuming, ownership of individual plot is recognized. If
under pressure of circumstances, there should be need
to fall upon somebody else’s plot, simple permission
would be enough and nothing was demanded in return.

Main crops raised by the Khoas are maize, millet,
wheat, patato, and variety of vegetables. Rich people
might set up separate granaries, but other usually store
grains on the overhead changs of the living houses. The
Khoas traditionally enjoy self-sufficiency in food and
have always some surplus to share with others. They
seem to consider it a disgrace to be dependent on others
for food grains.

In the field of handicraft, their knowledge is confined
to limited use of bamboo and cane. The Khoas con-
struct their houses very similar in pattern to that of the
Sherdukpens, but use only bamboo, cane and wooden
posts. Stones for walls or small planks for roof, which
are distinctive of the Sherdukpen house, have no use
for the Khoas. The house like that of the Sherdukpens
is double storeyed, the ground fioor being reserved for
the cattle. It was customary for the Khoas to construct
houses for their neighbours also for no benefit at all but
this unjust practice has since been stopped. The Khoas
are now free - to demand wages for undertaking such
work for their Aka neighbours.
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Of cattle, they keep mithan, goat, pig and fowl.
Mithan is used as currency for paying bride-price and
its meat is eaten on all great occasions or feasts. Stran-
gely enough, the Khoas do not partake of goat meat
and their women are forbidden to eat the meat of sheep
and fowl though men take them freely. The Khoas
have no explicit explanation for their abhorrence of goat
meat nor can they assign any reason for denial of the
flesh of sheep and towl to their women. They, however,
make extensive use of goats as a medium of barter ex-
change.

Some form of caste hierarchy exists among the Khoas
but it does not stand in the way of free social mixing or
even marriage.

Child marriage once used to be very common among
them. Polygamy was much in vogue, a man having as
many wives as he could pay for. Parents take the initia-
tive in negotiating marriage for their sons. When a birde
is in view, the ‘deori’ or priest takes augury on the liver
of a sacrificed chicken. Marriage terms are then settled
between the parents of the bridegroom and the bride.
On the occasion of actual marriage, exchange of gifts
takes place but whatever gifts comprising animals and
other articles are given by bridegroom’s father are
treated as bride-price. Marriage tie between paternal
cousins is forbidden. There seems to be no fixed idea
as to what the difference in age between the bride and
the bridegroom should be but the general consensus
favours that the boy and the girl should be of the same
age. The elder or younger brother may take the wives
of his deceased brother but any widow will be free to
choose some one else, if the brother should decline to
accept her.

All the brothers get equal shares of the property left
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behind by their father. Unmarried girls are entitled to
receive only ornaments in the family. The brothers
have the obligation to look after them, and bring about
their marriage. The property goes to the brother of the
deceased, if he should leave behind no male issue.

Disposal of the dead body is by burial. The body is
carried away some distance from the house and buried
there. It is customary to put inside the grave whatever
articles were used personally by the dead during his life
time. After the grave has been filled up with earth, big
stones are placed over it and again covered with earth,
making up a2 mound. Sometimes a shed is put up over
the grave and eatables are daily placed on it for five
consecutive days. On the fifth day, a feast is arranged
for friends and relatives who feast, drink and dance

through the night.

The religion is broadly animistic, consisting of sacri-
fices to various spirits. The nature of the sacrifice in-
volving pig, fowl, cow, sheep etc. is determined by the
deori’ in relation to the spirit invoked. Appropriate
rituals mark the beginning of the agricultural cycle and
the commencement of harvesting.

All the spirits are not necessarily malevolent. The
Khoas have the conception also of an all-powerful and
benevolent deity or spirit known as Chamram. In the
month of Jaunary, after the harvest has been brought
in, they invoke him and the ceremony lasts for five days.
It is remarkable of this ceremony about Chamram that
he has a partiality for everything white including the
animal to be sacrificed to him. No villager goes out of
the village during the festival nor any outsider is per-
mitted to come in. The ceremony is conducted on 2
communal basis and the occasion is celebrated by much
dancing, singing, feasting and drinking.
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MIJIS

The Mijis live in the valley of the Bichom river, im-
mediately north of the Akas. They are a small group of
people, differing very little from the Akas anthropo-
metrically.

Kennedy, however, remarked that, compared with
the Akas, the Mijis have a higher nasal index. The
obliquity of eyes tends to be a little more marked in
the Mijis. The Miji women show still greater affinity
with the Aka women. Kennedy attributed this fact to
the prevelance of inter-marriage between the Mijis and
Akas and the system for the bride going to live in the
village of the bridegroom.

With regard to dress, manners and customs, no re-
markable difference exists. “The more important Mijis
are fond of wearing a cross belt of bear skin faced with
cowri shells arranged in crosses’. The cloth gaiters are
not constantly worn as the area occupied by the Mijis
is comparatively free from the dam-dim pest.

In their own language, the Mijis call themselves
Dammai though the term Miji, apparently given by the
plains people, has become attached to them. They are
scattered over 25 villages. The area under the occupa-
tion of the Mijis is surrounded on the north and the east
by the Daflas, on the south by the Akas, and on the
west by the Monpas.

According to their own tradition, they had originally
lived in the plains and even claim connections with the
Ahom kings who ruled over Assam. They, however, do
not retain any tradition or legend at present as to how
and when they were pushed up the hills.

The Mijis are almost exclusively jhum cultivators, if
we should rule out small kitchen gardens which they
maintain attached to their holdings. Their only imple-
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ment used to be either a bamboo or.a wooden stick but
they have since learned the use of iron hoes. Usually
they do not cultivate the same plot of land for more
than one year unless the soil is exceptionally good. The
period during which a plot lies follow may extend from
six to twelve years. The Mijis raise two crops in the
same year. The first crop, consisting mainly of wheat
and barley, is sown around November, and harvested
in the month of May. The sowing for the summer crop
starts almost immediately. The variety of crops, they
raise are wheat, barley, maize, millet, paddy, chill
buck-wheat, potato, sweet potato and kinds of yam and
tuber.

Individual plots are well indicated but, pressed by
circumstances, one may cultivate land belonging to an-
other person with permission. In that event, term for
such temporary use has to be settled first and it has been
customary to pay the price in kind. The selection of
seeds for the next harvest is done at the time of each
harvest and seeds are stowed away in big earthen jars.

The Mijis, like the Monpas, make use of oak leaves
for manure and also human excreta in their kitchen
gardens.

The cattle wealth of the Mijis consists of mithaas,
pigs, goats and fowls. Like the Khoas again, the Mijis
have an unexplained aversion for goat meat. These
domestic cattle excepting mithan are pounded on the
ground floor immediately below the platform of the
living house. The mithans are left loose, as is the cus-
tom in this region, to roam about in a state of semi-
wildness. They are captured and brought in only when
a bride-price has to be paid or a sacrifice to be offered.
But they generally do not stray away very far. It is the
custom among the Mijis to feed their mithans with salt
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once a week and the animals always turn up for their
allotted quota of salt every week.

The knowledge of crafts is confined to limited use of
bamboo and cane, producing small baskets. They have
practically no art of weaving, and have consequently
to depend on their neighbours or the plains market for
the supply of their needs.

They are specially fond of beads, and use necklaces
of multi-coloured beads. Just below the knees, chains
of small beads are fastened round the legs. These look
like decorated girters. Both men and women keep their
hair long. The woman keeps it hanging down the back
while man ties it up and makes it into a bun on the top
of the head very much in the manner of the Akas. Silver
bracelets and necklaces are common among women.
Bamboo tubes are inserted through pierced ear-lobes.
The rich, who can afford, use ear-rings instead.

A Miji stalwart usually carries three swords of differ-
ent sizes—one shaped liked a small knife, another of
medium size suspended from the neck and the third one
of big size worn like a sword on right side of the waist,
hanging from the neck. All these are encased in sheaths.
The Mijis themselves, Liowever, do not know the art of
smelting iron or forging swords. Their neighbours,
particularly th- Monpas and the Shardukpens, supply
them with these weapons. The Mijis also use bow and
arrow, the latter being with or without poisoned tip.

The Miji society appears to be vertically divided into
two classes of castes, namely Nyubbu and Nyullu.
These are again divided into several sub-castes. Thus
Nyubbu has three sub-castes, Sangcha-zu, Kimzu-zu,
and Phangdang-zu. Nyullu has as many as twenty.
Some of these are Changkhang-de-pyiang, Lubyiang-
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du-chang, Sang-zu, Cummani-ya-zu etc. Marriage is
confined to sub-castes under each major caste.

From all appearances, Nyullus are treated as social
inferiors. They have to carry loads for Nyubbu but
never otherwise. Though interdining is permitted,
separate utensils are used for cooking food for each
caste. This curious custom, however, appears to be due
to a further fact that while the Nyubbus are forbidden
from taking the head, liver and legs of the slaughtered
cow or pig, Nyullus are free to eat these parts. Conse-
quently, in a community feast, rice for both the castes
can be cooked in the same pot but other delicacies, ap-
propriate to each caste, are cooked separately in separate
pots.

The system of slavery was in existence among the
Mijis. Naturally, the slaves were recruited from the in-
ferior caste. The slaves were more usually than not
treated with kindness, and were provided with all
necessities of life. They lived in the same houses with
the masters and dressed quite in the same fashion, there
being little difference in outward appearance. It was
the implicit obligation on the part of the masters to ar-
range for the marriage of their slaves and pay the bride-
price for them. A slave continued to live under the
same roof with his master even after marriage.

As it is a common practice for all the tribes of the
Arunachal Pradesh, the Miji houses are built on plat-
forms. The sides are covered with spliced bamboo,
which is abundant in the area, and the roof with thatch.
A house may ordinarily measure 30 to 70 feet long and
12 to 20 feet broad with a verandah-like projection at
one end. The comparatively small room with a fire
place opening off to the verandah is usually reserved for
guests. A passage in between divides it from the main
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room which is a longish hall with several hearths. The
ceiling or inner roof of this room is used for storing
grains and also other valuahles, for the Mijis do not put
up separate granaries. A wealthy person, however,
might and does put up a separate granary now and then.

Over the herths, already mentioned, bamboo racks
are suspended from the ceiling and these are used as
cupboards for storing food provisions like fish and meat
requiring to be thoroughly smoked. The Mijis do not
seem to care much for privacy for quite a few families
with their children live in the same dormitory-like
room. At one time, the house hold slaves also occupied
the same room. The interior is, however, perennially
dark for the absence of any openings by way of win-
dows.

Negotiation is the usual process of contracting mar-
riage. The father of the boy takes the initiative in
sending out an intermediary when he has a girl in view.
Given good will on both sides, terms for bride-price
etc are settled amicably. On the appointed day, earlier
fixed as specially auspicious, the father of the bride-
groom along with friends and relatives proceeds to the
house of the bride’s father. They take along with them
two mithans, meat of two pigs and other victuals. The
mithans are killed on reaching the bride’s place and all
the provisions are made over to the bride’s father for
holding a feast for his villagers and, needless to say, for
the bridegroom’s party as well. Other presents, com-
prising of Assamese endi cloths etc., are given to the
parents and brothers of the bride. When a man can
afford, even the villagers may get small presents. The
bridegroom gives new clothes to the bride on this
occasion. ,

This is also the occasion when the bride’s father gives
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a dao, some utensils and a silver cup to the bridegroom,
Other members of the party receive a return gift of the
flesh of a mithan and pig. On the third day the party
returns to its own village. But before that the question
relating to the manner of payment of bride-price is
settled. This may be paid in instalments but a major
portion of it is actually paid off when the bride is escort-
ed to the bridegroom’s house.

As a general practice, the bride is brought to her new
home after a period of one year. On this occasion again,
exchange of gifts on a little smaller scale takes place.
The bridegroom takes two mithans along with him, and
goes there accompanied by a kataki. He spends about
a week or ten days there. He then returns with the bride
who is usually accompanied by her parents, a few
friends and relatives. They stay on for two days.

It may be mentioned that polygamy is very common
among the Mijis.

During confinement, the expectant mother is kept in
a separate shed constructed f{or the purpose. The
mother is allowed to come out on the 4th day when a
name is given to the new-born baby. We are told that
such isolation wards—whatever might the belief con-
nected with them—are to be seen in every Miji village.

Burial is the common method for disposal of dead
bodies. There are separate burial grounds for the
Nyubbus and the Nyullus, the two separte castes al-
ready mentioned. The corpse is wrapped up in a piece
of cloth and is carried in a sitting. posture by the near
relatives to the burial place. The body is placed in a
sidewise position inside the grave with the hands and
feet gathered to the chest. Some eatables and a small
dao are put in the grave and on the top of it are placed
his bow and arrows, dao, his cap etc. Before earth is
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shoved in to cover the grave, wooden planks are ar-
ranged all around the body and above it. Bamboo sticks
pointed like arrows are planted on the grave. The vil-
lagers usually abstain from work on that day and attend
the funeral after which they are fed by the relatives of
the deceased.

On the fifth day, following death, a feast is held for
the villagers and a share of the food is suspended over
the grave in a wooden plate.

All the sons get equal shares of the property left by
the father. The living house falls to the lot of the eldest
son but the rest are otherwise compensated for this.
Unmarried daugters live with their brothers who are
responsible for giving them away in marriage.

It now remains to take note of the religious beliefs of
the Mijis. In principle, their religion might be termed
‘animistic” as the idea of spirits predominate. Jang-lang-
nui is the most powerful of all of them, approximating,
perhaps, the conception of a high god. But further in-
vestigation is needed into the charcater of this deity as
well as the extent of his creative powers. A festival is
observed in his honour in the month of October. Each
village has a deori or priest who officiates in the ritual.
A new shed is put up for Jang-lang-nui every year in a
selected spot. On the first day a cow is sacrificed in the
morning and a pig at night. Any villager can perform
the sacrifice of the cow but the pig is killed by the deori
himself. The villagers celebrate the occasion by feast-
ing, dancing, singing etc for seven days.

SUBANSIRI DISTRICT

The stretch of country lying between the Kameng
and the Subansiri rivers corresponds approximately with
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the present Subansiri district. The first European to
have set foot, in 1890, on the ‘hidden land’ of Subansirj
was H. M. Crowe, who was a tea-planter from the plains
of Assam, imbued with a spirit of adventure. We are,
however, indebted for our first extensive and intimate
knowledge of the area to the report prepared by the
Miri Mission which visited the large tracts of the Sub-
ansiri in 1911-12. It remained for a long time our only
authentic source of knowledge of the vast areas drained
by the Subansiri. The tract, deriving its name from its
chief river system, which cuts across the entire length
of the territory from north-west to the south-east, is a
complex of wooded hills, high mountain ridges and deep
valleys. The ground rises in tiers from the deeply for-
ested foothills, where the vegetation is tropical, to the
dizzy heights of the snow-line in the extreme north.

Besides the Subansiri, the whole area is drained by
a network of rivers, the chief of which are Kamla, Khru,
Sipi, Palin, Panior, Poma, Popum and Par. All these
turbulent rivers ultimately augment the Subansiri. The
two main tributaries, the Kamla and Khru, join the Sub-
ansiri on its right bank, having taken their rise from the
southern slopes of the Himalayan range. Only the Sub-
ansiri has a long career, coming as it does across the
northern frontier, and falling into the mighty Brahma-
putra far down in the district of Lakhimpur.

The heights of the area varies greatly. While in the
central portion it reaches upto 2743 metres, grand
heights are attained in the extreme north, shooting
sometimes upto 6096 metres. As it is, therefore, to be
expected, the climate of the entire region undergoes
quick variations as it gains in ever higher altitude from
the swampy rain-forests at the foot hills to the crest-line
in the north. The present district of Subansiri is the
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An Apa Tani youth in
traditional dress.

An Apa Tani couple. Note the hair-knot with the brass skewer

stuck through 1t on the top of the man’s forehead and the nose-

plugs of his wife. The typical patterns of tattooing are also visible
on the faces of the man and the woman.
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An Apa Tani gathering on the public platform called lapang. The
buliang or village council always holds its session on the lapang.
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traditional home of the Daflas (Nishi), Apa Tanis. Hill-
Miris and Sulungs.

paFLAS (Nishi)®

The area contiguous to north-eastern Kameng ex-
tending to the Miri country in the east and south of the
Subansiri is inhabited by the Daflas, a sturdy hill-
people, who were rather turbulent not so very.long ago.
It was, perhaps, largely due to the fact that the Daflas
were not blessed with as bountiful lands as their neigh-
bours, the Apa Tanis. They eked out a precarious liv-
ing from the unyielding mountain slopes. It appears
that a distinction is made between two branches of the
Daflas, based mainly on a difference of dialect. Hai-
mendorf has noted that the eastern Daflas, who are more
numerous, call themselves Nisu. But both the eastern
and western branches of the Daflas acknowledge a
common ancestor and seem to be divided into three
main clans, Dopum, Dodum and Dol. Haimendorf tells
us that the Daflas are less homogenous than many other
hill tribes in that part. They are distinguished by two
pronounced and divergent types. The more frequent
type is made up of those ‘having round, flat face with a
broad snub-nose, prominent cheek-bones, eyes lying in
flat sockets, and a small week chin’. The other type is
characterised by ‘an oblong face, a prominent often
hooked nose with a narrow bridge, deepset eyes, a well-
hooked nose with a narrow bridge, deepset eyes, a well

° The so-called Daflas have completely discarded the name as both
foreign and derogatory, and insist on' being called ‘Nishi’, a term said
to be a native to the tribe. Though in the present book (which is a
reprint) the term has been retained, we must takq note of the
feelings of the people, and pay due deference to their wishes here.
Wherever the term Dafla occurs in the text above it should be under-
stood as Nishi.
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pronounced chin, ruddy complexion, comparatively
high stature and athletic build’.

The question of the origin and migration of the
Daflas to their present home is shrouded in the mist of
antiquity and, therefore, remains largely a matter of
conjecture. They naturally do not have any written
tradition and the stories they relate, is a compound of
myths and, perhaps, only vague remembrance of the
places their forbears passed through in course of their
migration. On being questioned, the Daflas give out a
legend as recorded by B. K. Shukla in his book on the
tribe. ‘We received our share of the skin’, they say, ‘on
which was written the wisdom of the world ; but we
ate it up in hunger. while the people of the plains pre-
served it’. Strangely tough, they think, everything is
‘remembered in the belly’ and passed on from one gen-
eration to the other.

The Daflas trace their descent from Abo Teni, the
mythical first man. This legend of a common ancestor
they share with the Apa Tanis, the Sulungs, the Miris,
the Tagins and the Bangrus, though these tribes seem
to differ from them in other respects such as dress, social
institutions and culture generally. They believe that,
in the dim past, their forefathers lived at a place called
Supung which lay far to the east. They first came to a
place which they 1<membered as Narba and, later pas-
sing through Begi, Bolo and Yalang, they crossed the
Shinit or Subansiri river and ultimately went over to the
other side of Kumme or Kamla river. They gradually
spread over the tract lying between the Kamla and Khru
rivers and pushed far up to the Palin and the Panior
hills.

Shukla has noted that this myth has some significance
in as much as it seems to throw some light on the origin
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of the tribe and its pattern of migration. ‘The various
places mentioned in the above myth are narrated in the
id songs, which are sung during marriage and the yulo
ceremonies. If any conclusion is justified in the context
of these mainly legendary stories, it seems to place the
original home of the Daflas somewhere in remote east-
ern Himalayas, and also points to the fact that migra-
tions took place by successive waves.

The most distinctive part of the dress of a Dafla in his
wicker work helmet, surmounted by the red-dyed beak
of horn bill. It might also have the additional decora-
tion of horn bill feathers stuck to it. Just below the
helmet, pushed a little backward, the bun of plaited
hair, called podum, protrudes over the forehead. A
piece of yellow strap is wound round the podum and a
thin band of woven cane studded with tiny metal bells is
passed around the head. A brass skewer is then stuck
through the podum horizontally. The decorated helmet
with the podum protuding in front lends an exotic dig-
nity to the appearance of a Dafla stalwart.

The lower garment consists of a loin cloth reaching
halfway to the thighs. A mantle of cotton or wool is
thrown over the shoulders, secured in front by means of
iron or bamboo pins. Around the neck is worn numer-
ous strings of multicoloured beads. A number of cane
rings are passed round the waist, and worn round the
arms and legs. A knapsack of wickwork usually dangles
on the back and a small basket of similar workmanship
might also be carried, slung on the left side. But the
whole outfit is not complete without the sword, hung
from the neck by a piece of string.

The Dafla woman gathers her hair in a bun at the
back of the head or parts it in the middle with a simple
bamboo comb, to be plaited round the head in a familia
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style very common in other parts of India. Grease or
any kind of fat is never used for dressing the hair.

The traditional nether garment of the Dafla woman
is a skirt of woven fibre ‘with green border or stripe
design. The same type of blanket, as worn by man, is
used, falling upto the knee and tucked over the right
shoulder and tied at the waist by the jusopus ribbon.
The waist is decked with cane belt, decorated with
hoofi or metal discs. For ornament, a tage or chain with
a number of flat square metal pieces and blue bead
strings is worn round the neck. The ankles are encased
in tightfiting cane garters.

The Daflas do not live in village communities as their
neighbours do. But a number of families, bound by
kinship ties, live together in unusually long houses. A
single long-house might shelter sometimes upward of
20 families with their slaves and servants. Each family
occupies a separate compartment with its own hearth
in the middle, over which is suspended a shelf from the
roof, containing the earthly possessions of the family,
foodreserve, and fuel. Both in length and construction,
the Dafla houses resemble the long-houses of the Bor-
neo people far away in another part of the world.
Though rarely several such houses might be found in
one neighbourhood, the feeling of one-village-com-
munity is conspicuously absent. In the past, war of
houses prevailed, and individual families often shifted
their houses.

It is worthwhile to quote Dr Elwin here who summed
up the situation of the Daflas in a few terse sentences:

The Daflas have been known as independent and
turbulent since the days of Aurangzeb and, although
majority of them have settled down to a life of peace
under an ordered administration, their appearace, with
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the hair tied in a knot above the forehead, remains proud
and dignified: In the past they kept many slaves who
were generally prisoners of war, and in Subansiri they
used to raid the Apa Tani villages. Today, however,
they live in close ecomomic symbiosis with the Apa
Tanis, whom they supply with cotton and other goods
in exchange for cloth and rice. Although the Daflas
live in villages, the real social unit is the house which is
often very large and accommodates an entire joint
family. The Daflas have few dances and, apart from
a little- weaving and excellent cane work, are not pro-
ficient in the arts’.

Here, we may to take notice in brief of the broad
features of the social life of the Daflas. As we have
already mentioned above, all the Daflas trace descent
from a comumon mythical ancestor and ir. that sense they
are related to each other as children of a common an-
cestor ‘Abo Teni’. Abo Teni's descendant is said to be
Atu Nyah and Atu Nyah’s son was Herin. Ringdo, who
in his turn was son of Herin, had three sons, Dodum,
Dol and Dopum who were the progenitors of all the
different branches of the Dafla tribe. The Daflas are
now divided into three main divisions, of which Dodum
and Dol comprise the large majority of phratries and
clans. Dopum Daflas are said to be very few in number.
According to Shukla these major groups are both endo-
gamous and exogamous. In other words, a Dafla is free
to marry within his own group and also outside it.
Tribal endogamy is, however, the rule. Though these
divisions cut across and seem to have little significance
otherwise, the phratries and clans exercise some influ-
ence in the patterning of the social bond. It is close be-
tween phratries and clans. In fact, the organisation of
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the society is that of division into a number of exogamo-
us phratries comprising in turn of a number of clans.
The tribes of the north-east frontier are mostly non-
totemistic as Shukla puts it, and the Daflas are no ex-
cepiton. Each clan consist of ‘a few lineages or groups
of men and women’ tracing or claiming descent in the
patrilineal line from a common ancestor. The members
of the same clan accordingly consider themselves as
brothers and sisters. Hence follows the rule of clan exo-
gamy. The relationship between clans within the same
phratry is however said to be loose but the rule of

marriage exogamy nevertheless holds good as between
consanguineous kins.

The most striking feature of the Dafla society is that
of a group of lineally related families living in a single
homestead which is extraordinarily long and marked
into compartments. Polygyny is most common. A family
consists of the father, his wives, and unmarried children
living under the same roof. The eldest wife seems to
enjoy a special status in so far as the husband, as a
general rule, lives with her. Each wife has a separate
hearth and also a separate plot of land which she culti-
vates. She might have a poultry of her own and possess
pigs and goats. In the scheme of things, she is the chief
provider of food for her own children. It is important
to note that she is not obliged to offer food to her hus-
band every dav. Actually she has no obligations at all
in this regard, except perhaps as a matter of form and
covrtesy. She usually treats him to home-brewed beer
on every visit.

As already indicated brothers and cousins with their
wives and children often live in a single long-house.
Each family is, however, independent of the other, and
is not subservient to the patriarch of the house though
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as a ryle he commands respect. Each family possesses
its own clearing for production of food and, therefore,
has. exclusive right to its own produce. This is, however,
not to say that economic and blood ties do not hold
them together or that no bonds or mitual obligations
operates between members of the same house. Accord-
ing to their unwritten tribal laws, the members living
under one roof are obliged to work .n each others’
clearings by turn whenever required. They also join
together in hunting and fishing and participate jointly
in social and religious festivities.

Rights of women are not explicitly recognised in the
Dafla customary law. The very fact that bride-price has
to be paid for obtaining a wife bestows on the husband,
in principle, almost absolute right over her person.
There was a time when he could even forfeit her life,
if she would be guilty of gross misconduct such as
adultery. Her kinsmen had no claim to legal redress.
The Lusband might have agreed to a divorce, only if
some one would be ready to compensate him by pay-
ing off with mithans. Participation of women in re-
ligious functions is confined to preparing beer for cere-
monial use. In other words, direct participation is
denied to a woman. The above facts, however, do not
detract from her real importance in the sphere of the
household. She wields a very real power in the domain
of her own house where she is the chief provider of

food.

A possible explanation might be in place here to ac-
count for the cause of polygyny in the Dafla society.
Whatever other reasons might be enumerated by way
of variations, the main reason seems to be economic.
In the Dafla society, women have to bear the main
brunt of growing food, drudging in the field as well as
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doing her household chores, while a few rich males can
even afford to be idle. The other source of polygyny
is no doubt inheritance of widows. Every person has a
claim to inherit widows on the death of the father or a
brother except of course his own mother. Barrenness in
‘'women is considered a great misfortune, impelling a
person to seek a second wife. An old man, who was
outlived his social utility, has sometimes a better sense
of security, having many wives.

As sons have largely to depend on their fathers for
the payment of bride-price, it naturally follows that ar-
ranging marriage is primarily a parental responsibility.
The use of intermediaries is quite common. When a
girl is in view, the father of the boy may mention the
subject to some of his friends who might indirectly
sound the views of the girl’s father on the proposal. As
a result, the boy’s father knows in advance the likely
reaction of the girl’s father to a concrete proposal. The
next step in the move is a formal visit by the boy’s
father to the prospective bride’s father with presents.
This is followed by negotiations with regard to bride-
price. This having been settled after hard bargaining
on either side, the boy’s father returns home to take
omen on chicken livers.

When the proposed match is confirmed by augury,
groom’s father repeats his visit to the bride’s father with
further presents, including among other things a mithan.
This time he goes in the company of his kinsmen who
carry the articles of present. It is now the turn of the
bride’s father to take omen. He indicates acceptance
of the birde-price by smearing the mithan’s horns with
paste of rice flour and beer. He is then obliged to ap-
propriately entertain the guests who might prolong their
stay upto three nights. In addition to feasting, songs
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called id are sung every night. The priests on either
side try to outdo and out wit one another in this contest
of singing with special compositions of their own.

The actual marriage is not marked by any formal
ceremony, except that the bride and the groom are
dressed in new clothes and ornaments. According to
the rules of patrilocal residence, the bride proceeds in
the company of the bridal party to the groom’s home,
carrying presents given by her father. At the point of
entering the village, their approach is barred by bam-
boo arches. Here they make offerings to the spirits
(wiyus) of the jungle, entreating them to return and not
folow them any farther.- The only ceremony worth
mentioning is Yulo in which a mithan is sacrificed. This
is followed by the kinsmen and relatives joining in feast-
ing and merry-making.

Though the ideal marriage is negotiated marriage,
other forms of marriage are also known. A boy and girl
forming an attachment may decide to elope. In such an
eventuality, the girl's parents may make an initial at-
tempt at finding their daughter and getting her back.
When, however, this becomes an established fact, the
society reconciles itself to such a marriage and the
bride-price is settled. Elopement thus does not neces-
sarily cancel out bride-price. Complication arises when
a married girl elopes with a lover. Contractual obliga-
tions derived from payment of bride-price leave no
choice to the parents of the girl other than trying to
restore her back to her rightful husband or compensat-
ing him with the return of bride-price. They may some-
times get it from their daughter’s lover.

How important and binding is the obligation imposed

by bride-price can be judged from the fact that a hus-
band is permitted by custom to claim back the bride-
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price when a girl dies within a few years of marriage
without any children. The death deprives the husband
of the services of the wife and lack of children only
aggravates the loss.

Marriage with maternal uncle’s .daughter is permis-
sible among the Daflas. What is very interesting is that
one calls his mother’s father atu, a term applicable also
to his wife’s father, i.e. father-in-law. This is in con-
sonance with the permissible principle of marriage
with one’s mother’s sister. But the term atu is not ap-
plicable to mother’s brother who is called kei. Though
this does not strictly conform to logic as mother’s bro-
ther should have been called atu, it finds some justifi-
cation in the fact that mother’s brothers is also a pros-
pective brother-in-law. It goes without saying that
wife’s brother is always kei. By the same method of
reckoning, mother’s sister and mother’s brother’s daugh-
ter are all meyi. It is important to note that a wife’s
sister is also a meyi, indicating prevelance of sororal
marriage among the Daflas.

Another widely used term in the system of classifica-
tory terminology among the Daflas is nyahang which
has its own peculiar significance. Within this term are
included one’s father’s wives (barring one’s own mother)
and one’s own brother’s wives. Nyahang, as a matter of
fact, broadly applies to all women who can be regarded
as possible mates. Father’s brother’s wives are also
nyahang. The importance of the term is seen in the fact
that inheritance of widows, included within this ter-
minology, is an accepted principle in the Dafla society.
By the same rule, it is permissible for a Dafla to keep as
wife his own daughter-in-law who is, therefore, a nya-
hang. The upshot of this whole principle is that all
these classes of widows are treated in the same category
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as if they were sisters. An extension of this rule also
goes to confirm levirate as an accepted form of marriage
among the Daflas.

We may mention here that no formal ceremonies
mark the attainment of puberty by Dafla girls at a
rather early age of twelve or so and few taboos sur-
round a menstruating woman. She is prohibited from
touching the horns of mithans or skulls of pigs hung on
the walls of the main house nor she should touch any
of the ceremonial structures dedicated to spirits (wiyus).
Otherwise she is free to move about, do household works,
brew beer and engage in work in the jhums.

A few facts about the political organization of the
Daflas may be noticed here. As already noted in the
beginning, the Daflas are essentially very individualis-
tic and lack a central authority capable of enforcing its
decision. There are no chiefs nor councils of elders. Re-
taliation for a wrong suffered was primarily the respon-
sibility of the individual concerned. The offended per-
son was free to ambush and carry away the wrong-doer,
and hold him prisoner for a ransom. The captive was
kept in stock, and watched against possible escape. The
ransom agreed upon mainly through the services of
intermediaries had to be paid on the spot and it involv-
ed mithans, beads, daos, pieces of cloth etc. A person,
not ransomed by his relatives and kinsmen, could be
kept as nyra or slave for the rest of his life.

Shukla mentions a curious ritual connected with the
disposal of the dead body of the victim of a raid when
tribal feud was quite in vogue. It was first cut into
three picces at the neck and the waist, and left behind
to be recovered by the relatives of the unfortunate dead.
The warrior, who actually killed the victim, would then
cut off his left palm and his podum, the hair-knot. The
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raiders then quickly made off for their village with the
palm suspended on the shield of the killer. On reaching
the village, they did not enter their houses at once, but
sat near some ceremonial structure made of wood and
bamboo and freshly decked with kra leaves. This was
called basar yuging. After appropriate ceremony which
involved incantation by the priest and a dance with
spears and daos by the victors around the structure, the
palm was carried and fixed to a tree. Such trees, which
could once be noticed in Dafla villages were called nila
senge. Numerous arrows were then shot at the palm
and every one then returned to the village. The ritual,
however, did not end there. A little later, a dog was
chased out of the village and killed with a spear. It was
meant as a sacrifice to Sotung Wiyu in order to guard
against subsequent witchcraft. Finally, a mithan was
killed and the raiders with their friends joined in a
feast. The sacrifice of the mithan was preceded by the
taking of augury. The sacrifice itself was known as
Ropi Tamu and it had to be made in honour of the

wiyus (spirits) who were supposed to have aided the
raiders.

Though tribal feud was quite common at one time,
they had also other means of resolving disputes. The
traditional method of restoring normal 'relations be-
tween two warring sides was to agree to perform a sac-
rifice to Poter Met Wiyu. The sacrifice involved a mithan
or a pig. This ceremony, which restored mutual peace
and friendship, was called pali. In case of long drawn
vendetta which took a toll of many lives, the opposing
parties, worn out by such wasteful process over long
years, often decided to perform the dapo. A dapo in
fact was a treaty of mutual non-aggression and once
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performed was hardly ever violated. The dapo as in pali
involved sacrifice of mitHans and pigs to Poter Met.

In view of the very limited scope of our narrative, we
cannot enter into great details of the religious ideas of
the Daflas. Needless to say, a strong belief in different
categories of spirits dominates their spiritual world.
Each spirit has an assigned habitation, and is instru-
mental in causing a certain kind of disease or misfor-
tune to its unfortunate victim. The most dreaded spirits
of the jungle, for instance, are Dojing and Yahom. They
take a great toll of human lives by making people fall
ill. Their favour has to be bought with appropriate
sacrifice of mithans and pigs. If a man’s crops should
not waste and wither, Parte Rinte Wiyus have to be kept
in good humour by sacrifice. The spirits bent on doing
harm to mankind are too numerous to mention.

The benevolent principle behind the world, standing
on a higher level and symbolizing everything good be-
hind the creation is represented by Ane Duini, the Sun-
mother. She is the supreme mother overflowing with
kindness. Everything grows and survives at her will.
But in a manner of speaking, she keeps aloof, having
set the world in motion. The evil spirits, taking ad-
vantage of her apparent indifference, dominate the life
of human beings and other animals. She is remembered
on rare occasions such as marriage, and the Yulo. Offer-
ing of mithans is then made and her name is sung. But
it is always the malevolent spirits, who cause distress
and misfortune, hold the active imagination of their
possible victims.

The idea of death among the Daflas differs little from
that of other tribes inhabiting the north-eastern region.
Death due to old age is attributed to a natural withering
of the life-material inherent in the bones, called lochang.
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Premature death due to -sickness or accident is con-
sidered abnormal, and invariably thought to be due to
machinations by unappeased evil spirits.

The Daflas believe that, after death, the soul sub-
stance, called orum, repairs to the land of the dead,
located somewhere below the earth. The mysteries of
this underworld, known as neli nyoku, are known only
to the shamans who can vividly describe it. Life in this
other world is not very different from that known in this
side of existence. The orums live there in houses, culti-
vate lands and carry on all other activities until they
die a second time. It is to be noted that the idea of
transmigration of soul never occurred to the tribes here.
The Daflas are, however, never bothered by the need
to explain what happens to the soul after it dies a sec-
ond time. The priests can only say that it goes to an-
other world called orum kyulu. It may return to this
world from there sometimes in the form of a beautiful

butterfly.

The common method of disposal of dead bodies am-
ong the Daflas is by burial. It is customary to offer
grave-goods for the last journey of the departed soul.
Ceremonies attending on burial may vary in details,
depending on the status of the dead person. In other
words, ceremonies for a wealthy dead might be more
elaborate compared to a poor man. A rich person, for
instance, who in life owned large number of cattle heads

will be entitled to more mithans and pigs being sacri-
ficed at his burial.

A variation with regard to the method of burial of
small children may be noted. When a child dies within
a fortnight of its birth, a wooden coffin is made for it.
Two separate pieces of log are first hollowed out and
the body of the dead child is put inside them. The two
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hollowed out pieces are then secured, one on the top
of the other, with cane rope and the joints are pasted
with wet clay to prevent leakage. The long end of the
coffin is inserted into the earth, leaving the rest of it
actually containing the body above ground. The coffin
is secured to the ground in such a way that the body
stands upright. In some places, we are told, the coffin
is tied to the roof of a house while, in others, it is placed

on ‘two forked posts’.

HILL MIRIS

The next tribal group to the east of the Daflas is the
Hill Miris who occupy the area on both sides of the
Kamla river east of its confluence with the Khru and as
far as its junction with the Subansiri. I have devoted a
small book to this tribe published by the Arunachal
Pradesh Administration.

The earliest mention of the Hill Miris is, perhaps, to
be found in E. T. Dalton’s ‘Descriptive Ethnology of
Bengal’ (1872), noting that Miri is actually an Assamese
word. Many years later, the Miri Mission (1911-12),
which visited the upper reaches of the Subansiri and
undertook the first ever extensive survey of the area also
noted as follows:

‘The name Miri is purely an Assamese word origin-
ally used by the Assamese to denote all the hill people
between the Daflas of the Runga valley and the people
of the Dihang whom we call Abors’.

Even long before Dalton, Capt Neufville, who had
travelled among the Miris in 1825, reported on the Miris
but this report was, however, not available as a public
document. In passing, we may as well note that G. W.
Dunn, who was supposed to be the author of the ‘Pre-
liminary Notes On The Miris (1897)" attempted to give
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a precise description of the location of the Hill Miris in
the following manner:

‘The Miris are bounded on the south-east by the
Dirjimo river, which separates them from the Abors
inhabiting the low hills north of Dibrugarh; on the
north-east by a low range of hills forming the southern
boundary of the Dihang valley ; on the south by the
sub-division of North Lakhimpur; on the south-west
by the hills to the east of the Ranga river which sep-
arates them from the Daphlas'—

The Miri Mission, already mentioned, defined the
area almost in identical terms. The Subansiri river divi-
des the Miri Hills into two almost equal parts east and
west, while its principal tributaries from the east and
west, viz. the Sidan and the Kamla, divide the hills north
and south.

The country of the Hill Miris is covered with dense
jungle from the high water level of the Kamla to the top
of the highest hills. The jungle is mainly high tree
jungles with masses of creepers and thick undergrowth.
There is abundance of soft wood trees, but first class
trees valued for their timber, such as Nahor, Sal, Tita,
Poma, and fine Toon trees are also there in sufficiently
good number. A great variety of bamboo is found upto
an altitude of 2286 metres and cane upto 1219 metres.
Beyond 2134 metres and upto 3048 metres, the trees
are mostly oak and rhododendron. The Miri Mission
also reported noticing some rubber trees in lower re-
gions and vegetations yielding various dyes.

It may be mentioned here that, as a general rule and
with very few exceptions in fact, the Hill Miri villages
lie between the altitudes of 914 metres and 1219 metres.
The Hill Miris do not at present preserve any racial
memory as to the cause of their migration to their present
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home. They simply say that ‘they were made for the
hills and appointed to dwell there, and that they were
originally much further north, but discovered Assam by
following flights of birds, and found it to their advan-
tage to settle on its borders’. Dalton also noted long
ago that Hill Miris did their utmost to deter the people
of the wild clans to the north from visiting the plains,
but the northmen occasionally came down bearing heavy
loads of mujista, and beyond looking more savage and
unkempt, they were hardly distinguishable from the
poorer clans of Miris.

It is to be noted here that, writing in 1947, Haimen-
dorf objected to the distinction, made officially and
popularly, between the Daflas and the Hill Miris as
separate tribal groups. According to him, they form
part of the Dol group which embraces also many of
the Dafla clans located in the Panior, Kiyi, and Khru
valleys. He has, however, acknowledged that at least
there is a group of people (whom he has called Gungu)
who regard themselves as a separate group. On the
other hand, they have been recognized as a separate
tribal group by Dalton, Dr Grierson and several admi-
nistrative officers who had served in the Hill Miri coun-
try. In short, the position we have taken in this con-
troversy is that, pending more thorough investigations
on scientific basis into the physical and cultural traits
of the Miris, it would be safer and correct to treat them
as a separate cultural group.

According to Haimendorf, the group of people, called
Gungu (Hill Miris), is divided into a number of phra-
tries.. Each group of clans, included in one phratry, is
sometimes known to the outside world by a comprehen-
sive term. The villages, ir which the particular clans
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are settled, are usually called by the clan names, such as
Bini, Biku, Gocham, Taya and so on.

‘Besides the division of the Hill Miris into phratries
and clans, they have also long since been divided into
different broad groups according to popular conception
and these groupings had been clearly recorded in the
‘Preliminary Notes On The Miris’ in 1897 with geogra-
phical location of each group.

The Ghyghasi Miris inhabit the country to the west
of the Dirjemo and to the north of the Sissi Subdivision
of the North Lakhimpur.

The Ghasi Miris live between the Dhol river and the
Subansiri.

The Sarak Miris live in the outer range between the
Subansiri and the Ranga. It is to be noted that the
Ghyghasi and Ghasi Miris may be considered as one
clan and they are regarded so by other Miris.

The Panibotia and Tarbotia groups live in the hills
to the west of the Subansiri. The Tarbotias have their
villages on the southern bank of the Kamla river, and
consequently do not need to travel by water to reach
the plains ; hence the origin of thier name. The Pani-
botias have an obvious connection with water since
they make use of the waterways for their movement.

Both Dalton’s description and that of Preliminary
Notes agreed that the Ghyghascis were rather meanly
clad, badly fed, ill-looking, and were rather of stunted
growth. The Ghasis were no better, their whole outfit
consisting of a loin cloth and a sleeveless flannel coat.

The Ghasis of the Sew river were perfectly naked up
to the loins, but wore a sort of woollen mantle for cover.
Both these people had their hair cut square. The Pani-
botias received rloser attention from Dalton who-des-
cribed them as possessed of fine muscular figures ;
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many of them were tall, standing over five feet eight
inches. The Panibotias and the Tarbotias dressed much
the same way as the Daflas. They gathered the hair in
front of their forehead and, having made a bushy knot
of it, passed a bodkin through it. Round the head they
wore a fillet of leather studded with copper knobs. A
girdle of cane sustained the loin cloth.

On the shoulders they wore a knapsack of a square
size, made of cane and covered by a kind of short ca-
valry cloak made from palm-tree fibre. They also
sported a cane helmet resembling the Dafla helmet but
added a piece of tiger or bear skin as a cover with the
tail still attached. Their arms were long straight daos,
bows and arrows, and, among the tribes north of the
Kamla, long spears.

It is needless to say that, with the ever increasing im-
pact of the outside world, the dress, particularly among
the young people, is yielding to new ideas and new
fashion in consonance with the march of time. The old
guards, however, still continue to dress much in the
same fashion as their forefathers did.

Like men, the women of the different groups of the
Hill Miri are also found to dress differently. The Ghy-
ghasi women, as it had been noted by Dalton long ago,
wear a small petticoat made of filaments of cane woven
together. It is about a foot in bredth and fits so tightly
round the loins that it compels them to move in short
steps. The women wear their hair long. .

The female costume of the Panibotia Miris is rather
elaborate, and, in many respects, peculiarly constrasted
with the neighbouring tribes. It consists of a short petti-
coat extending from the loins to the knees, and is se-
cured to a broad belt of leather often ornamented with
brass bosses, Outside this they wear a crinoline of
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canework. The upper garment consists of a band of
plaited canework girding the body close under the arms,
and from this is front a fragment of cloth suspends and
covers the breasts. Their usual working dress is, how-
ever, more simple. It often consists of a large pieces of
cloth, which might be obtained from their neighbours
or imported from the plains, and is worn over the
shoulders, secured in front with a pin like a shawl.

The women have bracelets of silver or copper and
anklets of finely plaited cane or bamboo. Their hair is
adjusted with neatness, parted in the centre and hang-
ing down the back in two carefully plaited tails. In the
ears they wear most fantastic ornaments of silver. A
simple. spiral screw of this mental, winding snake-like
round the extended lobe of the ear is rather common
amongst unmarried girls but this is only an adjunct of
the more complicated ear ornaments worn by married
ladies. They wear round their necks an enormous
quantity of large turquoise-like beads made apparently
of fine porcelain, beads of agate, cornelian and onyx
as well as ordinary glass beads of all colours. As in the
case of men, the progressive among women are already
tuned for a change of fashion with the importation of
new ideas.

As noted earlier, the Hill Miri village, with few ex-
ceptions, are located at altitudes between 914 and 1219
metres. Narrow and rough tracks, meandering up hills
and down dales, connect the villages with one another.
The villages are usually very small consisting sometimes
of no more than one or two households, but, perhaps,
never exceeding 20 houses. The average size of a vil-
lage may be safely set down 8 or 9 houses.

The Hill Miris generally select the slopes of hills for
siting their villages as a measure of natural protection.
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Otherwise, the villages are without any extra defensive
device such as some other hill tribes raise around their
villages. It is the chief of a village who has to take
upon himselt the responsibility of looking after the
safety of his village as best as he can. The Miri village
does not have a morung or bachelors’ dormitory such as
a Naga or Adi village has. In olden time, when the
sense of security was not as strong as now, the Miris
were very careful not to display their property that they
had. They used at one time to bury their valuables at
a place thought safe from prying eyes.

An average Hill Miri house may be 60 to 70 feet long,
standing on stilts and thatched with leaves. The houses
lie very close to each other whenever a village is of any
size. The granaries are located some distance away
from the living houses so that they might not be in-
volved in case of a large fire breaking out in the village.

In his ‘Descriptive Ethnology of Bengal’, already
mentioned, Dalton recorded an accurate description of
a typical Miri house.

Tt is 70 feet long ; the flooring is of split bamboos on
a very substantial framework of timbers raised several
feet from the ground ; the roof has gable ends, and is
thatched with leaves ; under the gable a cross sloping
roof covers an open balcony, one at each end. The in-
terior consists of one long apartment 60 feet by 16, from
which a passage at one side extending the entire length,
is partitioned off in the large apartment down the cen-
tre ; four fires burn on hearths of earth’.

Dalton also noticed that, along the long passage, a
row of conical baskets with plantain leaves were lying
against the wall. These baskets contained grain in a
process of fermentation and the liquor, thus extracted,
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percolated into earthen vessels placed under the bas-
kets.

The Preliminary Notes pointed out that as many as
40 people might live in one house. The house is divided
into recognized compartments by triangular trays slung
from the roof over earthen fire-places.

The Hill Miris confine their cultivation to whatever
stretches of cultivable land are available around their
village. The availability of land is naturally limited,
more so because of their practice of leaving considerable
part of their land to lie fallow for a long period of time.

As it had been noted by Dalton, they actually culti-
vate a patch of land for two successive vears and then
allow it to lie fallow for next four to five years. They
usually take up for cultivation a piece of land that has
lain fallow the longest.

Dalton made reference to an interesting custom to
which the Hill Miris adhered scrupulously. They had
like the Adis a superstition which deterred them break-
ing up fresh ground so long as their available fallow
was sufficient ; a dread of offending the spirits of wood
bv unnecessarily cutting down tress.

The crops raised by the Hill Miris are rice, millet,
Indian corn, vam, sweet potato, small quantity of to-
bacco, and red pepper. The avilability of land on the
slopes of the hills being extremely restricted, the am-
ount of rice and other crops raised by them is hardly
sufficient to carryv them through the whole year. For
lean times, they stock dried meat and fish. They are
fairly good at trapping small animals and fish.

There is not much to say about the cattle wealth of
the Miris who are rather poor:in this respect. Mention
sould, however, be made about mithans first, which for
the Hill Miris. as for most other tribes of this region.
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symbolize wealth and prosperity.. They are still looked
upon as a standard of wealth and, at one time, could be
exchanged for wives and slaves. Mithans served as
medium of exchange. Next to mithans, pigs are regard-
ed as most valuable possession both by the rich and the
poor. They are billeted immediately below the stilt-
houses, and are village scavengers par excellence.

We have already noticed that the Hill Miris are
divided into many phratries, each comprising several
clans. The descent is counted in the male line. The
Hill Miris are reputed for their fairly accurate memory
of their family geneologies. Like many other tribes,
they love to trace their geneology as far back as their
mythical ancestor, Abo Tani.

Various forms of marriage are recognized among the
Hill Miris. The first in sanctity and importance comes
the nyida marriage. Nyida is primarily an arranged
marriage in which the boy’s father makes the initial
move. When a particular girl is in view, omen is taken
on the liver of a chicken and the father of the boy goes
on a visit to the father of the girl with suitable presents.
The proposal, however, is not mooted immediately or
directly ; the conversation is carried on in symbolic
language. The father of the boy starts by saying that
he has come in search of tattum bilam or sikam beedum,
both are some kinds of nuts symbolizing womanly vir-
tues. If the father of the zirl should wish to signify his
unwillingness to the proposed match, he answer would,
saying that his house is bereft of such things. He may
nevertheless show courtesy by expressing his willing-
ness for a lasting friendship and offering presents in re-
turn. In case he is agreeable, he will proceed to take
omen in his turn before the match is finallv decided on.

The nyida form of marriage is quite expensive and
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is the privilege only of the rich people who can afford it.
If a nyida wife should run away with another man, the
husband will consider it a great affront. He may refuse
to be compensated with the return of mere bride-price
alone. The Hill Miris believe that selling away nyida
wife will incite the wrath of gods who may send mis-
fortunes.

Next to nyida form of marriage in sanctity and im-
portance is tado hale. It requires payment of one or two
mithans as bride-price, but there is no question of dowry
or return payment of gifts by the bride’s father.

There is yet another way a man may get a wife for
himself. He may persuade a girl to elope with him
without the knowledge of her parents. They may later
live as husband and wife with implicit approval of the
society. This form of marriage is called nimmoli. Some-
times a girl may simply go to live with a man of her
choice. The society later usually gives its approval to
such an arrangement. Such marriage is called nimo
kedna. The form of marriage is predominantly patri-
local. Dalton referred to occasional polyandry among
the Hill Miris. This observation might or might not
have been true in the past but it certainly has no vogue
at the present day.

The disposal of the dead body among the Hill Miris
is by burial. A peculiar custom associated with the pro-
cess of burial is to be noticed among the Miris. Accord-
ing to Dr Elwin, women lower the body into the grave
when the deceased is male, and, in case of a dead wo-
man, men perform this last rite. Bits of provision, rice-
beer, and personal belongings of the dead are placed
inside the grave. Next, pieces of wood are placed upon
the body, then some stones are shoved in, and finally the
grave is covered with earth.
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A stone is set up about the place where the chest of
the buried corpse is supposed to be. This is done is with
the idea of restricting the movement of the ghost. We
are not sure whether this stone can rightly be called a
menhir as Dr Elwin did. An improvised shed is erected
over the stone, and the whole area is fenced in. In front
of the shed, a platform is a sometimes put up and, upon
it, stand even upto five stuffed monkeys with arms
stretched out. On the back of each is a small basket
containing small packets of food, and tiny tubes filled
with rice-beer. In a very realistic fashion, these stuffed
monkeys often carry tobacco pipes in their mouths.
They are the permanent porters provided for the dead
man.

According to Hill Miris, death is often attributable to
wiyus (spirits). A similar belief can be found among
many tribes who seem to be incapable of conceptualiz-
ing a natural cause of death. The Hill Miris believe
that, when a person dies. his yalo or soul is carried
away by the wiyu, responsible for the death, and is kept
a slave by it for a certain period of time. Later on, the
yalo passes on to the land of the dead called reli some-
where below the earth. All the Hill Miris agree that the
yalo escapes through the shoulders, but their is differ-
ence of opinion as to the form in which it leaves the

body.

In common with many other tribes in this north-east
region of India, the Hill Miris believe in a host of spirits,
both benevolent and malevolent. They also believe in
the Sun-Moon God, whose influence on the daily course
of man’s existence is rather negligible. They are ordi-
narily not involved and no special sacrifices are offered
to them. The most powerful deity or spirit is the yapom,
the spirit of forests. He may assume many forms.
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Sometimes he may appear in human form but it may
not always augur well for a man to see him. Failure
of crop is attributed to the wrath of this deity who is to
be specially propitiated with sacrifice and offerings.
The Hill Miris believe in various magical cures for
several kinds of illness. When the ailment is, however,
of a serious nature and not responsive to magical and
other kinds of cure, it is inevitably laid at the doors of

some malignant spirit.

RAU
Haimandort mentions another small group of people
in the valleys to the north and north-east. They actually
occupy the areas comprising the vallevs of the Sipi and
the Mongo rivers which drain into the Subansiri. This
group is called Rau, a term simply meaning ‘northern-
ers. Dr Elwin was inclined to think that they spoke a
language which was u dialect of the Gallong.

RISHI-MASHI

Towards farther north, occupying areas between the
Kamla and the Subansiri, which actually form the south-
ern face of a 3658 metre range, there is yet another
group called Rishi-Mashi. They are said to have ‘mon-
goloid features of a more delicate and progressive type'.

NIDU-MORA

A tribal group, having marital relations with the
Rishi-Mashi but maintaining a separate identity, is
known as Nidu-Mora. This group is located in the
Upper Subansiri valley.

CHIKUM-DUI

A small population in the Singi valley is called Chi-
kum-Dui. Dr Elwin considered them a branch of the
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Gallongs to the east of the Subansiri. They seemed to
lie beyond ‘the social orbit” of the other tribal groups of

the region.

SULUNGS

Another distinct group, though small and scattered,
is the Sulungs, occupying the northern and more in-
accessible areas of the upper reaches of the Par river.
Haimendorf thinks that they were the earliest migrants
who came before the other tribal groups in the region.
They looked a more ‘primitive racial type’, distinguish-
ed by a ‘pronounced prognathism’. They did not seem
to know much of agriculture. At one time, they lived
in a semi-nomadic manner, roaming the forests in search
of wild games and jungle produce. Strangely enough,
however, they made good blacksmiths and brass foun-
ders, and taught the craft to the neighbouring tribes.

The Sulungs, also sometimes known as Sulus, re-
mained unnoticed for a long time because numerically
they were insignificant and often lived interspersed am-
ong the Daflas who dominated them. But both linguis-
tically and also from the point of view of cultural traits,
they constitute a distinct tribal group. They first came
to the notice of military missions which visited the vast
tracts of the Subausiri during the early part of the pre-
sent centurv, and were virtually rediscovered by Hai-
mendorf who gave first accounts of their way of life in
1947. The credit for having studied them more closely,
however. goes to C. R. Stonor who visited them on a
number of occasions between 1945-1948. When Stonor
first came to know them, he concluded that they were

a dwindling race.

Compared to their number, the Sulungs are spread
over a wide urea from the border of Bhutan to the re-
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gions of the Subansiri in the east. Their habitat varies
between the altitude of 914 metre and 2134 metre, in-
volving naturally a variation in the nature of vegetation,
The population is said to be more numerous in the upper
regions beyond the sub-tropical. The reason for their
dispersal over wide areas could possibly be due to their
nomadic habits.

The general physical stature of the Sulungs is said
to be slightly lower than that of the other neighbouring
tribes though without any tendency towards dwarfism.
The trait of ‘prognathism’ in them, first noticed by Hai-
mendorf, is by no means universal. From the side of
physical characteristics, the Sulungs show marked
difference from the eastern branch of the Dafla race
though they are closer to its western branch. They are,
however, nearest to the Khoas or Buguns of the Kameng
district to the west of the Daflas, and are even known
to claim kinship with them. We learn on the authority
of Stonor that the Sulungs at one time claimed a com-
mon origin with the far more advanced Apa Tanis and
he was inclined to the view that the Apa Tanis might
have absorbed an element of the Sulungs into the lower
strata of their society.

In the matter of dress and other worldly possessions,
the Sulungs differ but little from the Daflas. A single
piece of cloth, worn in the Dafla fashion and the wicker-
work helmet of the Daflas adorn their body and head
respectively. In the past, cloth was woven at home
from nettle fibre and sometimes obtained from the
plains of Assam through the Daflas. The Sulungs also
use almost all the weapons and tools as are used by the
Daflas. They are likewise armed with bow and arrows
though they have little use for the long spear of the
Daflas. The arrows are fixed with either iron or fire-
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hardened bamboo heads. Vegetable poison prepared
from aconite and some species of fungus is applied to
the arrow heads which are then used with fatal effect
on preys during hunts.

The housetype of the Sulungs resembles almost pre-
cisely that of the Daflas although built on a much
smalled scale. The house is usually sited on a slope su
that one end of the roofed verandah is barely above the
ground while the other end, also roofed, stands several
feet off the ground, and is reached by a notched ladder.
Palm or plantain leaves, growing wild in their area, are
used for thatching. The entire frame-work is of course
constructed of bamboo. Similar to the Daflas again, it
is a communal house shared by two or more connected
families. Though the single room in the house is not
divided into compartments, each family maintains a
separate hearth. One or two metal cooking-pots are all
that a family possesses by way of household utensils.

Temperamentally the Sulungs are said to be more
congenial and given to ready laughter in marked con-
trast to the Daflas who are rather boastful and haughty.
The Sulungs are also rated higher in the scale of native
intelligence and capacity for learning. The Daflas, we
are told, are not averse to admitting this superiority of
the Sulungs though otherwise they exercise a sort of
control over them. This curious relationship between
the Daflas and the Sulungs is of great interest and will
be described later.

We have already noted in the beginning that, accord-
ing to Haimendorf, the Sulungs represent a more primi-
tive type and had possibly preceded other tribes in the
regions of the Subansiri. The Sulungs in fact might
have been in possession of the whole area, where other
later migrants, such as the Dafla, the Apa Tani and the
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Hill Miri settled in course of time and forced them to
withdraw into much smaller radius. The Sulungs ap-
pear to have lost any racial memory of their original
home besides indicating that they had come from the
north. What makes the question of their origin very
intriguing is their distinctive language. Inspite of their
close proximity to the Daflas, they preserve their lan-
guage which is said to be totally different from any spo-
ken either by the eastern or western branch of the Dafla
tribe. Both the Daflas and the Sulungs are also wont
to deny any common bond of descent between them.
On the other hand, as we have already noted, the
Sulungs claim kinship with the Khoas or Buguns to the
west of the Daflas. According to one legendary account,
they once occupied the same territory with the Buguns
in the Tenga valley but later on went up to the north
because of breach of faith by the Buguns. Whatever
historical connection could be posited behind such
stories, the fact remains that the languages spoken both
by the Khoas (Buguns) and the Sulungs are mutually
understandable.

The Sulungs are said to be still very much attached
to their food-gathering habits, and are all nomads at
heart. Agriculture is quite important now and they
have acquired the the technique of jhum cultivation
from their neighbours. But even where there is no short-
age of cultivable land and they can with some exertions
keep themselves reasonably supplied with food, they
will nevertheless indulge in periodical food-gathering
expeditions. At best, it can, perhaps, be said that they
are in a transitional state between a stationary way of
life and their pristine nomadic existence based on food-
gathering and hunting.

As indicated above, the Sulungs now follow the cyclic
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method of agriculture after the example of their neigh-
bours, particularly the Daflas. Patches of land, wrested
from the forest on hillsides, are cleared in winter by ‘the
slash-and-burn’ method so that they are ready for sow-
ing in the spring. They also follow the same division of
labour so far as it relates to different stages of cultiva-
tion. Sowing and weeding are the allotted tasks for
women whose only tools used to be dibble-stick and the
general-purpose long knife. They also used a kind of
small hoe, made from split bamboo twisted into the
shape of a shovel.

The Sulungs grow two types of rice which constitutes
at present their main staple. The late ripening variety,
sown in April and harvested in November, forms the
bulk of their grain reserve stored in granaries not far
from the dwelling house. Maize and millet are also
grown and they know some varieties of vegetable com-
mon to this area. Animal husbandry is almost unknown
or restricted by the fact that the Sulungs periodically
move out on hunting and food-gathering expeditions.
A few domestic fowls, needed for sacrifice during sick-
ness and a few dogs, employed in hunting or kept as
watch dogs, are all that they care for.

We may now describe the food-gathering expeditions
which still form the most distinctive feature of the Sul-
ung way of life. As remarked already, even if there be
no dearth of cultivable lands around, the Sulungs still
venture out on these expeditions, such is the irresistable
attraction of nomadic habits to which they have been
tuned down through the ages. Now, these food-gather-
ing expeditions are almost exclusively devoted to the
collection of wild sago. The source of supply of sago
is said to be a kind of drarf palm common to the sub-
Himalayan regions of the north-east India. The view
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has even been hazarded that, before rice was known,
wild sago might have constituted the chief diet for all
the tribes here in very remote past. In some areas
where the supply of sago has become naturatly deplet-
ed due to wanton cutting down of palm trees, the Sul-
ungs have often to undertake journey to long distances
from home in search of sago. In other places again,
they even deliberately cultivate some sago palms
nearer their settlements, transplanting seedlings from
closeby forests.

The extraction of sago and the process to which it is
subjected in order to render it fit for consumption are
rather elaborate. First, the short trunk of the palm tree
is chopped off into pieces and the pith inside is then
extracted after splitting the trunk. This part of the job
requires the exertion of male muscles. The pith has now
to be pounded on a stone with a wooden baton. The
resultant crushed matter is then made over to women
wash it in a pot and spread it out on a mat. This cleans-
ing process has to be repeated several times until the
coarser fibres are eliminated. The next part of the
operation consists in straining the substance through a
cane-woven strainer, made into the shape of a sand-bag,
at least for three times. The ultimate product is rather
a coarse yellowish flour, dried in the sun. Before eating,
it is baked into a sort of ‘rubbery pancake’.

When palms are not available and there is positive
scarcity of grain, sago is extracted from the pith of some
kinds of tree-fern. Three varieties are said to be known
but only one can be used. The technique of prepara-
tion of sago from fern is virtually the same. This par-
ticular kind of sago-producing fern was once looked
upon as a famine crop by many tribal groups in the
north-east regions of India.
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A number of households might start out together on
food-gathering expeditions or, as it might be truly said,
in search of sago but, non reaching the grounds, they
split up into separate family units. Each family puts up
a temporary quarter near seemingly good hunting
grounds. The women members usually stay behind,
looking after the children and searching for wild roots
and vegetables, on their own, in the vicinity of their
camps. Such expeditions last as long as sago is avail-

able.

Hunting expeditions, on the other hand, have now
become a very tame affair due to the scarcity of big
game in the hills around. The Sulungs have often to
remain content with no larger animals than squirrel,
frog, mice and even insects for supply of animo-protein.
We have also to take notice of the fact here that, now
as the Sulungs have taken to agriculture, they have
often to cut short their food-gathering and hunting ex-
peditions in order to return to their fields. Then again,
labour in the field is likely to be interrupted by the ex-
acting demands of their Dafla overlords for porters and
labourers. A Sulung has thus to divide his time be-
tween many loyalties. The last indicated relation ex-
isting between the Sulungs and the Daflas constitutes
the most significant aspect of their social situation,
which we have to take notice of next.

While in the far north there are said to be Sulung
villages living independent existence without any ex-
traneous allegiance, most of the Sulung villages, scat-
tered over the greater part of the hills in the lower
reaches, are located very close to Dafla villages, and
are socially and traditionally dependent on them. This
dependence in modern political terminology may, per-
haps, be said to be a cross between protectorate and
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feudal overlordship. A Sulung settlement, in close
proximity to a Dafla village, may not exceed a dozen
souls while the population of the latter may even run
to two thousand. What is most interesting and signifi-
cant is not that a Sulung village or family is attached
to a Dafla village or famjly but that it is found to be in
fact linked with one or more of the dominant Dafla clan
in that village. The social dependence of the members
of the Sulung village on particular clan or clans of the
Dafla village is almost complete. But while this is so,
the Sulungs have never been fully integrated with their
Dafla overlords. They maintain their separate entity
and self-respect intact ; they never marry outside their
own group. And, as we have already seen, they retain

their linguistic identity inspite of their closeness to the
Daflas.

It has been conjectured that the Sulungs had found
it politically and economically expedient and to their
definite advantage to have placed themselves under
subservience tp the Dafla overlords. The Daflas them-
selves derive no small benefits from this arrangement
which is almost in the nature of a mutually worked out
economic relation.

We cannot positively assign any reason as to how
particular Sulung families or even villages came to be
linked with particular Dafla clans. One reason could
possibly be surmised. It often happened that a family
unit in a communal Dafla household broke away and
shifted its place of residence. Some Sulungs, who had
been living within the orbit of its influence, might also
have followed it to its new place of settlement. Stonor
had even recorded instances where a particular Sulung
family had been transferred by a Dafla family to their
relatives in another village several days march away.
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In theory at least, it appears that Sulungs are treated
as serfs by the Daflas who can always make demand
upon their services. The Sulungs of a village, for ins-
tance, are not at liberty to leave it without the permis-
sion of their Dafla masters, and were also liable to be
sold or exchanged. In the past, such was the implicit
right of the Dafla feudal lords over their Sulung serfs.
But even then, it was unusual for a Sulung to be sold
away or moved against his will. On the other hand, it
was obligatory on the Dafla master to produce the
brideprice for a Sulung intending to marry but, on the
same implied principle, he also received a share of the
brideprice paid for a Sulung girl living under his care.
This was presumably based on the age-old tradition,
obtaining among the tribal people, of payment of com-
pensation for loss of services when a girl was given
away in marriage.

Now, the above relation of dependence of the Sul-
ungs on their Dafla overlords reminds us of the similar
relation of the Khoas (Buguns) with the Akas to the
west of the Daflas. The Akas traditionally treat the
Khoas as their serfs but the Khoas nevertheless maintain
their racial and linguistic identity. We are also remind-
ed here of the relation existing between the mura and
mite classes in the Apa Tani society. The mura class is
traditionally subservient to the mite class. The mem-
bers of a mura class, socially dependent on a mite clan,
not only use the same nago shrine as used by the mem-
bers of the master clan but also adopt the clan name of
their mite masters. In some way, this is reminiscent of
the Hindu caste system where other castes adopt the
clan names of their traditional priest classes. ;

This, however, leaves the question open whether the
present weaker section of the Apa Tani society or the
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now-dependent racial groups such as the Sulungs and
the Khoas are not the descendants of the earlier or ori-
ginal inhabitants of the area, who were either absorbed
or later dominated by more powerful migrants who
subsquently entered the same regions. We have been
even told that two separate strains of racial and phy-
sical characters had been noticed by experts, for in-
stance, among the Apa Tanis, the Dafla and also the
Adis. If the Sulungs had not been completely assimi-
lated by the Daflas who were definitely more powerful
and numerous, it could be due to the fact that the Dafla
themselves did not possess a sufficiently integrated social
organization of their own and that there was enough
room and cultivable land for both. The Sulungs, on the
other hand, found it to their advantage to submit to the
Daflas, prompted by a strong sense of self-preservation.

We may now make a brief reference to the religious
practices of the Sulungs. If the Sulungs had possessed
religious beliefs and rituals of their own, they have lost
them. At present they practically follow the same rituals
and hold similar beliefs as the Daflas. The dead are
buried not far from the house. A palisade is built
around the place and it is customary to hang on a post
the personal belongings of the dead inside the en-
closure.

Some interesting food taboos have been noted among
the Sulungs. Animals killed during the hunting expe-
ditions should not be eaten by a man’s mother, sister
and in fact, any near female relatives, excepting his own
daughter. There is also said to be a taboo on the eating
of domestic fowls by young girls.

The research data on the Sulungs are still very limit-
ed and incomplete. Naturally, we have to await results
of further intensive investigations among them.
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NGA

Haimendorf refers to another small group of people,
known as Nga, immediately below ‘the Great Hima-
layan Range who are said to breed sheep, wear woollen
clothes and build houses of stone’. Very little investiga-
tion has so far been done about them.

APA TANI

Of all the groups of tribes referred to above, the best
known to the world outside are the Apa Tanis, thanks
to the very excellent accounts of them found in Hai-
mendorf’s ‘Himalayan Barbary’, Ursula Graham Bow-
er's ‘Hidden Land’ and R. Izzard’s ‘Hunt for the Bury’,
a book rather rare to come by now.

The Apa Tanis occupy a 26 sq. km stretch of valley in
the central region of Subansiri at an altitude of ap-
proximately 1524 metres. The valley lies roughly mid-
way between the Panior and the Kamla rivers. Steep
mountain ridges, gaining heights of 2438 metres, en-
close the valley on all sides. It has been appropriately
called ‘the rice bowl’ of the Apa Tanis who practise
wet rice agriculture with expert knowledge in contrast
to the other tribes in the whole region. Early explorers
left romantic descriptions of the Apa Tani plateau which
has changed very little all these years. We might, per-
haps, quote at some length from a report (1897) of R. B.
McCabe :

‘The sight is one I shall never forget, as we suddenly
emerged on a magnificent plateau some ten miles in
length, laid out in highly cultivated and artificially irri-
gated terraces well watered by the Kali river, a sluggish
stream some 45 to 60 feet in breadth, with low alluvial
banks. The valley was dotted with, isolated hillocks,
and low pine-clad spurs ran here and there into the
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valley from the eastern ranges. No crops were on the
ground, but the stalks gave ample evidence of the beau-
tiful character of the recent paddy harvest. Our hearts
warmed at the sight of primroses, violets, wild currants,
strawberries and raspberries, and I felt disposed to al-
most believe some of the wonderful stories we had heard
of the fabulous wealth of this country’.

The Apa Tanis now constitute a population of little
over 10,000 souls, concentrated in a few crowded vil-
lages, as in the past, in the midst of their rice fields.
There appeared to have prevailed at one time a great
confusion over the nomenclature of the tribe. It had
variously been called Anka, Auk, Apa Tanang, Auka
Meri and Tenae. The name Apa Tani has now become
attached to them after Haimendorf has made the tribe
so wellknown to the world outside under this nomen-
clature through his book, Himalayan Barbary.

The Apa Tanis are distinguished by very regular fea-
tures in marked contrast to other neighbouring tribes.
To quote Haimendorf :

“They are tall, of slender build with delicate long
hands ; their features are progressive, the face long, the
nose narrow, and often elegantly curved, the light eyes
are comparatively large and deep-set ; indeed some men
could pass for Europoids, were it not for the ruddy
brown of their skin’.

There has so far been no attempt to explain scientifi-
cally the incidence of such deviations in a people, set
amidst predominantly mongoloid tribes, who lived in
isolation for long in their sequestered valley.

The Apa Tani dress has resemblance, in many res-
pects, to that of the Daflas who are their neighbours.
Like the Daflas, the Apa Tanis wear cane helmet of the
same shape and tie up their hair in a knot just on the
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top of the forehead with a brass skewer stuck horizon-
tally through it. But the Apa Tanis make a finer work
of it, and tie black hair round the knot. The Daflas,
however, use a yellow strand of cloth to tie round the
podum or knot of hair. This has been noticed as a mark
of distinction between the two.

The most distinguishing feature of the Apa Tani
dress, however, is the famous Apa Tani tail. E. T. Dal-
ton noted in 1845:

‘The men do not rejoice in much drapery ; they wear
a girdle of canework painted red, which hangs down
behind in a long bushy tail’.

Haimendorf has described the tail as ‘an extension of
his broad tight belt......... made of many strands of
spliced cane’ dyed ‘a vivid red’. There had been many
conjectures about the utility of this appendage. Onme
was that it served as a portable seat. Besides the cane
belt with the tail, men wear multiple rings of the same
red-dyed cane. As to their drapery, they put on large
cloaks of greyish cloth and, according to occasion, a
peculiar kind of rain-shield made of black fibre.

As the tail is the distinctive part of the male dress,
so the nose plugs are peculiar to the Apa Tani women.
Haimendorf has remarked that it is the ambition of
every woman to be able to wear the largest possible
nose-plug. ,

The other marks of distinction about the appearance
of the Apa Tanis are the tattoos on the face of both male
and female. In 1897 R. B. MacCabe described the
different designs of tattoo as seen on the face of the Apa
Tani man and woman, and the description still remains
true to types:

“T'he male Apa Tanangs have only tattoos below their
mouth ; a horizontal line is drawn across the underlip,
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and a straight line is drawn downward from it to the
point of the chin. The women are tattooed with broad
blue lines from the top of the forehead to the tip of the
nose and from the lower lip to the base of the chin’.

The Apa Tani woman wears a skirt of the same gray
cloth as the man, with broad bluish borders, reaching
below the knees and a jacket of the same stuff of their
own manufacture.

Women gather up their hair from all sides, and tie
them up on the top of the head. They have fewer strings
of coloured beads round their necks, compared to their
neighbours, the Daflas and the Miris.

The Apa Tani society lacks any institution of cen-
tralized authority which could claim absolute allegiance
from all its members. In practice, however, the village
affairs are guided by what may be described as an in-
formal village council called buliang. A buliang con-
sists of members who are selected for their individual
character and ability. Usually, rich families of promi-
nent lineage, noted for their wealth and traditional
status, are entitled to provide one or two members for
the buliang. !

There are three categories of buliang members—the
aka buliang, the ajang buliang and the yapa buliang.
The aka buliangs are prominent persons of the society
who are regarded as permanent members, for their wis-
dom, experience and age. The most active are the yapa
buliangs who are usually responsible for public deci-
sions. The aka buliangs are, however, invariably con-
sulted on all occasions in their role as advisers. The
ajang buliangs are members of the younger generation
noted for their leadership. They in fact are spokesmen
of the younger section of the community and assist the
yapa buliangs and act as their messengers. The hier-
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archy is not, however, fixed and immutable. A young
gjang buliang member, who makes his mark in public
affairs, becomes eligible in course of time for promotion
to the yapa buliang.

Session of the buliangs always takes place on public
platforms called lapang. A lapang or assembly plat-
form is constructed of spacious wooden planks loosely
thrown over a framework of stilts, Haimendorf has des-
cribed it as a ‘visual symbol of the social cohesion of the
individual clan’. The lapangs are generally centrally
situated in each of the clan quarters. It becomes the
focal centre of social activity for the members of each
clan within a certain radius.

Other concrete symbols of unity and cohesion among
the Apa Tanis are the many seasonal ceremonies to
which they look forward with expectant longings. The
most important ones are the morom and mloko cere-
monies naturally connected with their agricultural
activities.

As it has been noted by Haimendorf, there is reason
to believe that the morom ceremony is actually a ferti-
lity rite having close link with agriculture. It is per-
formed in winter after the rice crop has been harvested,
and is the signal for the beginning of a fresh agricul-
tural cycle. Haimendorf noted that the villages of Bela,
Hari, and Hang gave the lead to the performance of
morom in the months of December-January. The Haja-
Duta group of villages. follow it up in the months. of
February and March.

An important feature of the morom consists in pro-
cessions of voung people and boys going from village
to village, led by the village priest. The priest, as he
goes along, waves a fan and throws handfuls of husked
rice grains on either side of the rice fields. During the
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morom young people are known to perform symbolic
dances, sporting huge bamboo phalli. The lends cre-
dence to the belief that morom is actually associated
with agriculture and fertility. While the ceremony con-
tinues, individual rich households may perform feasts
of merit. Anyone wishing to rise in the scale of social
prestige would choose the occasion for performance of
one of the two kinds of feast known as un-pedo and
padu-latu. Sometimes indirect social pressure is also
brought to bear upon wealthy families to perform the
feasts.

Un-pedo, which is more expensive, calls for sacrifice
and slaughter of at least five or six mithans. In this case,
the whole Apa Tani valley comes in for a share of the
meat. On the eve of the feast, the exact number of
households in each village is callected from the re-
pesentatives of respective villages. Persons of more
limited means will, however, elect to perform padu-latu
which can be celebrated with sacrifice of two or three
mithans. The recipients of meat-share in this ceremony
are members of the donor’s own village. It should be
stated that performance of this feast of merit does not
entitle a person to extra privileges ; it merely gives a
boost to his social prestige.

The other most important celebration, having a far
reaching social import and rightly regarded as a great
cohesive force, is connected with the mloko. In an agri-
cultural community, all celebrations are in someway or
other connected with agricultural activities other than
those, of course, which are performed by individuals as
propitiatory rites. Mloko is celebrated each year at the
beginning of the agricultural cycle corresponding to the
months of March and April. Its character ot a spring
festival is further emphasised by the fact that the priest
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conducts the ritual] at the clan altar inside a garden with-
in the village. Domestic animals such as mithan, pig,
and also dog are sacrificed. Invocations are offered up
to Kilo, Kiru and Kirliyari, the last connected with the
earth.

The performance of mloko, apart from its ritualistic
character, also assumes the nature of a social obligation,
following a fixed pattern of observance determined from
time immemorial. It is rotatory in nature and confined
to a single group of villages each year. The cycle is sup-
posed to begin with village of Hang, passing on to other
villages year after year in turn until it comes round the
full cycle:

Feverish activities, lasting for a few weeks, prelude
the actual ceremony. Sacrificial animals are bought
from the neighbouring tribes as the Apa Tanis them-
selves are not experts at breeding animals. Fire-wood
is collected, rice grains are husked and stored for the
feasts, and oblong plates for serving food are hewn out

of blacks of wood.

It has to be noted that ceremonial exchange of gifts
takes place during the mloko between the buliangs of
different villages according to implied ties of recipro-
city. The celebration of mloko is also the occasion for
visits of friends from other villages to the performing
village and guests are entertained on a large scale. Hai-
mendorf has pointed out that what is lacking in central
authority in the Apa Tani social organization is more
than compensated by the ceremonial bonds which unite
them into a system of close social dependence. The dis-
putes, which arise between villages from time to time,
are easily resolved within a fixed pattern of social be-
haviour, and move, in course of their solution, along the
same channels of social exchanges as in the case of ex-
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change of ceremonial gifts. In other words, the buliang
of a village takes up a disputed issue first with its coun-
terpart in the opposing village.

A description of the mloko ceremony is, however, in-
complete without a reference to the most popular sport
associated with it. It is known as bobo. Tall bamboo
poles are set up in open spaces within every village
during the mloko season and long cane ropes are at-
tached to the heads of these poles. Young boys, girls
and even older persons, participating in the game, pull
very hard at the cane rope and, with the swing of the
pole, propel themselves into the air to perform acro-
batics while still suspended in the void. The bobo
poles, carried by the boys and their elders from differ-
ent quarters of the village, are usually planted near
lapangs. It is, however, not yet explained how and
when this sport has come to be associated with the

mloko.

The general peaceful character of the Apa Tani com-
munity is reflected in their strict adherence to rules
guiding their social behaviour. This particularly illus-
trated by a peculiar custom, called gambu, which had
vogue in the Apa Tani society of the past, but has be-
come obsolete now. It was a method of retrieving
slighted honour or supposed injury suffered by an in-
dividual or individuals at the hands of members from
another village. We may describe in brief here the pro-
cedure of a gambu. Sometimes, though rather rarely,
quarrel between members of two villages assumed such
a proportion that whole villages were ranged on either
side, ultimately leading to a sort of mock war. When
this ‘happened, it used to be customary for supporters
of either party to challenge the opposing party to what
was called a gambu sodu. Tt was thus an openly de-
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clared armed contest, fought out between two contend-
ing parties and their supporters strictly according to
rules at a fixed place and time. The persons, directly
involved in the quarrel, did not themselves fight. But
the partisans on either side faced each other armed
with bows, arrows, spears and even swords. The actual
fight consisted in long-distance throwing of spears and
shooting of arrows. The fight was not, however, allow-
ed to drag on, but called off immediately after serious
and sometimes fatal injuries were inflicted on one or
two contestants on either side. If any person succumb-
ed to his injuries, the party on whose side he fought was
deemed morally and socially bound to compensate the
family of the deceased for the loss of his life. A gambu
was thus an honourable procedure like the European
duel. Like the duel again a shot in excess of what was
fixed was not allowed to be fired.

We should also refer in this context to another curious
custom found in the Apa Tani society which has no
parallel among other tribes in this region. This institu-
tion, called lisudu, which we shall describe presently,
emphasises the rather affluent state of the Apa Tani
society. In every respect, it resembles the potlatch rites
of the Kwakiutl Indians of North-West America. An
Apa Tani of high standing and means only can resort to
this method of vindication of his personal prestige
when supposed to have been trampled on by another
person. The individual, deciding on lisudu, challenges
his opponent to a competition of wealth which strangely
enough consisted in its ceremonial destruction. The
challenger would take along one or two mithans and
slaughter them in front of his house. He would not care
to collect the meat but leave it on the spot for other
villagers to feast upon. Should the challenge be ac-
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cepted, his opponent would proceed to destroy an eq
number of mithans. But the matters would not en
there. The latter would proceed to slaughter even
greater number of mithans than his challenger had ori-
ginally started with. It was also customary once, though
not obligatory, for the kinsmen of either party to the
contest to come to his aid, and provide him with neces-
sary mithans. Other valuables were also sometimes ad-
ded to this wanton destruction. Haimendorf has point-
ed out that, in theory, the person, who holds out to the
last, is entitled to the rest of the movable and im-
movable wealth of his contestant. But heére again, a
lisudu is never allowed to run its logical course. The
buliangs will invariably intervene in time to save both
the parties from loss of face as well as ruination.

It had been noted in 1946 by Haimendorf that the
Apa Tani villages ranged in size from 180 to even over
a thousand houses. The Apa Tani villages are still the
most close-knit and congested in the whole region, not
excluding the plains of Assam. The society is divided
into two broad divisions of population, namely the up-
per class of the mite and the lower class of the mura®
This division is rigid in the sense that the two are
endogamous classes and interchange of position from
one class to another is virtually impossible. Social
mobility is thus rigidly regulated by both usage and
tradition. A mite will not engage in any calling which
is not sanctioned by the tradition of his class. As point-
ed out by Haimendorf, a mura, whatever his material

® There seems to be some controversy over the use of the terms mite
or mura (first used by Haimendorf) to denote broad classification of
the Apa Tani Society into two social classes. Haimendorf has now
generally accepted the contention of educated Apa Tanis that more
comprehensive terms are guth and guchi (Haimendorf: A Himalayan
Tribe, 1980, page 87).
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circumstances, ‘stands still in a plebeian family which
involves certain obligations on ceremonial occasions’.

Broadly speaking, the class of the mite is the landed
aristocracy and the mura constitutes the large body
of landless labour which at one time used to include
slaves, both hereditary and acquired. This division of
classes, in many respects, resembles the Hindu caste
system, involving as it does an elaborate and intricate
system of reciprocal social, religious and ceremonial
obligations and duties.

The Apa Tani village is not just a conglomeration of
houses, but reveals a difinite pattern of arrangement.
Each village is divided into separate quarters occupied
by specific clans. In a large village like Bela, the clan
quarters are actually referred to as “villages’ (lemba) and
they are really villages within a greater village with
their frontiers clearly marked off. Where the clan quar-
ters are distinctly separate, they in many respects con-
stitute separate political units, resembling the khels of
the Naga villages. In smaller villages, the clan quarters
are not always clearly marked and the boundaries of
different clan groups actually run into each other im-
perceptively.

Within the village, social life and activities move
around two focal points, namely nago and lapang. The
former serves as a shrine and is the centre of ritual meet-
ings of the clan quarters within the village. All impor-
tant rites are performed there and, at one time, when
tribal feuds were not altogether infrequent, war tro-
phies, such as the severed hands of vanquished foes,
were kept and displayed in the nago shrines. Such
bloody feuds are, however, now things of the past.
Even in olden days the Apa Tanis had the reputation of
being on the whole peacefully disposed.
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The Apa Tanis practise intensive cultivation and uti-
lise every possible bit of land for laying a rice terrace,
It must be so because they are concentrated over a3
strictly circumscribed area of natural depression or
valley, hemmed in on all sides by high mountains. Rice
is the main staple but other dry crops such as millet are
grown on the mountain slopes. The Apa Tanis have to
exert themselves to the utmost limit of their ingenuity
to extract maximum yield from their rice lands, fertile
but in short supply.

Strangely enough, until comparatively recently, the
Apa Tanis had not even seen a plough. They were de-
pendent through the ages entirely on human muscle for
cultivation of their lands. As Haimendorf had noticed
not so very long ago, ‘the field work is done entirely
with iron hoes, digging-sticks and wooden batons’.

The Apa Tanis prepare the fields for cultivation very
meticulously and possess expert knowledge of manur-
ing in marked contrast to other tribes in this Tegion.
They make extensive use of irrigation channels to keep
their lands under different states of submersion. Hai-
mendorf puts it thus: ‘Every one of the larger streams
rising on the wooded heights that ring the Apa Tani
country is tapped soon after it emerges from the forest’

According to the lie of the lands and their separate
states of submersion under water, they raise different
varieties of rice crop: the early ripening varities known
as plare, plate and plaping, and the late ripening vari-
eties, empu, elang and rado collectively called emo.
Emo forms the bulk of the harvest and constitutes their
chief food reserve.

The agricultural operation follows a well marked
division of labour. Men generally take care of work re-
quiring hard masculine labour such as building dams
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terraces, cutting irrigation channels, removing earth and
planting trees, while women look after nurseries and
gardens. They are also responsible for transplanting
seedlings and weeding fields. There is yet another kind
of labour group of which we will have to take notice
briefly. The boys and girls of the same age group form
themselves into a kind of communal labourgang called
patang. Ordinarily, the members of a patang belong to
the same clan group. Patang members are always ready
to help in each other’s fields and dams according to the
principle of reciprocation. Usually a man ceases to be
a member of his patang group when he sets up a house-
hold of his own after marriage. But he can still rely on
the willing help of his patang friends in times of need.
There are besides landless people in the Apa Tani
society whose services are always available on payment
of wages.

It is to be noted that, in the Apa Tani society, both
capitalistic trend and communal cooperation exist side
by side. On the one hand it recognizes private posses-
sion of land and accumulation of wealth in individual
hands and, on the other hand, group alliance involving
communal cooperation, ruled by traditionalism as in
rituals and festivities, is also present.

Nuclear family is the basic social unit in the Apa
Tani social organization unlike among the Daflas who
live in long houses accommodating several families un-
der one roof. The Apa Tani family made up of parents
and usually unmarried sons and daughters. At one time
not long ago, a wealthy family had to accommodate
also a slave or two who were absolutely dependent on
it. Though in theory the Apa Tani society is not averse
to polygamy, it has never been very much in vogue.
Should a man take a second wife while the first wife is



130 ARUNACHAL PANORAMA

still living, his wife’s kinsfolk would consider it an
affront ; they might even be prepared to avenge the
wrong done to their sense of prestige. Polygamy is,
however, permitted and considered honourable under
some special circumstances, as when a marriage is
childless.

There are few restrictions on marriage alliances apart
from the very strict rule of clan exogamy. Besides, as
we have already noticed, the Apa Tanis have a class-
ridden society and, therefore, class endogamy is the
general rule. The preferential cross-cousin marriage,
prevalent in certain societies, is absent amongst the Apa
Tanis. Neither patrilateral nor matrilateral cross-cousins
are free to marry, except for the choice of a girl of one’s
mother’s clan far removed from the main lineage. A
man is not debarred from marrying his wife’s elder or
younger sister. He may also take his younger brother’s
widow unto his wife.

An Apa Tani vouth after marriage will usually set up
a separate household. The parents consider it their
bounden duty to see their adult married sons well estab-
lished in their new homes. Those who have enough of
land will set apart plots for their sons to build their new
homes on, when they marry. A father, having the
means, will go to the extent of buying extra land for
house sites as well as for cultivation for his sons. A rich
person may even divide his land equally among his sons
during his life-time, keeping a share for himself. In
that event, the youngest son, who usually continues to
live with the father and till his land, is entitled to re-
ceive his father’s share after his death.

The Apa Tanis are generally an uninhibited com-

munity, enjoying a great latitude in matters of sex.
This is, however, not to say that they are free to offend
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against the good form and decorum which the society
expects of them. Though the sex taboo is rather lax and
premarital relations are known to have a certain vogue,
conceptionsrarely occur. And this is so inspite of the
fact that contraceptives are unknwon. The Apa Tanis,
it appears, had no clear idea of the connection between
the sex act and reproduction. They believed that con-
ception could not take place unless it was willed by
God. The low fertility, attending on juvenile sex rela-
tions among the Apa Tanis, may provide a matter for
interesting and profitable inquiry by experts. But girls
out of luck are not absolutely rare. The child of an un-
married mother, known as hpia, is, however, no great
problem. When a man marries a girl with an illegiti-
mate child, he will usually adopt it who will then be re-
garded as of his own clan.

The religious beliefs of the Apa Tanis belong to the
denomination known as ‘animist-shamanist’. Like all
other tribes, they also invented stories about their my-
thical world in order to explain the creation of the earth,
the firmament, the sun and the moon, the advent of
first man, and death which baffled them. They call the
soul yalo which is released from the body at the time of
death. All men who die natural death go to the home
of the dead called nelli. It resembles in every way an
Apa Tani village. Life there is not very much different
from that lived on this side of existence, and is actually
a continuation of the same way of the life under slightly
different conditions. Everv new comer to the land of
the dead is subjected to questionings at the entrance by
the guardian spirit, Nelkiri, about his earthly exploits.
His position and status are determined with reference
to the earthly possessions he had before he came to the
land of the dead. ‘As an Apa Tani lived on this earth so
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he will live in nelli’. He will be given back all the cattle
he had sacrificed when alive, and also those he left be-
hind. He will even be given back the same number of
slaves he had in the land of the living.

Every woman is united in the land of the dead with
her first husband. Those, who leave the world un-
married, can marry and even beget children. Nelli is
supposed to be located somewhere under the earth but,
as we have noted, is not an unpleasant place to live in
after all.

Nelli is also the abode of many gods and spirits. They
are always on the lookout to catch the straying and
unsuspecting souls of living men, and carry them away
to their domain. This happens when a man falls ill, or
is asleep, or loses consciousness. Only shamans (nyubu),
who can establish rapport with the spirit world, can
set free the souls from the clutches of these spirits
(wiyu) by promising appropriate sacrifices. If the spirit,
responsible for carrying away a soul, accepts the ran-
som offered, the soul of the sick man returns to him and
he regains consciousness or health.

The Apa Tanis believe that al! those, who die an in-
auspicious or violent death, repair to a different world
of the dead, called talimoko, situated somewhere in
the sky. The souls of dead persons are often attracted
towards the habitations of the living but the mortals
are ever in fear of their contaminations.

SIANG DISTRICT

The whole of the Siang District is divided into two
distinct parts, corresponding to the watershed between
the Subansiri and the Dihang rivers on the one hand,
and, on the other hand, the water-divided between the
Dihang and the Dibang rivers marking roughly the
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eastern boundary of the district. The Dihang or the
Siang river from which the district derives its name,
coming across the Himalayan range, enters the nor-
thern border at Korbo near Gelling. The main tribu-
taries, namely the Yang Sang Chu and Yamne rivers,
which originate within the district, join the Dihang on
the left bank. The other important river in the region,
the Siyom, joins it on the right.

The physical contour of the area is generally precipi-
tous. The alignments of the mountain spurs run almost
north to south. The valley of the Dihang lies for the
most part at heights of 1219 metres and at places even
less, while the mountain ridges around shoot up from
3048 to 4267 metres in the central part of the district.

Siang is the home of several tribal groups, but pre-
dominantly of the Adis, until a few years back called
Abor. Along the nothern borders are the Tagins, Mem-
bas and Khambas. Dr Elwin described the Tagin area
in the following lines to which we can add very little ;

TAGINS

T myself have been to the north among the Tagins,
and across the wild tangle of hills separating the Sipi
from the lower Kamla velley. It was the most formid-
able, the most desolate, in a.way the least rewarding
conntry I have visited......... The climate is abomin-
able ; the people are undernourished and tormented by
diseases of the skin ; the tracks are impossible’.

The things have, however, changed greatly for the
good of the people since an administrative centre has
been established in the heart of the area with roads
connecting it with the rest of the district. The life of
the whole community now moves round the subdivi-

sional headquarters of Daporijo, which in recent vears
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has been transferred from the Subansiri district, and
placed under the administrative jurisdiction of the
Siang district.

Reterence to the Tagins as a separate tribal group is
hardly to be found in old records, particularly in the
19th century reports about. the North-East Frontier
regions. Mackenzie had noted in his book on the North-
East Frontiers of Bengal that Daflas living on the bor-
der of North Lakhimpur were known as Tagin-Daflas.
It is gathered that the Bangnis, a western branch of the
Dafla tribe, ocenpying wild terrains in the east of
Kameng and west of Subansiri, call the Daflas across
the frontiers of the Kameng district Tagins. Here the
term ‘Tagin’ implies the sense of being an eastern
people.

Shukla has remarked that it is not until 1872-73 that
we hear about the so-called Tagin Daflas. They figured
in the Administrative report of the same year prepared
by Sir G. Campbell. Shukla, however, has commented
that the Tagins are an entirely separate group of people
inhabiting the north-eastern Subansiri. Their concen-
tration is mainly in the upper course of the Kamla
river, and in the areas around Taliha and Limeking
Administrative centres.

The Assam Census Report of 1881 strangelv records
that the Daflas called the Miris ‘Bodo” and the Abors
“Tagin’ but observes at the same time that ‘this last
word seems to be merely the name of a tribe common
to the Abors and Daflas’. This, however, does not open-
ly solve the question whether the Tagins are a sep-
arate tribal group or not. As a matter of fact, the Tagins
occupy an area lving between the Daflas and the Adis.
According to present estimate, the Tagin population
comprises 24524 souls of which 227 are in Kameng
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and the rest in Subansiri after the readjustment of the
district. The Daporijo subdivision, which has the lar-
gest concentration of the Tagins, has since heen sep-
arated and placed under the jurisdiction of the Siang
district.

The survey of the drearv and difficult terrains under
the occupation of the Tagins was first carried out by a
Military Survey party in 1911, and after that very little
was heard of them until the Achinmori massacre of
1953. In that year, a group of Tagins ambushed an
official party, killing 47 out of the 165 members in-
cluding officials and porters. Since then, however, they
have experienced the advantages of good government,
realized their past folly, and settled down to the peace-
ful life of law-abiding citizens.

They seem to have a mixed culture, having leaned
alternately towards the Adis to the east and Daflas to
the west. Dr Elwin noted: ‘Tagin religion is also, in
its general pattern, of the Adi type. There is a pantheon
of gods headed by Daini-Pol, the Sun-Moon, who has
below him a number of Wiyus’ On the other hand, they
seem to lack the strong social and political organiza-
tions of the Adis. In this respect, they have a closer
similarity with the condition of the Daflas who live in
scattered and isolated villages. The institution of ba-
chelors’ dormitory, an outstanding feature of the
Padam-Minyong society, is absent among the Tagins.
They are again not an agricultural community in the
sense the Adis are. They do not also have a regular
and strongly organized council of elders or kebang
which so prominently distinguishes the socio-political
life of the Adis.

Sachin Roy has noted in his book. ‘Aspects of Padam-
Minvong Culture’, that ‘the Tagins are helieved to have
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migrated from Penzi, a village in Tibet, to Tadadege
region. Shukla in his report on the Tagins refers to
another tradition. The country of the Tagins stretches
from a little beyond the junction of the Sipi with the
Subansiri and along the banks of the former. They be-
lieve that their ancestors came from a place called Pui
Pudu farther beyond the source of the Sipi. They have
no clear remembrance as to where the place was exactly
located but believe that it was across the frontier, in the
land of Nimme or Tibet. From Pui Pudu they came to
Pumta and from there to Dibeh. The first to come was
their mythical ancestor Abo Teni who reached a place
called Nide Lanking and died there.

The followers of Abo Teni pursued the course of mig-
ration from Dibeh to Nari and from Nari to Nalo which
is another name-of the present village of Siggen. It
appears that a Tagin village has two names, one of
these after the original dominant clan of the village, as
in the case of Nale. They retain the memory that; in
course of movement, their ancestors had crossed Chhi-
nik (Subansiri) and Kuru (Khru).

A Tagin village is sited on the slope and under the
shadow of a hill, offering it some mnatural protection
from surprise attack by enemies. From the nature of
the terrain, it is scattered over a large area. A village
can be as small as Mosi wtih only two houses or as big
as Dasi or Hangam, having ten to fifteen houses. In the
past, the rule was probably a single clan village but it is
no longer so.

A Tagin house is usually an enormous structure much
on the same pattern as that of a Dafla or Apa Tani
house. But it has its special features also. It rises steeply
from the ground. While one end of it may be at a
height of three feet with the eaves almost touching the
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ground, the other end may reach a height of over 20
feet from the ground. In marked contrast to Apa Tani,
Dafla, or Miri houses, a Tagin house has two or three
doors along one side. In case of Apa Tani, Dafla and
Miri house, the entrance is always from the side of bal-
conies or raised platforms at either end. Lastly the
Tagin house does not have a big inner chamber but is
divided into several apartments with, however, open
passages from one to the other. Each compartment has
a separate hearth.

Here it is to be noted that a Tagin family may be
called a joint family in the sense that several unit
families, claiming descent from one common ancestor,
often live under the roof of one long house. The situa-
tion becomes further complicated when any one has
more wives than one as polygamy is permitted. The
wife migrates to her husband’s house, and is adopted
into her husband’s clan after marriage. In other words,
patrilocal residence is the rule. The seniormost mem-
ber is regarded as the head of the family.

The Tagins are not fond of dress very much.
Whether this could be attributed to the absence of the
art of weaving among them is a matter for conjecture.
The Apa Tanis are the only people in this region, ex-
cept of course the Adis, who have developed the art of
weaving. When a Tagin chooses to dress up, a piece
of endi or a Tibetan blanket, wrapped over the body,
is all he needs. As for the lower part of the body, he
wears practically nothing but a sort of cover fashioned
out of a piece of wood, of bamboo or metal. It is fasten-
ed to a cane belt, and serves to hide the pudenda almost
completely.

In the past, Tibetan blankets used to be imported
into the area by the Tagins of the upper regions. The
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blankets were available in different colours—white,
maroon and sometimes in coloured check design. The
exchange value of the blankets depended on their
quality and durability, ranging from three to five pigs in
terms of barter.

The Tagins of the lower regions below Dasi import
sleeveless black coats from Siang and also sometimes
wear a kind of white cotton blanket with strips on both
ends.

Tagin women have no special dress but use the same
woollen blanket. The white cotton blanket with stripes
is often preferred due to cheapness. They sometimes,
particularly young unmarried girls, like to put on their
heads Tibetan style round woollen caps of maroon
colour. For lower garment, the traditional dress for
women is bekar which is a grass skirt. The use of bekar
of late has gone down and Tagin women are increas-
ingly imitating their neighbours. Mill-made bazar
cloths also are coming into fashion. It is not absolutely
uncommon at present to find that sarees with floral
designs are cut into pieces and conveniently worn by
women and sometimes even by men. Tagin taste for
dress is obviously in a transitory stage.

As headgear, Tagin men use botung which is a cane-
woven hat. Alternatively, leather hats fashioned out of
mithan hide or deer skin are also common. Such a hat
often protrudes at the back with a separate piece of
hide attached to it to serve as an extra covering. The
usefulness of such an appendage during tribal raid or
feud, which was not infrequent in the past, is obvious.

The Tagins do not like to make a knot of the hair on
the forehead but, like the Pailibos and the Boris, let it

grow to its full length. They apparently have not mas-
tered the technique of caring for hair. In consequence.
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they often feel obliged to cut it off when infested by
lice or tayek. In such eventuality, men, women, and
children get their heads completely shaved. Only in
case of younger children, a tuft of hair (dumi-muchum)
is left standing on the forehead.

Men and women are equally fond of beads which
might be of different colours, though with a marked
preference for white, blue and dark-blue. These beads
at one time percolated down from Tibet.

Young boys are in the habit of using ear-rings made
of deer’s hair. Women use metal rings and sometimes
ear-plugs looking like a pair of miniature silver flower
vases.

Women of all ages love to put on metal bangles.
Kote, which is usually a bangle of copper-like metal,
is highly prized and kept for special occasions.

Tagin stalwarts cover the forepart of their right hands
with cane-woven bands about a foot long. This band
is called lagbuith which is sometimes decorated with
animal hair. This is essentially a part of warrior’s dress
and obviously intended as a protection against sudden
thrust of the enemy’s sword.

Both Tagin men and women, as in other tribes in this
region such as the Dafla, Miri and Apa Tani, wear rings
of cane round the waist. In addition, belts, decorated
with cowrie shells, are proud possession for men. A Tagin
man is seldom without his belt when he ventures out
of his village. This belt, called tayen, is a piece of skin
decorated with rows of cowrie shells with the mouths
upturned. Women too have additional decorations for
the waists. In their case, this piece of ornament consists
of a garland of small metal plates suspended from a belt.

We may mention that the Tagins discard eten the
little clothing they have and revert almost to a state of
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nature while engaged in their fields. Women simply put
on their grass skirts. But both men and women, when
working in the fields, carry a small basket, known as
mah, tagged on to their waist belts. It is woven out of
cane and bamboo. A little fire is kept alive inside it
This fire appears to provide two advantages. In the
first place, the smoke emanating from it helps keep
away the damdim pests, a kind of almost microscopic
stinging insects which are such a nuisance in this area.
Secondly, one has a ready fire from which to light his
tedu or smoking pipe from time to time. Besides the
basket containing a living fire, a Tagin, while in his
field, carries a leather pouch suspended on the buttocks.
This seems to serve a double purpose. While it con-
tains a provision of tobacco, it also provides him with a
portable seat.

We have mentioned in the beginning that the Tagins
are not an agricultural community in the sense in which
the Apa Tanis or the Adis are. For almost six months
in a year ,they have to subsist on wild roots and small
game.

This situation is attributable to the outstanding fact
that the soil at the high altitude of their settlements is
very unproductive. The small quantity of agricultural
produce they obtain by jhuming on the mountain slopes
is incommensurate with their need. This produce con-
sists mostly of rice and maize.

It is no wonder that the Tagins distinguish different
kinds of soil in the order of fertility. They recognize
four grades and have a name for each:

(1) Deka Black soil

(2) Deli O Red soil

(3) Depu White or brown soil
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(4) Deje - ... Soil largely interspersed
with stones

The first three kinds of soil, though not very fertile,
are considered equally good for cultivation but the
varieties of soil indicated above are distributed over
particular areas. The third kind, namely deje, is the
worst, yielding a meagre return when cultivated, and
then only maize.

The main crops in the the Sipi valley, we are told, are
paddy and maize. Among paddy (am), the Tagins know
a few varieties. The variety commonly called marua is
particularly good for brewing opong or béer. Along the
edges of the jhum clearings they also grow a number
tuberous plants supplement their food. Among vege-
tables, some varieties are known such as perin (beans),
talap (onion), bayam (brinjal), tape (pumkin-gourd), gey-
yang (a leafy vegetable) etc. The last named, rather
easily grown, is very popular. Juluk (chilli) and take
(ginger) are also grown, and are taken as spices with
boiled rice. But every Tagin is seriously attached to
his smoking pipe and must, therefore, grow some du
or tobacco.

Certain other crops are grown more for their cultural
and ceremonial value rather than as food. During lean
times when food is scarce, they make use of the bark
of certain trees as food. But they subject them to an
elaborate process of preparation before they are ren-
dered fit for human consumption. Even so, these have
a damaging effect on their health.

The Tagins are said to be expert hunters and they
have to depend a great deal on their skill in hunting for
securing additional food supply. In their pursuit of
game, they use poisoned arrows. This poison, produced
indigenously, is known as amyoh. The nuts of a tree,
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called in their language deka pangme, are first smashed
into powder and soaked in water. The resultant sub-
stance is next poured into a gourd some distance away
from house. The pasty substance, which originally
looks white, gradually turns reddish. If it does so with-
in ten days, it is regarded as good omen, and portends
successful chase. The reddish paste is then applied to
the iron arrowhead and a little on the shaft just below.
When the arrowhead dries up in the sun or from being
kept over fire, it is ready for use with fatal effect on the
prey.

The Tagin society is divided into distinct classes. A
man’s status is determined by the class, he belongs to.
The classes are arranged in a hierarchical order. Reck-
oned from the top downward, they are nibu, or the
priest, nite or the rich, open or the poor, and nyira or
slave. A middle class, going by the term jetor, is also
recognized. But the term is not much in currency
owing, perhaps, to the confusion as to the persons who
can properly be included under this category. Nibus,
who command universal respect and influence, are the
repository of traditional myths and lore. They are the
shamans par excellence with the knowledge and power
of negotiating with the spirit world. Their services are
sought after during sickness or other misfortunes, when
they prescribe the necessary rites or sacrifices for pro-
pitiating the ‘inimical spirits or orams’.

The nite or the rich class comprises people who own
considerable property in the form of mithans and pigs,
Tibetan swords, and deo-ghantis. A nite has to estab-
lish his position by sacrificing mithans during the Yulo
ceremony. Mostly, the rich can afford to do this. Social
mobility is greatly restricted by the circumstances in
which the poor people find themselves. A poor man,
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for instance, cannot hope to marry above his station for
he cannot afford to pay the brideprice. The open or the
poor class is the the most numerous. They practically
starve or at best earn a precarious living. An expert
hunter, known by the term nigom, enjoys a separate
status but his place in the hierarchy of classes does not
seem to be clearly determined.

We have already noticed above that there is a definite
class of nyira or slaves. Though it goes without saying
that a nyira is at the bottom of the ladder, his lot is not
necessarily altogether miserable. In the past, any one
captured in course of inter-tribal raid or feud was made
into a slave. The other means of securing slaves was by
outright purchase. Under changed circumstances fol-
lowing establishment of regular civil administration in
their midst, the institution of slavery, as everywhere
else in Arunachal, is dying a natural death. Among the
Tagins, a slave, who has lived very long with his master
and where a deep attachment has grown between them,
will address him as father (abo) or brother (achi). The
ordinary term of address is, however, ato corresponding
to father’s father. A slave is never asked to perform a
job which an average Tagin would not be expected to
do. The greatest drawback from which a slave has per-
force to suffer is that he cannot marry unless and until
he can find a girl, a slave like himself, and at the same
time the requisite brideprice to be paid to her master.
Fortune may sometimes, though rarely, smile a slave
when he inherits the property of his master dying with-
out an issue. On the top of it, he also inherits his
master’s wife, should she prefer him or had she been in
love with him.

Selling of land is a taboo among the Tagins. They
believe that Gida Taru, the presiding spirit over lands,
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gets annoyed over transactions involving land. Even a
new migrant, accepted into a village, is offered free land
by the villagers both for cultivation and for construction
of living house. He may accept free gifts of land ceded
by the villagers or make fresh clearings for himself on
unclaimed lands.

The ideal form of marriage among the Tagins is nego-
tiated marriage. The parents of the bride and bride-
groom may employ intermediaries. They help in reach-
ing an agreement over the brideprice to be paid to the
father of the girl. The marriageable age for boys, asa
general rule, is 16 or 17 and for girls 14 or 15.

Polygamy in practice is the privilege of a few rich as
others cannot afford the brideprice for many wives. Due
to this practical limitation, monogamous marriages are
more numerous in proportion to polygamous marriages.

It is of importance to note that preferential cross-
cousin marriage with maternal uncle’s daughter and
paternal aunt’s daughter is not only accepted, but can
be claimed as a right. Senior levirate on the one hand
and junior sororate on the other have social sanction.
It is not uncommon for a younger brother to have sexual
access to elder brother’s wife, if she is not repugnant to
it. Similarly, a husband might take liberties with his
wife’s younger sister. After father’s death, son inherits
his stepmothers.

Tagin conception of the supernatural is not different
from that of other tribes in this region. Religious prac-
tices are mainly shamanistic. Malignant spirits prepon-
derate over the good ones, and receive attention most.
Propitiation of these spirits (wiyus) seems to be the main
concern of their religious practices. It is these spirits
which cause accident and disease unless timely appeas-
ed, and their favour is purchased by sacrifices prescrib-
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ed by the shamans. Yalos (souls of dead men) are
considered a source of potential danger, and are always
dreaded and avoided.

At the apex, having unlimited power, is Daini-Pol or
Sun-Moon God. They are, of course, benevolent with
goodwill towards men. Daini (Sun) is believed to be
female and Pol (Moon) male. They are often regarded
as a compound deity. Their share in sacrifices is limited
to only a few special occasions. The yulo ceremony after
marriage is one such occasion. Oath taken in Daini’s
name is considered most sacred and binding. It is Daini
who decides and writes in the heart of a child as to what
he shall be in later life. But, if it is Pol alone who writes,
it is believed, the child will die young.

Other essentially benevolent spirits, though lower in
the hierarchy, are Bago, Yabu and Pakya. In various
ways they look after the welfare of men, and are actu-
ally guardian family spirits. They are not prone to take
offence easily but, once displeased, may cause mortal
injury to those incurring their wrath by some serious
transgressions. Other lesser spirits (wiyus) may cause
prolonged sickness, but cannot take away the yalo (soul)
of any person, thereby causing death, unless permitted
by Bago, Yabu and Pakya. It appears that different
wiyus are responsible for causing different diseases.
Done, for instance, is responsible for goitre, a disease
quite common among the Tagins.

It has been referred to above that it is mainly Daini
(Sun) who decides the destiny of a new-born child. He
is supposed to write in the heart (apuk) of each child its
destiny, using certain mystic symbols or signs. A nibu,
who is divinely inspired, can read these signs, and re-
produce them on platés of bamboo. Tagins, like their
neighbours, the Miris, bury their dead near the house.
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MEMBAS AND KHAMBAS

Close to the northern borders of Siang live the Mem.-
bas and Khambas who like the Monpas of the Kameng
are Buddhist by religion. They are markedly different
both ethnically and culturally from the Adis to their
south. Though, perhaps, inferior to the Monpas cul-
turally and economically, they are equally attached to
their religion. The Khambas are inhabitants of the Yang
Sang Chu valley and are famous for their colourful
dances. The Membas are found around Gelling where,
as already mentioned, the Dihang or the Siang river cuts
across the Himalayan range and enters the frontiers of
our country. They too retain their dances.

ADIS

The dominant people of the Siang district are the Adis
who figured not so very long ago as Abors in the adminis-
trative history of the area as well as in reports of early
explorers. They have since spurned the term, attached
to them from outside, implying a derogatory meaning.
Of their own choice and, with the approval of the Ad-
ministration, they now call themselves Adi meaning
‘hillman’. Amongst all the tribes in the neighbouring
areas of the Arunachal Pradesh, they are, perhaps, the
most forward-looking, and a people of very independent
character. They invited a number of punitive expeditions
into their mountain fastness by defying the British
during the early days of their rule.

Though quite a number of tribal groups, scattered
over a fairly large area, are designated as Adis, they are
bound together by a common language with dilectal
variations of no great importance. A similarity of cul-
ture and temperamental affinity also run through all
these groups. The Adis fall into two broad divisions—
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the first comprises Padams, Minyongs, Pasis, Panggis,
Shimongs, Boris, Ashings and Tangams and the second,
Gallongs, Ramos, Bokars and Pailibos. The division is
almost regional, if a line is drawn through the middle
of the district from north to south. Of these, the Padam,
Minyong and Shimong are said to be more numerous.
Tb put it in another way, the Gallong sub-group occu-
ples the territory between the Subansiri and the Siang
with the Siyom marking its northern extremity ; the
other sub-group, dominated by the Padam-Minyong by
virtue of their numbers, occupies the rest of the valley
of the Siang.

The Adis are rather short-statured with ‘inverted
oval faces’ and ‘medium thick lips’. Majority of them
have straight medium-opening eyeslit with a trace of
the Mongoloid fold in case of men. However, in wo-
men, the Mongoloid fold is a little more pronounced.
They have dark brown eyes and clear black hair a ten-
dency to being straight. The nose is neither too short
nor too flat, but not pronounced either as in the Apa
Tanis. With regard to the colour of the skin, majority
of the Adis come under ‘the dark brown group with a
gradual tendency towards the lighter shades’. The phy-
sical characteristics of the Adis have been finally sum-
med up in te following words:

‘The somatomatric measurements and somatoscopic
observation of the different groups of Adis agree with
the characters of Dr Guha’s classification of ‘the Doli-
chocephalic Mongoloid type’.

The Minyongs, Padams and Shimongs have their hair
cropped and the Gallongs ‘cut about two inches of their
hair round the head and make it pointed towards the
nape of neck. Gallong women wear their hair long,
parting it in the middle and making a roll on the neck’
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Some of the northern tribes such as the Ashings, Tan-
gams, Boris and Bokars like to wear it long. This hair
style is almost a distinguishing feature of the two groups
though it does not strictly conform to the line. Of the
Padam hair style, Father Krick noted in 1853: ‘Neither
women nor men are fond of long hair, they do not
allow it to grow beyond two or three inches in length’

Dalton also described the indigenous process of
dressing the hair ; “The hair of both males and females
is close cropped ; this is done by lifting it on the blade
of a knife and chopping it with a stick all round’.

The most striking feature of the Adi society is its
highly organized political institution represented by the
kebang or village council. It seems to exercise a cen-
tralized authority over every important matter, affect-
ing the life of the community. Dr Elwin sumnied up
the functions of the kebang thus: ‘The kebang still
settles administrative matters, such as when and where
to clear the forests and now the seed, when to go on
hunting or fishing expeditions, when and in what man-
ner a festival will be performed and sacrifice offered.
They have judicial powers and offenders of all kinds are
brought before them.and sentenced to various types of
punishment.’

The Adi kebang is largely an informal body and any
person, who matters or has influence; automatically be-
comes a member. Dr Elwin thought that it was origin-
ally dominated by priests and shamans, and derived its
authority from supernatural sanction. The British
policy of giving recognition to village gams or headmen
precipitated its transformation into a secular body.

Another important feature of the Adi social organiza-
tion is the ‘dormitory-club’ for boys and men, called
moshup. Some places have separate clubs for girls
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called rasheng. The dormitory is not only the meeting
place of the youth of a village, but is also used for deli-
berations of the kebang.

The place of moshup in the social organization of the
Adis is a point of great house importance. The moshup
is a common sleeping house or dormitory used by all
young men of a village from the age of ten until they
marry. Here it is to be noted that this institution is
known by different names among different sections. It
is known as dere to the Minyongs. The Padams call it
moshup while the Milangs and allied groups term it
ngaptek. The Boris and Ashings again call it byango.

The moshup usually occupies a central‘location in the
village, commanding an unobstructed view over differ-
ent approaches to it. It is somewhat larger and longish
though constructed on the same general plan as that of
dwelling houses, and usually without any compart-
ments. The moshup building is open on three sides
with only the back side covered with wooden planks
as a measure of protection against cold wind. In some
villages, we are told, moshups are covered on all sides
but leaving numerous exits. The walls, the floors, and
partitions, where there are any, are made of loose fit-
ting and rough hewn wooden planks. Notched wooden
ladders serve as staircases and they are as many as
leading to different sections of merums in a moshup.
The merums are fireplaces, whether partitioned oft or
not, representing the number of sections in a village.
Each merum is approached by a separate entrance, and
has a platformlike shelf where the belongings of its
members are kept. Over each merum hangs a tray from
the roof for holding trophies of heads of animals killed
during community hunts. We need not. however, go
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here into the mythological association of the origin of
moshup.

As we have already noticed, the moshup serves as 3
dormitory for boys over the age of ten and they group
around each merum representing a particular section of
the village. A senior boy is in charge of a merum,
having the responsibility for maintenance of discipline,
and is empowered to punish a recalcitrant member. Be-
sides the merums, every moshup has a separate hearth,
called romsom, round which the old and infirm male
members of the village gather during the day, and may
even sleep at night.

Apart from the main function as a dormitory, the
moshup is also used as meeting place for kebangs, more
specially those deciding on war and communal hunt,
It sometimes serves as a venue for feasts and festivals.
On such occasions, girls are permitted inside and they
take part in dancing.

The moshup stands in the very centre of the com-
munity life of the Adis and has, perhaps, the greatest
influence on moulding the personality structure of the
Adi society. It breeds the spirit of cooperation among
its members and it is here that they take lessons in con-
certed action for the good of the whole community.

The rasheng is built on the same principle as moshup.
But it usually a small hut with a fireplace in the centre.

The adolescent and unmarried girls of a villaée gather
and sleep in their respective clan rashengs. They re-
main unoccupied during the day time. The inmates
come in after their night meals, and carry on spinning
and weaving until they retire to bed. Here they learn
lessons in discipline and obedience to their seniors.
Here for the first time they get their initiation into sec-
rets and romance of life. Bovs from different moshups
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are at liberty to visit them in the rashengs and natur-
ally attachments grow between them leading to future
partnerships in life. As it is only to be expected, at-
tachments due to incompatibility of temperaments also
often break down, leading to new alliances being form-
ed. When such an experiment succeeds, it is sought to
be placed on a permanent footing.

Even though the wishes of the prospective partners
are generally respected, actual negotiation for matri-
mony as a rule moves through the parents. Either the
boy directly tells his parents of his choice, or makes his
desire known to them through his friends. Subject to
the approval of the parents, the stage is now set for the
beginning of formal negotiations. The mother of the
boy specially brews some quantity of apong (rice beer)
and goes on a visit to the girl’s house with other presents
such as smoked squirrels and ginger paste. If the pre-
sents are accepted, the proposal is deemed to have
found favour with the parents of the girl, and the boy
and the girl are looked upon as formally engaged. The
girl starts wearing a particular cane appendage as a
mark of her new status. In the beginning of the engage-
ment, the boy spends the evening in the girl's house
and repairs to the moshup for the night, At a subsequent
stage, with agreement on the part of the girl, he might
stay with her for the night also under the same roof.

The boy now as a proof of his attachment to the girl
presents apong and meat from time to time to his pros-
pective parents-in-law. The ettor festival signals the
beginning of exchange of presents known as lungkang.
From the girl’s side apong, meat, and food are sent to
the boy’s home. The boy reciprocates by killing a pig
and sending it to the bride’s parents. This formality
continues till such time as the girl lives with her parents.
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The procedure described above is found among the
Padams.

The Minyongs have a different method of marriage
negotiation. The parents of the boy have to notify the
elders of the clan when their son expresses his desire
to marry. If the elders look favourably on the proposed
match, an elderly woman is emploved as arebina or
intermediary. She starts on a visit to the parents of the
girl in view, carrying presents of apong, squirrels and
meat, known as apong kadung. The formal proposal is
mooted in the traditional formula. She begins by say-
ing that she has come looking for oying kadung (vege-
table). The proposal having been agreed on, the formal
exchange of presents, called apong kadung, might con-.
tinue for another month. If everything goes well in the
meantime, the final stage, known as reying apong
(literally meaning the apong that cools the heart) is
reached. The bridegroom’s mother now carries plenti-
ful presents of meat and other eatables, and of course
apong, to the girl’s house. All the matrons of the clan
to which the girl belongs are invited to a feast and the
boy’s mother entertains them with food flavoured with
salt and ginger-paste, but no chilly. Each woman is
presented with a smoked squirrel. This marks the end

of formalities and the ‘engaged pair is declaréd as duly
married.

The bride after marriage usually continues to live
with her parents till the birth of the first child. It is ex-
pected that the boy in the meantime will be able to
start a house of his own. It is to be noted here that the
family property continues to be in the name of the
father as long as remains alive. The maximum period
during which the wife can be allowed to stay with her
parents without inviting criticism or opprobrium is till
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after the third child is born. Even then the girl may
be reluctant to leave her parental house and there
seems to be no legal sanction strong enough to compel
her to do so. Neolocal residence is permissible in Adi
society. Roy points out that cases have been known
where the wife joined her husband in his own house
after as many as twenty years after marriage.

During the time the wife continues to live in her
parental home, the status of the husband is indicated
by the term magbo. In this state of a visiting husband,
if it should be appropriate to call him so he is required
bv convention, if nat so much by rule, to perform a
ceremony called yegling. A pig is sacrificed and ‘the
portion between its neck and the lower ribs with one
foreleg intact is offered to the parent-in-law The other
foreleg ceremonially goes to the sister of the bride-
groom. The heart, liver and intestines are offered to
the clansmen. After the first yegling, whenever there is
4 sacrifice in the family of the bridegroom, the chest
portion of the sacrificed animal should be offered to the
parents-in-law.

In the above context, it is important to note that the
payment of lump-sum brideprice at a time is not con-
sidered enough in the Adi society. The economic loss
suffered by the family by giving away the girl in mar-
riage should continue to be compensated over long
years. It actually takes the shape of continued presen-
tations of gifts by the husband and his relatives to the
parents of the wife. There is also a fixed procedure and
measure regulating such formal presentations. The hus-
band has to give his entire share of fish caught in com-
munal fishing, and half his catch by trap or rod to his
parents-in-law. The girl claims the whole share of her
husband in community hunting and she might then let
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him have one hind leg of the game killed. The father-
in-law comes in for the share of the upper part of a
mithan sacrificed by his son-in-law.

While still on the subject, we may refer to the system
of marriage by exchange which has some currency.
Two families having marriageable daughters may agree
to exchange them in order particularly to get over the
difficulty of payment of brideprice. If one side should
however fail to honour the agreement, the brideprice
which becomes due to the other side should be paid.

Descent is traced through the father and the pro.
perty devolves on the male line. The children belong
to the father’s clan. A child born of extramarital rela-
tions, if a boy. belongs to the father’s clan and, if a girl,
to the mother’s. The older sons generally set up their
separate households even while the father is alive and,
though in principle, they have equal shares in the par-
ental house, they do not dispute it with the youngest
brother who stays last with the father and comes to its
inheritance by common consent as it were. The
widowed mother is considered a special responsibility
of the eldest son but, in practice, she prefers to live
with voungest under the roof of her deceased husband’s
home.

The Adis possess great native ingenuity in construct-
ing different types of bridges to span mountain torrents
and rivers. Dr Elwin described these bridges as ‘mar-
vels of untutored engineering skill. Another early ex-
plorer, W. Robinson, paid great compliments to the
inventive skill of the Adis in building bridges:

‘The skill as well as the labour shown in the cons-
truction of these bridges is really surprising, and is such
as would not do discredit to more civilized nations’.

The Adis make cantilever bridges of bamboo, sus-
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pension bridges with rigid bamboo footways, trestle
bridges, and combination of both tvpes. Their inge-
nuity and skill, however, come out prominently in the
copstruction of cane suspension bridges. When con-
structed, such a bridge would look like a tube of cane
work secured to strong frames of logs of wood, growing
trees, bamboo clumps or rocks on either side of a river.
Foot-rests of about ten to twelve inches width, attach-
ed to the bottom of eliptical coils of cane, run from end
to end. We are told that the length of a bridge can at
times be as great as 786 feet across.

The Adis show their sense of artistry and proficiency
mainly in weaving. To quote from Dr Elwin:

‘Adi art is almost entirely confined to the decoration
of their own persons, that is to say it is expressed in the
weaving of fabrics ; the making of hats and the forging
of ornaments’,

Their aesthetic sense is amply reflected in the match-
ing of colour, arrangements of innumerable designs,
mainly geometrical, such as coloured stripes and bhands,
triangles and ‘chevrons on broad vertical bands’. The
Gallongs once lost their tradition of weaving which
happily new is showing unmistakable sign of revival.

The excellence of Adi canework is mainly devoted to
the making of varietv of hats. Dr Elwin pointed out
that the typical Aid hat used to serve formerly as ‘a
sort of crash helmet for use in war and this has meant
that on the whole it is rather too heavy for the davs of
peace’. They now experiment with making lighter hats
while conforming to the general shape. To quote once
again from Dr Elwin:

‘At ordinary times, the hats are worn as they are, but
for dances and special occasions, they are still decorated
verv much in the manner described by Krick and Dal-
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ton. They are often magnificent with the tusks of boars,
the feathers and beaks of the Great Indian Hornbill
serow horns, tufts of goats” hair dyed red, and stiff palm
fibres coloured black. In his ceremonial hat the Adi
expresses his sense of colour and design’.

They are rather deficient in wood-carving and do not
practise it very much.

They have considerable proficiency in blacksmithy.
It mainly consists in forging knives, daos, swords,
spears and arrow heads, metal pipes, charms, brass
bracelets, girdle discs or beyop plates.

Pottery is also known to some extent.

The Gallongs practise a sort of polyandry, an institu-
tion peculiar to them, and unknown to other tribes in
this region excepting, perhaps, the Monpas as already
noted.

The Adis, in a manner of speaking, have strong sense
of history. The elders, endowed with prodigious
memory, recite geneologies tracing the origin of the
Adis to the mythical first man. The recitations usually
take the form of rhapsodies, known as abang. During
festivites and social dancing abang songs, relating myths
of creation, origins of social institutions, of corns and
mithans, the original history of the people are sung by
the leader of the group called miri. Another form of
oral literature of the Adis is the nyitom which derives
its themes from the abangs. The miri sings the nyitoms
and the girls, standing in a row, follow him in chorus,
and dance to the tune. The people are fond of dancing,
which is called ponung, and it is invariably accom-
panied by singing of nyitom songs.

The cenception of the supernatural among the Adis
is of the same order as that of other tribes strung along
the central belt of Arunachal Pradesh. They believe in
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numerous spirits who are to be propitiated first with
appropriate sacrifices. If displeased they are capable
of playing havoc with nature and all creatures. It is
understandable that Adi outlook on life and nature had
been greatly influenced by environment. They had
lived for long in constant dread of natural calamities
threatening to engulf their life with sudden misfortunes.
They had been obsessed with a perennial fear of loss of
their subsistence. Against sickness they had no easy
remedy nor could they understand the cause of sickness.
It is no wonder, therefore, that they populated nature
with hosts of unseen evil spirits bent on doing harm to
mankind.

A predominant and important feature of the Adi re-
ligion is the place accorded to sacrifice. The culmina-
tion of all religious rites is almost invariably associated
with some kind of sacrifice. The Adis having to depend
preponderingly on agriculture, all festivals and rituals
are directly or otherwise linked with ‘the agricultural
cycle’.

The first of these major rituals begins with aran or
pombi. According to Haimendorf, it is held in late
February, ‘a time when the clearing of the jungle has
been more or less completed’. The entire village cele-
brating aran, it is said, abstains from all work on the
field for five days. The rite is marked by the sacrifice
of a pig and a chicken. The pig is sacrificed by suffo-
cation and the chicken by the cutting of the throat. It
is important to note that, on the- occasion of this rite, a
prayer is chanted, calling upon Doing Bote, Kine Nane,
and Sidkin-Kede, the deities of sky and earth, as wit-
nesses to the ceremony. A promise is made in the chant-
ing by the oriest that the pombi feast will be repeated
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year after year, with the explicit intention of winning
the divine favour.

The aran is followed by mopun, which appears to be
a showing rite, and is generally not done until about
ten days of completion of most ot the showing. Hai-
mendorf makes reference to another ceremony connect-
ed with the fencing-in of fields, called ettor. The Adis,
however, believe that construction of fences is not
enough but that offerings to Agam, lord of the animals,
are necessary to ensure safety of the fields. ‘On this
occasion too pigs and fowls are sacrificed.’

The climax to Adi ceremonies appears to be luttor
solung. It is said to be meant for the prosperity of the
cattle. The ceremony takes place before the final weed-
ing ‘when the rice plants are about ten inches high’.
Though set into a definite phase of the agricultural
cycle, the rites seem to illustrate the importance of the
breeding of mithan (bos frontalis). The families posses-
sing mithans collect them from the jungle, bring them
together into the yard in front of their houses and tie
them to posts. A significant feature of the solung
festival is the importance attached to the posts to which
the mithans are tied. A fine of one mithan is imposed
for wilfully damaging one of the posts. This, perhaps,
shows that erection of the posts is not merely utilitarian.
A point of interest that arises here is whether this as-
pect of the ritual and the sacrifice made is not parrallel
to the ‘increase ceremony’ perofrmed by some tribes
such as the Karedjari tribe of Australia.

Another great religious rite, connected with the agri-
cultural activity, is to be noted among the Gallongs.
The rite is called mopin which should be celebrated
during the local months of Lumi and Luki correspond-
ing to March-April-May. Mopin is performed during a
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seasor’ when the people have any reason to apprehend
that the harvest might not be favourable. Even then
omens are consulted for signs whether Mopin (appar-
ently the god of harvest) would be inclined to come
_down and accept ofterings. Positive omens are, there-
fore, the signal for going ahead with the preparations
for the ceremony. The culmination of the ceremony is
of course the sacrifice of mithan, cow, pig and fowl.

Needless to say, during the whole celebration, much
dancing, recitations of religious lore by the nyibo
(priest), and feasting take place. The funfare in which
every one applies liberally the powdered-rice paste to
each other’s face forms an essential part of the mopin
ceremony.

The propitiation of malignant spirits, however, does
not exhaust the religious apparatus of the Adis. They
also seem to have made some advance towards meta-
physical abstraction as when personifying or glorifying
natural forces as definite characters of their pantheon.
They even imagined a first cause of all creations and
identified it with an undefined and enigmatic spirit
whom they called Keyum. The Adis also believe in a
hierarchy of powerful deities under Keyum, who were
actually responsible for the creation and sustenance of
the moral order of things. Doying-Angong, for instance,
is credited with the power of granting good harvest
and other boons. He is at the same ‘ime the moral
governor who keeps watch over the doings of men.
Doying-Angong is often addressed as ‘Doying-Bote’
which according to Haimendorf is the real rame and
Doying-Angong is only a maner of addressing the sky
god, the term angong meaning ‘friend’.

We .cannot naturally go into details of all the spirits
in the hierarchy and there seems to exist a confusion
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with regard to the identification of these spirits. How-
ever, the first concrete being to materialize out of the
womb of the undefined spirit Keyum, already referred
to, appears to be Sedi-Melo. This compound deity is
identified with the earth and the sky. The beginning
of creation is traced back to the first incestuous relation
between these deities who are otherwise looked upon
as a dual deity. Another great name to be reckoned
with is that of Pedong-Ane who appears to stand last
in the line of creators. Pedong-Ane, also sometimes
called Pedong-Name, is said to be ‘the living rock from
whom wiyus (sprits), men and ahimals were born’. But
the central position in Adi religious conception is now
occupied by Donyi-Polo or Sun-Moon god. This com-
pound deity is regarded as the ‘eye of the world’. It is
the upholder of moral laws ; it beholds all and from its
prying eyes nothing can be hidden.

LOHIT DISTRICT

Crossing now the eastern boundary of the Siang dis-
trict, running almost parallel with the water-divide of
the Dibang, we enter into the drainage basin of the
same river. Taking its rise from the ‘southern flank of
the great Himalayan range’ where it turns a bend, it
flows down to meet the Brahmaputra far below near
Sadiya. Its main tributaries are the Dri and the Ithun.
By far the most famous river, however, giving its name
to the whole district, is the Lohit in the farther east
which runs nearly parallel to the Dibang. It is the
same river ‘Lauhitya’ of Mahabharata fame, and better
known to the rest of India because of its mythological
association. Numerous other streams, ultimately pour-
ing their waters into the Lohit, originate in the snowy
heights of the mountain ridges and spurs, making up
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the highly dissected terrain of the Lohit valley. To
name some of the important tiibutaries, they arc Kam-
lang, Digaru, Tidding, Delai, Kallung, Dichu etc.
There are still other smaller mountain torrents, <uch as
Kayon, Tavshit, Lati, Katsa, Anyei, Tewani, Yapok etc.,
which are hardly noticed in winter but which ',ccome
turbulent and uncrossable during the monsocn season.

The terrain, comprised by the prescat Lohit district
of A-unachal Pradesh, with the exception of a few scat-
tered areas at the focthills, is said to be the most formid-
able in the whole of Indiz. The peaks surrourdiug the
valley range between 610 metres on the one hord and
5182 metres on the other. The terrain lying hciween
the Lohit and the Dibang is even mcre furlidding,
made up of a lebyrinth of pricipitously steep lill: . skirt-
ing around deep and narrow gorges. A few verdant
valleys, enclosed between towering hills, graduaily open
up on reaching the foothills, descending step Ly step in
undvlating plateaus to the water edges.

This easternmonst limit of the Himalayas is also re-
markable for the highly unstable coudition of its terrain.
Earth tremors are very frequent occurences. The
greaiest devastation that overtook the whole region
within living memory took place on the 15th August,
1950. The epicentre ot the earth-quake was located
close to Rima just beyond the northern borders. The
impact of the shock as it occurred on that fateful day,
followed by intermittant tremors for several days to-
gether. was so tremendous that it left glaring white
scars on the clain of mountain slopes where the earth
collapsed, bringing down wide areas of lush vegetation.
The: scars, marking the hillsides, loom large and, as
though still {resh, before the eyes of visitors approaching
the land from far distance.
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The eastern part of the Arunachal Pradesh. particu-
larly in the valleys of the Lohit and the Dibang, is sub-
ject to very high precipitation of rainfall The heaviest
rainfall occurs between mid-April and mid-July though
it is true to say that rain clouds form with occational
showers through the whole year. In the upper region,
the incidence of rainfall amounts to an annual average
of 60 inches but the normal record for the lower reaches
opening out to the plains of Assam is as high as 200
inches. The climate, as is only to be expected, is very
humid. Temperature varies with ever increasing alti-
tude. Thick veils of mist often obliterate visibility, hid-
ing even the highest peaks from sight. Areas standing
at an altitude of mecre 1219 metres not uncommonly ex-
perience heavy frost.

The rain-swept lower valleys of the Lohit and Dib-
ang upto an altitude of 1067 metres is naturally claimed
by evergreen sub-tropical forests where broad-leaved
trees of particularly dense stand grow in profusion. We
may not enumerate here all the varieties of plants that
grow but mention has to'be made of the medicinal
plant, coptis teeta, thriving at the altitude between
2134 and 2438 metres.

Animal life is also said to be plentiful in the Lohit
district. Elephants, tigers and panthers are commonly
noticed in foothills region while leopards livc com-
paratively higher up. Special mention has to be made
of the ox-goat species, takin (budorcas), inhabiting still
higher regior.. But the most precious of all animals, the
musk deer, is confined to the snow level.

The Lohit district is the home of the ’.!ishmis, the
Khamtis and the Singphos. From the point of view of
language which has affinities with Kachin, Chin and
Lepcha, it might be reasonably conjectured that the
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Mishmis had come across Burma in course of their mig-
ration in some remote past. They fall into three main
groups, namely the Chulikata or Idu, Miju or Kaman
and Digaru or Taraon. There is besides a sub-tribe of
the Chulikata known as Bebejiya. In the extreme north
of the Lohit valley, two small groups by the names of
Meyor and Zakhring live in small settlements. Their
culture is said to be more akin to that of the Mishmis
than to the Tibetans.

The Mishmis would have us believe that the Meyors
and the Zakhrings had come from the direction of Kha-
mti-Long in northern Burma, entering through the
Kronjang pass and settled in the areas about the con-
fluence of the Kallung and Lohit. They later went fur-
ther up the north. In tact, they were pursued, harassed
and pushed about from place to place by the Mishmis.
About half the Meyor population are today settled in
six villages close to the Mishmis in the north in a state
of subjugation to them and under their protection.

The Idu Mishmis or the Chulikatas inhabit the Dib-
ang valley lying between the Siang district in the west
and the valley of the Lohit in the east. In the north the
international border running along the crest of the
Himalayan range marks the limit while in the south,
the land of Tdu Mishmis extends upto the confluence
of the Lohit and the Dibang rivers. The Idus have a
curious custorn of naming different branches of their
groups after the names of rivers near which they live.
The Midris are the people of the river Dri, and the
Mithuns take their name from the river Ithun, the prefix
mi simply signifying ‘man’. The Idus have al ¢ names
in their own language for the rivers, flowing down their
country, different from those presumably given by the
people of the plains. Dibang is Tallan, Lohit is Du,
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Ejjen stands for Deo-pani and the confluence of the
Lohit and the Dibang is Ilyutholruru.

The Digarus (Taraon) and the Miju (Kaman) occupy
a wide stretch of country in the valleys of the Lohit
and its tributaries including Kamlang. Across the north-
ern frontier lies Tibet ; the wild regions of northern
Burma are across the border in the north-east and east,
and to the south-east live the two other important groups
of people, the Khamtis and the Singphos. Still further
south lies the Tirap district of Arunachal Pradesh. The
plains of Sadiya in Assam marks the south-western
limits of the Mishmi hills and of course as already noted,
the Idus or the Chulikatas occupy lands to the west of
the Digaru and Miju Mishmis.

As in the case of other tribes in India’s northeast, the
popular nomenclatures of the three sections of the
Mishmi population, namely the Chulikata, the Digaru
and the Miju are obviously of extraneous origin, derived
probably from the Assamese or other languages. There,
for instance, does not appear to exist any single term in
their own language to designate the whole Mishmi tribe
collectively. Each separate section has a different name
for the other in its own dialect. The Digarus call them-
selves Taraon but designate the Chulikatas and the
Mijus as Dai and Jev respectively. The Mijus on the
other hand call themselves Kaman but refer to the
Chulikatas and the Digarus as Mindauv and Chimon
respectively. We need not, however, enter here into the
confusion of names. It may only be noted in passing
that therc is a plausible explanation for the orizi 1 of the
term Mishmi, which now commonly designat-~ all the
branches going by that namz, but could at best be 2
conjecture only in the circuinstances. We prefer te
quote:
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‘It is striking to note that the Mishmis of the Upper
Dalai valley call their brethren of the foothills as
‘Shiya-mi’. Mi prefixed to ‘Shiya-mi’ amounts to ‘Mi-
Shiya-mi’, which could have been abbreviated to Mish-
mi. If so, the origin of the word, Mishmi, takes on an
altogether local flavour’,

The other conjecture, as we have already noted, is
that the term Mishmi is dervied from possibly an Assa-
mese root-word which has now been lost.

The terrain of the eastern-most Himalaya falling
within the administrative jurisdiction of the present
Lohit district always posed a great ciallenge, and,
therefor:, attracted explorers from the ver, heginning
of the 19th century. They were of all kinds, § rveyors,
botanists, missionaries, and of ~ourse admi_i;trators.
We have detailed records and reports about th. -»untry
and the people, lert by these explorers. Lt Burlton, it
has been reported, was the first British officer who went
into the Mishmi hills in 1825. He had ‘a mission to ex-
plore the upper courses of the Brahmuputra’. He was
closely followed by Lt R. Wilcox, a surveyor, in 1827,
who p: oceeded as far up as Minzong 'but only by a timely
retreat could save himself and his party frcm an attack
by the Mijus. Dr Griffith, a botanist, visitec the Digaru
or Taraon area in 1836, but could not proceec farther
up the valley due to the opposition and unfriendly atti-
tude of the Mijus.

Sometines the Mishmis, who lived deep in the heart
of the mountain valleys and slopes. grew suspicious of
the intentions of visitors, and perpetraied crimes which
gave them a bad reputatica. For iustance, fathor Krick,
referrea to earlier in connection with his vis:t to the for-
mer Abor hills, and another French missivnary, were
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killed by the Mishmis on their return journey through
their country froiz Tibet.

It is, however, a great pity that the early explorers
left highlv distorted, prejudiced, and unsympathetic re-
ports about the manners and customs of the Mishmis.
In many cases, if not all, they did not deserve the oppro-
brium, and certainly merited better understanding. Dr
Elwin on his first glimpse of the people and their land
was surprised by the lack of understanding which most
early explorers exlibited We quote . him:

‘Within a {ew days I discovered the curious fact that
these old botanists, adwinistrators, and traders seemed
to have something wrong with their eye-sight. Not one
of them had ever bothered to say that the Mishmis were
beautiful. And I was not entirely prepared for the wealth
and beauty of their weaving designs, for their sense of
colour and pattern, for the bright clean faces of the
hildren. . ... the friendly hospitability of everyone and
of quite wonderful coiffure of the Taraon and Kaman

women which would not disgrace a Parisian lady of
fashion’.

MISHMIS

It appears that the different branches of the Mishmi
people entered the hills around the Lohit in sucecessive
waves. .\ccording J. P. Mills and others, the Chulikata
Mishmis (Idus), found in the north a1.d west »f the Lohit
valley, were the first toc come from Burma. They were
followed hy the ancestors of the Diga.u (Taraons) a
lit:éle over 500 years ago. It is possible that the Digaru
Mishmis had come in sinall batches over the passes,
following the courses ot Dibang and its tributaries, and
had lived as close neighbours of the Chulikatas for a
long time. The Digaru language is said to be almost



THE PEOPLE OF ARUNACHAL PRADESH 167

indentical with that of the Chulikatas, which in turn has
clear affinity with the Adi language to the west of the
region. The Mijus (Kamans), who came last preserves
the tradition of having migrated from the direction of
‘Hakamti Long’ or the Kachin country. A strong affilia-
tion of the Miju language with the that of Kachin, Chin
and Lepcha had been noticed by experts long back.
Culturally and also linguistically, the Mijus and Digarus
are closer while the Chulikatas seem to stand a little
apart. Intermarriage between the Digarus and Mijus is
said to be more frequent. It is believed that the ances-
tors of the Mishmis must have found the hills and val-
leys around Lohit already populated by some ‘abori-
ginals’ with comparatively advanced culture. What
could be more reasonable than to suppose that the
Mishmis, numerically small as they were, imbibed many
cultural traits, traditions and beliefs from established
culture of the region ! It is, on the other hand, prob-
able that the existing culture was also influenced and
modified to no small extent by the immigrants who
hailed from across the frontiers.

The Mishmis like other tribal groups are d'vided into
clans and larger clans are again divided into sub-clans.
These sub-clans are actually exogamous. Mills noted
that ‘clans are almost invariably named after places’ but
some at least of the clans have derived their names from
rivers near which they are settled. Mishmis are not
divided into castes or classes except, perhaps. for the
natural division into weaker and more powerful sections
of the people. T. K. M. Baruah, who studied the Idu
Mishmis, also confirms the above findings of Mills. The
only difference in social status, he noticed, is that be-
tween a free man and a slave. A slave is debarred from

seeking a bride from a free man’s family. -
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We learn from Baruah that so far as the Idus are con-
cerned, the territory under their occupation is now only
nominally divided into clan areas. This traditional divi-
son of clan areas, or as he puts it, the ‘one-clan-oge-
village’ system is no longer operative. This has been
brought about by the growth of population, leading
ultimatelv to insufficiency of cultivable lands within
specified clan areas. People are sometimes obliged to
migrate in search of lands and found new settlements
where tiey may be joined by others belonging to
different clans.

A distinguiching trait about the Mishmis is the ‘the
way they d> their hair'’. Tuere p.ght be other differ-
ences also hut not fundamental to disrupt the basic affi-
nity that nind.; them together cultvraily and ethnically,
The Chulikatas (Idus), wh. occupy the Dibang valley,
have earned the name hecause they cut their hair round
the for®hea.. The Taraon and the Kaman women like
to wear thin silver plates round the forehead and large
‘trumpet shaped’ ormaments in their ears.

The Miskmis are rather short-statured and have very
pronounded Mongoloid features. The people of the
northern a4 north-e.stern regions near the frontiers
are said {8 b ' rairer ana taller, and ‘more energetic phy-
sically and meuwtally than those living in the lower re-
gions. E 7 Delton described the physical characters
of the Mishmis in the following manner:

“Their features are in fact of a coarse Mongoloid type.
The faces flat and broad, the nostrils wide and round,
the eyes smail ané obligue but these characteristics,
though stronuzer in the Midhi (Idu) than tlie Tain Mish-
mi (Taraoa), are less marked in the former than they
are in the faces ot their neighbours—the Abors (Adis).

The Mishmis are distinguished by their ‘colourful and
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picturesque' dress. Among the Taraons and Kamans,
the male dress cosists of a coat of black or maroon colour
with ornamental borders, and ‘a carefully woven cane
hat THe Idus have a kind of war coat, made of nettle
fibre, cotton and human hair, strong enough to resist the
thrust of an arrow.

Taraon women wear black shirt, often with coloured
stripes, embroidered bodice and shawl. Dr Elwin prais-
ed their sense of colour combination as ‘never loud or
vulgar’. They too have an admirable sense of pattern
and design. The Kaman Mishmis explain how their first
weaver drew inspiration, and imbibed designs and pat-
terns ‘by watching waves and ripples on the surface of
streams, by looking up at the patterns woven by the
branches of trees and leaves of the bamboo, or by ob-
serving the designs on the wings of butterflies, the mark-
ings of snakes and the scales of fish’.

Like the Adi, the Mishmi women are expert weaver,
but unfortunately Mishmi men took a fancy for cheap
and glamarous bazar materials. With, however, grow-
ing confidence and pride in their own gifts and active
encouragement from the Administration, there has been
of late a revival of the art of weaving among them.

Like the Daflas, the Mishmis live in long houses, scat-
tered over wide areas, the distance between two houses
being ‘as much as half a mile away from each other’. No
wonder that, as among the Daflas, the village community
has acquired little importance. Sometimes a village
might consist of solitary long house, thus by itself form-
ing a unit. The houses are often very long and large.
A rich man’s house might be a hundred feet long and
fifteen or more broad. A passage runsfrom one end of
the house to the other with a number of small compart-
ments opening ‘off it rather like a small corridor train’.



170 ARUNACHAI, PANORAMA

J. P. Mills also noted the lack of strong social cohesion
among the Mishmis, arising muinly from the “unimpor-
tance of the village’. By striking contrast with Naga
and other tribes, a Mishmi village was merely ‘a scat-
tered collection of houses’. A village of more than a
dozen houses was seldom to be seen and some consisted
of only one or two. The true social unit was actually a
typical long house. A house could be as long as 100
yards, if the owner had been rich, with many wives
and descendants.

At either end of the house there is an open but roof-
ed veranda. Immediately behind the veranda at the
front end, a common room exists for receiving and en-
tertaining guests. Mills referred to a curious custom to
be observed by a guest. ‘It is etiquette, incidentally, for
a stranger when he first enters a house to sit in complete
silence by the fire’. The fire in the hearth which is
square in shape and made of clay, is constantly fed with
logs which are gradually pushed in as they burn away.
Each cubicle has a separate hearth. If it should at all be
necessary to have artificial light apart from the glow
of the smouldering logs, pinewood splinters are burned.

A high bamboo palisade often surrounds a house and
this becomes more evident when an epidemic breaks
out. The palisade of spiked bamboo, permitting en-
trance through a ‘lift-up door’, is supposed to keep the
evil spirits at bay. Skulls of animals killed during hunts
are exhibited along the passage which runs down on
one side of the house. Cooper who entered the Mishmi
hills in 1869 stated that skulls of animals displayed in
houses were used as currency. It was the custom among
the Mishmis to reckon each article of barter as a ‘head’.
But, as everywhere in this north-east region, mithans
and other domestic cattle were the most readily accep-
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table currency for barter as well as for payment of
brideprice even a few years back.

The Mishmis, both men and women, are inveterate
smokers, and are seldom seen without the ubiquitious
long silver or brass tobacco pipes held between the lips.
The Kamans and Taraons were at one time great addicts
to opium and used to grow poppy. The habit is on the
wane now and it is only a matter of time for it to die
out completely. The ldus of the Dibang basin were
somehow always free from this, and were physically
stouter and hardier.

Like the Adis, the Mishmis also construct bridges
across streams and rivers. But one, who has personal
knowledge, shudders to think of indigenous Mishmi
bridge. In the words of Dr Elwin: ‘One of the most
exciting aspects of travel in this area, besides of course
the little tracks along the precipices, the landslides and
earthquakes, are the bridges suspended high above the
river beds. The typical Mishmi bridge is a rope of cane
stretched from tree to tree across the water. Round this
are large cane rings in which the -traveller is tied. He
slides head first down the cable to the bottom of its sag
and then pulls himself up the other side’.

Mill’s description of Mishmi bridges also makes in-
teresting reading at this distance of time: ‘A round
pebble was tied to a string of split cane, whirled round
the head and hurled across to an assistant on the other
bank, who hauled across three lengths of cane about ¥
inch in diameter and secured them firmly. Large cane
rings were then made round the cables and attached to
a string so that a traveller can haul them across if they
are on the wrong end., To cross, a man ties his body
firmly into a ring and sometimes rests the back of his
neck in another. He then slides head first and upside
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down to the bottom of the sag and hauls himself up the
other half of the crossing. Even cattle are said to he
carried across in these loops’.

Mills considered the Mishmi agriculture the most
primitive in the whole of Assam. He accordingly postu-
lated that Mishmis were possibly foodgatherers not very
long since. It has to be reckoned that the Mishmis are
not blessed with fertile soil, a fact which obliged them
to shift their villages continually from place to place.
A household may own land within the territorial boun-
dary of the village or clan land. It has been noted that
the division of land is not always simultaneous with the
break-up of a family or a clan into several households.
It is likely to remain joint for a generation or two. As
recorded by Mills and also confirmed by Baruah later,
the distinction between private land and clan land is
not sharp. This is attributed to the fact that households
belonging to the same clan and same village were des-
cended from a common ancestor not very far back. But
as long as a man continues to use the land, reclaimed by
him, it cannot be taken away from him. Lands closer
to a village are often put under permanent cultivation
but shifting cultivation is mostly resorted to higher up
the hills. The Idus are said to be invariably jhum culti-
vators. The lands, available to them in the Dibang
valley, are mostly strewn with boulders.

The tools, used by the Mishmis in their agricultural
operation. even a few years back, were only a few iron
hoes brought up from the plains but consisted mostly
of dibble sticks or ‘dog’s leg hoe made from a single
piece of wood” and ‘bamboo tie-hoe for weeding’. Most
of the work in the fields are carried on by women and
children, except for the felling and burning of the jungle
on newly cleared lands. Slaves, when available, were
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employed formerly. Maize and buckwheat are the
staple crops. Still higher up the hills, barley and wheat
form the main harvest. Except in the foothills, rice is
generally unimportant. In case of Idus, the main items
of diet are rice and millet. The Mishmis have a liking
for tea but they hardly take the trouble to grow it
Mills had recorded the important information that,
when physical fitness was counted as most important in
the days of tribal feuds, addiction to opium was not
universal. The Idus were always free from this malady.

Although slavery was known even a few years back,
it was never rampant. The number of slaves was neces-
sarily kept down by the strict injunction against any
slave taking a free woman for wife. If a free man ever
sold himself away to slavery, his descentants became
slaves in theory for ever. The slaves were otherwise
treated well and suffered from a few disadvantages.
Cooper mentioned that rich men kept ‘half-wit slaves
as jestors’.

The Mishmis lack a strong political organization.
There are no chiefs nor tribal councils. Only the Idus
seem to Fave a loose form of tribal council, known as
abbala, but then its jurisdiction is limited. As it hap-
pens everywhere, men of wealth and wisdom acquire
considerable influence over the people, and are asked
to arbitrate in serious cases of dispute. The usual me-
thod of awarding punishment for offence against indi-
vidual and society is to require the wrong-doer to pay
compensation. The seriousness of offence by their own
standard determines the extent of compensation im-
posed. Adultery is regarded a serious souial offence.
sometimes punishable by a compensation ranging from
two to seven heads of cattle. In case of quarrels between
two clans, justice used to take a mcre direct course.
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Any member of the opposing clan could be captured
and kept in stocks until ransomed by his kinsmen.

The process of marriage negotiations appears to be
almost the same for all the branches. Like the Adis to
their west, employment of a mediator initially in order
to find out whether a proposal has any chance of suc-
ceeding is a common factor-for all. According to Mill’s
report, no girl is married against her will and he also
referred to the role of a female go-between who was em-
ployed to ascertain the feelings of the girl, when a
suitable bride was found by a youngman or for him by
his father. Baruah also confirms that the will of the girl
is invariably respected. With the first move over, the
brideprice, called yaku-bri among the Idus, is fixed
either through the mediator or any elderly man of the
bride groom’s family. This may be quite high for a
rich man’s daughter. Polygamy though permissible,
few can afford to have very many wives. Griffith noted
that a girl from a rich house often used to bring a dowry
of slaves. Baruah also mentions that it is customary for
the parents in case of the Idus to confer a sizeable
dowry on their daughters. He notes that there can be
no question of the bride proceeding to her husband’s
home until the final instalment of brideprice has been
paid off. Mills, however, recorded that the husband
could visit his wife in her parents’ house as soon as the
first instalment of the brideprice had been paid. As with
the Adis, the wife can postpone her departure for her
husband’s home almost indefinitely even after the last
instalment of the brideprice has been paid.

Marriage within the same clan is ruled out of ques-
tion. Baruah tells us that, in case of the Idus, a man
cannot marry a girl, if she is within 13 degrees of des-
cent from the maternal grandfather in the male line.
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When a man dies, his widows are inherited by his
sons. A woman, however, is never given to her own
son. Mills noted that this distribution could even take
place before the death of the father, if he was old and
infirm.

Inheritance of property devolves in the male line.
Brothers inherit in the event of a man dying without any
male issue. The inheritance of property by a rightful
heir is also to be conditional upon his pertorming cer-
tain rites connected with the death of the father.

Mills had referred to the custom of putting up a sep-
arate shed for a woman about to give birth to a child.
This custom also exists among the Mijis of the Kameng
district. Mills further noted that a woman was confined
to the temporarily set-up shed for 10 days after the birth
of a son and eight days after the birth of a daughter.
Only female relations were allowed to attend on her
during the days of her uncleanliness. Baruah does not
mention having noticed the custom of putting up sep-
arate shed for expectant mother among the Idus. He,
however, confirms that a woman in labour is attended
only by her female relatives. The husband should not
be present.

The Idus at least are said o be not aware of the con-
nection butween procreation and sexual relations. A
woman can never conceive unless so willed by the gods.
Similar idea is also present among the Apa Tanis of
Subansiri. A woman has to perform a special ceremony,
called abu-irru, to dispel barrenness. Baruah notes that,
among the Idus, a pregnant woman should be careful
not to touck any of the antlers fixed on the walis of her
house. The husband should retrain from: eating veni-
son during the wife’s pregnancy.

The religion, practised by the Mishmis, broadly be-
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longs to the same category as that described for other
tribes of the region who are their close neighbours.
Though Mills noticed some Tibetan influence on the
externals of the Mishmi religion, it has no essential link
with it. The similarity consists only in the practice of
putting up flags while crossing a high pass.

The pantheon of gods and spirits is rather elaborate.
Few are favourably disposed and the malignant spirits,
who far outnumber the good ones, actively hold their
imagination. Naturally, therefore, the evil spirits are
to- be constantly propitiated with sacrifices. The priests
or shamans, who are credited with supernatural powers,
in all cases, prescribe proper sacrifice. Fans made from
the tail of a kind of pheasant and rattles form the para-
phernalia of priestly prcfession. Passes, lakes, and wild
fig trees are associated with gods and spirits as their
favourite abodes. While passing them proper respects
should be shown, lest the spirits are offended by too
loud noise and any other disturbance. Baruah tells us
that the Idus have the conception of a supreme god
whom they call Inni. Inni did not take part in actual
creation but the god Anya created human beings and
all are at his command.

Funeral ceremonies are regarded as most important
and their observance is invariably insisted on. The
spirit of a dead wia= is never at peace until funeral rites
are duly performed. Unless the spirit is set at rest and
peace, it may turn into a dangerous fiend. The dead
body is not immediately burid but is watched over for
sometimes as long as five d.ys before the relatives
arrive. Children are buried at ,nce. Following death,
a shaman is called in to find out the cause. It is impor-
tant to know whether any evil spirit is primarily res-
ponsible for it. The suspicion is always present when
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death is premature or due to accidents and unnatural
circumstances. Mills reported that the poor were sim-
ply buried but cremation was followed for the rich.
This information is rather interesting. The rich dead
are, however, kept buried for as long as the preparations
for the final feast and cremation are not complete. The
remains are then cremated on uncultivated land not far
away from the house. Baruah, however, tells us that the
Idus always bury their dead.

We have to take account of two other important
groups of people living in the Lohit district. They are
the Singphos and the Khamtis, both Buddhist. The
Singphos have to some extent been influenced by a
belief in witchcraft and sorcery. They occupy the lower
regions of the Lohit valley and, due to closer touch with
the plains, are more sophisticated than all the other
tribes of Arunachal Pradesh. The Khamtis are the only
people to possess a script of their own in this region
and, as a result, are more advanced educationally. They
subscribe to the Hinayana school of Buddhism. We
have to reckon here with a very interesting fact of his-
tory. The Mahayana school of Buddhism, which came
to be collectively known as the Northern Buddhism, en-
tered Tibet possibly from Kashmir in the 7th century,
and again found its way back to India among the Mon-
pas and the Sherdukpens of the Kameng district of
Arunachal Pradesh probably via Bhutan. On the other
hand, the Hinayana School, later called the Southern
Buddhism, which had originally migrated to Burma
from Ceylon, was carried back to India by the Khamtis
and the Singphos.

The Khamtis and the Singphos are comparatively late
comers to where they are found settled today. Their

12
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migration to India’s north-east corner dates back only
to the later part of the eighteenth century.

KHAMTI

About the Khahtis, Dalton noted in 1872 that they
emigrated to Assam from a country known as Bor-
Khamti near the sources of the Iarrawady. They crossed
over to Assam from their original home as a result of
tribal feud between differents clans. Alexander Mac-
kenzie referred to the Bor-Khamti area as ‘the moun-
tainous region which interposes between the eastern
extremity of Assam and the valley of the Irrawady’.

As Mackenzie observed long back, they are not strict-
ly a hill tribe. They occupy the low lands in the south-
east part of the Lohit district beyond Kamlang next to
the Mishmis. They are of Shan extraction and devoutly
Buddhist by religion. The possession of a script derived
from the Tai language has imparted a progressive out-
look to the Khamtis who certainly stand on a higher
level of cultural achievemen*. The role played by them
in the frontier history of India’s extreme north-eastern
region and the resistance they offered to the British
rulers during the early days of the annexation of Assam,
marked them out for special attention in the adminis-
trative history of the area.

When they first entered Assam, they settled on the
bank of the river called Tengapani with the permission
of the Ahom king, but in 1794 during the uncertain days
of the civil war which marked the reign of Raja Gauri-
nath Singh, they were possibly pushed out from Tenga-
pani by the Singphos. They evidently crossed the
Brahmaputra, drove away the Ahom administrator at
Sadiya, known as Sadiya-khowa Gohain, the Khamti
chief having usurped the title and the dignity of the
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office and reduced the peasantry in the area to virtual
submission. When the British took over the adminis-
tration of Assam, they found the Khamtis actually con-
trolling the Sadiya tract. They even thought is expe-
dient to give recognition to the office usurped by the
Khamti chief and David Scott, the Governor General’s
agent, went to the extent of recommending that the
areas inhabited by the Khamtis along with Muttuck
should be kept apart in the event of making over the
administration of Upper Assam to an Ahom Raja. This
recommendation was acted upon. And it was only in
1831 that the whole of Assam was annexed.

During the early days of the extension of British rule
in Assam, their policy was much influenced by the ap-
prehension of fresh attack by the Burmese and they
came largely to lean on the Khamtis for what Mackenzie
described as ‘a cheap and effective barrier against future
invasion from Burma’. But suspicion now arose about
the loyalty of the Khamtis and the attitude of the
Sadiyakhowa Gohain further confounded the situation.
Events in the meantime forced the British to remove him
from office. But he soon cultivated favour with the Bri-
tish by protesting his loyalty and submission. At last
in January 1839, he conspired with other Khamti chiefs
and, aided by the Singphos, made a surprise attack on
Col White, the British officer in command at Sadiya,
killing him with 80 of his men. As a consequence of
this, the rebel Khamtis were expelled from the Sadiva
region and forced to live as fugitives first among the
Mishmis of the Dibang valley. Not long after, they
made their submission and about 1844 they were al-
lowed to return and settle down peacefully in separate
settlements. As Dr Elwin put it, ‘they are now peaceful
cultivators and enterprising traders. Khamti temples
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are said to be ‘wonderful examples of local wood
carving’.

As late as 1850, a new band of emigrants, consisting
of about four hundred individuals ,led by a young chief,
crossed over to Assam from Bor-Khamti.

About their physiognomy, Dalton recorded: ‘They
are of rather darker complexion than the other Shans,
and of coarser feature ; the Mongoloid peculiarities be-
ing more strongly developed in them than their reputed
brethren’. Later on, considerable admixture of blood
with the plains people had marked effect in the ‘soften-
ing and improving’ of the features.

The traditional dress of the Khamtis as described by
Dalton remains largely true to this day. The dress of
the Khamti males consists of tight fitting jacket of cot-
ton, usually dyed blue, and a white turban, The upper
classes put on the Burmese patse, a piece of multi-
coloured silk. The top knots of their long hair, how-
ever, remain exposed through openings in the turbans.
“The nether garment is of coloured cotton of a chequer-
ed pattern or of silk. A Khamti is seldom without his
indigenous sword hanging in its sheath by a sling of
split rattan. Of late; they showed a preference for fire-
arms. Even a few years back, they would have carried
in addition to sword a round shield of buffalo hide.

Dalton described the hair style and costume of
Khamti women:

‘They wear their hair drawn up from the back and
sides in one massive roll, which rises four or five inches,.
so much in front as to form a continuation of the frontal
bone, This gives an appearance of height to figures that
require an artificial addition. The roll is encircled by an
emboridered band, the fringed and tasseled ends of
which hang down behind ; the lower garment, generallv
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of dark coloured cotton cloth, is folded over the breasts
under the arms and reaches to tne foot...... ...The
Khamti women wear in addition a coloured silk scarf
round the waist, and a long sleeved jacket’. The above
description can almost pass for the dress-up pattern of
a Burmese woman.

The main ornaments are cylindrical pieces of bright
ambers inserted into the lobes of the ears and other
bead necklaces.

The priests among the Khamtis have completely
shaven heads, wear sombre-coloured garments and carry

rosaries.

The Khamti priests are good at carving figures of
snakes, dragons and other monsters, forming into an
unity of graceful designs, in wood, bone and ivory.
They work in gold, silver and iron and also manufac-
tured embossed shields of buffalo or rhinoceros hide.

Dalton reported that the Khamtis continued to build
their houses precisely on the same pattern as was
noticed by Wilcox during his visit to Bor Khamti in
Upper. Burma in 1826. The houses are strongly built
with stout timber frame on raised platform and thatch-
ed roofs. A house might be 80 or 100 feet in length and
18 to 20 feet in breadh. The interior is divided into
chambers, private and for reception separately, and
there is in front a railed open balcony. It is actually an
extension of the raised platform bevond the roof. The
eaves come down so low on the sides that the walls are
hardly visible. The residence of a chief might consist
of two large contiguous houses joined together by a
wooden trough passed under the junction of two roofs
making a passage for the rain-water. The public store-
houses are constructed near water sources for fear »f
accidental fire. These public store-houses, where tie
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grain-reserve for a whole community is stocked, is a
notable feature of the Khamti social organization.

The Khamtis are good agricultrists. The whole com-
munity joins together in cultivating lands on a com-
munal basis. The chief in principle owns the entire land
around but in fact has only a portion allotted to him
and it used to be tilled by slaves. They grow very good
quality rice and are conversant with varieties of vege-
table including potato.

Animal husbandry is quite advanced among the
Khamtis. They keep buffaloes and oxen both for tillage
of land and for barter trade. Apart from the Monpas of
Kameng, the Khamtis have known the use plough since
very long.

The women have proficiency in weaving and em-
broidery.

The Khamtis have a natural inclination towards trade.
Grain, ornaments, and products of various handicrafts
make up their stock in trade. On their frequent trading
trips, they make use of their indigenous rafts for nego-
tiating rivers.

The society is divided into classes signifying distinct
status in the social hierarchy. The chiefs naturally occu-
pv the highest position, followed by the priests who
wield very considerable influence over all ranks. The
class of common free men form the bulk of the popula-
tion. In the past the slaves constituted the lowest rank.
The wealthv section of the people did not participate in
manual work but largely left it to the slaves. When the
British took over the administration of Assam, the
Khamti chiefs came into direct clash with the Adminis-
tration over the question of release of slaves.

Polygamy is socially sanctioned though only the rich
could afford many wives. The first wife is always ac-
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corded the position of authority in the family over other
cowives.

The Khamtis profess the Hinayana form of Buddhism
‘but do not abstain from meat. Two great celebrations
are held in commemoration of the birth and death of
Gautama Buddha. They take out religious processions
with the idol of the Buddha.

The method of disposal of the dead is by burial. The
body is placed in a coffin with presnts usually left on the
outside. Over the grave, a conical mound of earth is
put up, rising upward in a series of steps.

SINGPHO

The Singphos are reported to have made their first
appearance about 1793 during the troubled time of the
Moamaria rebellion in the reign of Raja Gaurinath and
settled without any opposition on the Buri Dihing in the
Namrup region and on the Tenga pani, east of Sadiya.

They also came across Burma from their original
settlements near the sources of the Irrawady. They are
said to be a branch of the Kachins of Upper Burma.
They were of a race called Ka khyen or Kaku by the
Burmese, and were contiguous to the Kunungs with
whom they had affinity in language. They, however,
claim that they assumed the name, Singpho, meaning
in their language ‘man’, only after they had settled in
the valley of the Brahmaputra.

Alexander Mackenzie had recorded about the Kak-
hyens that, after the breakup of the northern Shan king-
dom, ‘the Kakhvens entered on a career of aggression
and conquest, which practically placed in their hands
the whole of the country lving between Upper Assam
and Bhamo’ It is also interesting to note that the Sing-
phos of Assam would by on means allow themselves to
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be classed as Kakus or Kakhyens though in fact they
called their eastern and southern branches by that name
and also maintained the same titles and clan divisions
as prevailed among their remoter branches living across
the borders in Burma.

The principal clans were (1) Tesan, (2) Mirip, (3) Lop-
hae, (4) Lutong and (5) Mayring. There is scope for
doubt as to the claim that they asswmed the name,
Singpho only after they had settled in the valley of the
Brahmaputra. The Kachins of which the Singphos are
a branch are called ‘Chinpaw’ which is not very differ-
ent from Singpho.

When the Singphos made their first appearance
during the troubles time of Moamaria rebellion, the
peasantry about the Buri Dihing and Tengapani actu-
ally welcomed them as they helped under their chief
in restoring some semblance of peace to the land rav-
aged by the rebels. The Singphos also drove away the
Khamtis from the lowlands under the Patkoi hills and
established their influence in the regions of the Buri
Dihing and Tenga pani. They actually came to the
notice of British rulers in 1825 when a fresh wave of the
tribe made its appearance from beyond the Patkoi.

After, however, the Burmese had been expelled and
Upper Assam passed under the British rule, the Singpho
chiefs gave an understanding that théy would abide by
the laws of the country and settle down peacefully. But
they were a proud race and were averse to all kind of
manual labour. They depended wholly on their slaves
for the cultivation of their lands and their economy,
therefore, very largely rested on the retention of slaves.
The British Government on other hand took an uncom-
promising attitude on this question and misunderstand-
ing soon arose over the release of slaves, leading to a
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collusion of the Singphos with the Khamtis in their at-
tack on the British outpost at Sadiya in 1839. Several
punitive expeditions were sent out by the British with
the specific purpose of obtaining the release of slaves
but it will be wearisome to relate those historic pro-
ceedings here. However, after 1942 no further occas-
sion arose for a breach of peace by the Singphos.

The Singpho villages are located on strategic posi-
tions, consisting of sixty or more houses. The house
type is more or less similar to that of the Khamtis. A
house might be as long as eighty or a hundred feet and
twenty feet broad. It has an open balcony at the end
where the ladies ‘sit and spin, weave and embroider’
A long passage runs through the middle from end to
end with several apartments opening off it on either
side.

They have typical Mongoloid features with ‘very
oblique eyes and eyebrows, mouths wide, cheek hones
high and heavy square jawbones. The colour of the
skin ranges from tawny yellow to dark brown.

Dalton described them as generally possessed of fine
athletic figures, stading over ordinary standard heights.
But their energies were used to be greatly drained by
addiction to opium and alcohol. The menfolk tie their
hair in a large knot on the crown of the head. Their
dress is made up of a coloured jacket of cotton and
checqured undergarment of cotton or silk. The chiefs
sometimes love to dress up in the Shan or Burmese style.

The outfit of the women consists of a piece of coloured
cotton cloth, ‘often in large broad horizontal bands of
red and blue’ fastened round the waist, a jacket and a
scarf. The married women gather up their hair which
is said to be abundant, in a large knot on the crown of
the head. secured bv Ssilver bodkins with chains and
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tussels. The maidens wear their hair differently. It
rests on the back of the neck, gathered in a roll, and
also similarly secured by silver chains and tussels. For
ornaments, they wear bright pieces of amber insterted
into the earlobes in the same style as of the Khamti
women. They are also fond of a particular kind of
enamelled beads known as ‘deo mani’. “The men tattoo
their limbs slightly and all the married women are tat-
tooed on both legs from the ankle to the knee in broad
parallel bands’.

They are divided into several clans or small com-
munities, each under a chief. The authority of the
chief, however, depends on his own personal ability to
carry with him his people, more particularly the council
of elders under him. The elders are usually men of
great personal influence. So should a chief prove a
weakling, the elders become all powerful and exerices
their separate jurisdictions. Theoretically, the chief is
the master of all lands within his territory but in fact
individual rights in land are recognized and respected.
No transactions of land, however, can take place with-
out the chief's knowledge and permission. All that the
chief used to receive formerly by way of revenue was a
basket or two of rice from each house. He could also
prefer his claim to a leg of all the animals killed for
meat within his jurisdiction.

In other respects the distinction between the chief
and his people is not apparent on the surface as the chief
has also to earn his living. There is, however, one not-
able privilege which the chief enjoys. During jungle
clearing, sowing, weeding and harvest time, the whole
village has to render one day’s free labour on the chief’s
allotted plot. The chief has‘only to offer them food and
drink in return.
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Strangely enough the chief does not act as judge in
disputes nor does the responsibility for keeping peace
rest on him. The power of arbitration is exercised by
the elders but it is more usual for a dispute to he re-
ferred to the elders of a different village. In the past,
when the award given in any dispute was not accept-
able to the contesting parties, they decided to follow
the natural law of reprisal. Neither the chief nor the
elders felt called upon to intervene unless their own
relations were involved. Inter-community and inter-
tribal quarrels always followed the course of reprisals
in which the chief had to take the lead.

Chieftainship in theory at least is hereditary but the
youngest son succeeds to the title of his father and a
greater share of his father’s property. He is entitled to
two shares of the movable property which consisted
formerly of cattle and slaves. Other brothers receive
one share each. The parental home falls to the share
of the youngest son and he may also rightfully claim
his father’s wives (excepting of course his own mother)
in the absence of his father’s brothers. The elder bro-
thers are not obliged to leave the parental homestead
but it is usual for them to set up their own households
separately. The same law of inheritace is also said to
hold good for the commoners.

In case of ordiary disputes, a Singhpho would employ
an intermediary to take the complaint first to the oppos-
ing party who may then seek the assistance of the elders
of his own village, but not infrequently that of another
village, for an amicable settlement. Failing an agree-
ment, it was customary for him in the past to take resort
to reprisal which took the form of lifting cattle, am-
bushing, raiding etc. It naturally used to be a long
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drawn affair until both parties to the game tired out and
ultimately submitted to arbitration.
- For blood feud or punglat, it was more usual in the
past for the aggrieved party to insist on vengeance. The
vengeance consisted in the taking of life in recompense
for life lost. Each party would abide by its chance of
taking a member, just any one, of the other party by
surpise and killing him. When such punglat took a
serious turn, it was not infrequent for each party to
declare a five-generation blood-feud against each other.
If a punglat was submitted to arbitration and com-
pensation was decided upon, the scale of recompense
varied according to the status of the aggrieved party.
It was a common saying that a chief’s called for a hun-
dred articles to be paid but fifty for a commoner’s.

A distinction of kinds and degrees was made with re-
gard to punglat. A punglat proper comprised murder
and culpable homicide. Death of woman in child-birth
or of a girl dying before marriage was also considered as
punglat. Then there was the punglat when death re-
sulted from any accident. In such an instance, the em-
ployer was considered liable to compensate the family
of the hired servant for loss of hjs life. A servant, for
example, had been hired for felling a tree and he acci-
dentally got crushed and killed ; the employer would
be considered liable to pay compensation.

It might have again happened that a person was en-
gaged to drive home some cattle and he was attacked
and killed on the road by robbers. There would be two
alternatives open to the employer to make good the loss
of life. He could either pay compensation demanded
by the deceased’s family, or arrange to kill a member of
the murderer’s family to obtain satisfaction by taking
vengeance on the murderers at his own expense. That
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would have meant organising a raid on the culprits. If
on the other hand, an employee died a natural death,
the employer was obliged only to pay compensation in
kind, such as a buffalo, a gong and a piece of cloth. It
was also considered a punglat or cause for blood-feud,
if a person was seized and sold into slavery.

There were fixed scales of compensation which had be
agreed to whenever a case of punglat was submitted to
arbitration, as for instance in a case of murder without
sufficient cause. Some items of compensation relative
of the different parts of the body of the victim may be
cited as the pattern of justice acceptable to the Sing-
phos: Cowries for the teeth and nails, swords for the
fingers and toes, guns for the arms, slaves for the legs,
gongs for the head and mouth, and other articles for
other parts of the body were invariably demanded as
terms for amicable settlement of punglat proper. Be-
sides these, cattle was demanded for sacrifice to nats or
spirits,

It might appear that the Singphos were unable to
think in abstraction. It was only after different items
of compensation had been determined in relation to each
separate part of the body that he would ultimately agree
to accept pavment in cash decided as equivalent tc each
article calculated separtely.

Other socially determined crimes are insult, rape,
adultery and theft. The seriousness attending on each
of the above offences also varies according to circums-
tances. Rape on a married woman is considered a seri-
ous crime which in the past often culminated in the
death of the offender, if apprehended by the husband
of the woman or his relatives. The compensation de-
manded for a settlement of such crime nearly equalled
that of a punglat. If, on the other hand, an unmarried
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woman was involved, the seriousngss of the crime was
rated lower and the scale of compensation demanded
would be consequently much less. It could have in-
volved payment of a bullock or buffalo, a gong, a blan
ket, a jacket and a quantity of liquor. In case of adul-
tery, the scale of reparation was estimated at about half
of that in a punglat.

The status of the person also mattered in the deter-
mination of the scale of compensation. For instance, in
a case of theft, the sommoner is supposed to receive
double the value of the stolen article whereas the chief
would not be satisfied with anything less than five times
the value of the stolen good.

No dispute is considered as settled for all purposes
until the nat or spirit, presiding over jealousy, envy and
hatred, is duly propitiated with sacrifice by the defen-
dant. Only this nat can reconcile the parties and forge
a lasting understanding between them.

The Singphos know the technique of melting iron
and, with very simple implements, manufacture daos
which are highly prized for their finish and durability
in this area. They also produce spears with short shafts
and crossbows with bamboo arrows. Out of buffalo
hide, they can fashion big shields, decorated with boar’s
tusks.

The women are expert weavers at their indigenous
looms and use their own dyes. They usually manufac-
ture their own wearing apparel dyed to their taste.

Polygamy in an accepted institution but a girl has to
be bought with a price. Only the chiefs, however, can
afford to have many wives.

According to their mythology they enjoyed immor-
tality and unsullied happiness in the land of their
origin ; fall from grace resulted from the original sin of



THE PEOPLE OF ARUNACHAL PRADESH 191

having bathed in forbidden water. On coming down to
the plains, they have become mortal, and fallen from
their pristine belief in one Supreme Being.

The Singphos, as they live in close proximity to the
Khamtis, had evidently inflenced by them and imbibed
many cultural traits and the Buddhist faith from them.
They, however, never fully discarded their belief in nats
or spirits which they carried with them and which still
continues to hold their imagination.

TIRAP DISTRICT

As we proceed across the Lohit towards south-east
and enter the narrow strip of mountainous country, lying
ing along the Burma border, the great heights of the
crest line, as seen in the north, become gradually sub-
dued. Over the most part of this area, constituting the
Tirap District along the slopes of the Patkoi Range, the
average heights, gained by hills, do not exceed 1829
metres. At the foothills region, the altitude averages
merely 152 metres. A number of streams and mountain
torrents rush down through the undulating country
either augmenting the Tirap river, from which the dis-
trict derives its name or falling directly into the
Brahmaputra. The other most notable river in this area
is Namchik which has an independent course. Parul
Dutta, who has written about the Tangsas, an important
tribal group occupying the valleys between the Tirap
and the Namchik, picturesquelly describes the river
system :

‘The Namchik and the Tirap constitute the main ar-
teries of these areas. Numerous mountain torrents and
murmuring streams drain the hillsides into these, which
flow with swift current over hills and through jungles
into the Red River of Assam’.
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We have another very graphic description of the
terrain and the rivers, flowing through Tirap, from Col
Shakespear, worthy of being reproduced here:

“The hills rise in successive and parallel ranges from
the plains to the Burmese watershed, and the rivers na-
turally flowing between them take the same north-east
or the south-west direction, breaking out though the
ranges to empty themselves after crossing the plain into
the Brahmaputra, the only exception of any note being
the southern branch of the Dikkhu, which drains a long
velley between high ranges of hills......... and directly
northwards’.

The district is rich in flora and fauna. The forests
abound in varieties of valuable timber trees, besides the
ubiquitous bamboo, such as Nahor, Hulong, Holok,
Gondhsoroi etc. In the valley of the Namchik, wild ele-
phants roam about in plenty. Though otherwise a
menace, they constitute ‘the pride and wealth of the
country’.

The main groups of people, constituting the popula-
tion, are the Wancho, the Nocte, the Tangsa, and the
Singpho who, allied to their kinspeople in Lohit, occupy
‘fairly level forest areas near the plains’.

NOCTE

Extant literature on the tribes of Tirap are remark-
ably few, compared to what we have on the other parts
of Arunachal Pradesh. The Noctes, however, have been
generally most well known since the days of the Ahom
kings as they maintained closer contact with the plains.
The contact extended not only to trade but also involv-
ed a meeting of minds on social and cultural matters.
To this day, the Noctes practise a form of Vaishnavism
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A Nocte boy sporting a gun. The Noctes are fond of wearing

thick rings often fashioned out of ivory round their upper arms
for decoration.

A Nocte man. Note
his hair style with the
shaven front and thick
tuft tied into a knot
over the nape of the
neck. Numerous cane
rings guard his waist.




The house of a Nocte chief
under construction.

A Nocte girl carrying water
in bamboo . es,



Wancho youngmen beating the log drum made of the hollowed-out
trunk of a tree

Human skulls can still be scen in Nocte and Wancho dormitories as a
reminder of their head-hunting tradition row a thing of the past.
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A Wancho chief. 'The garland of human heads, made of brass,
reminds of the past tradition of head-hunting.



A dancing session among the Wanchos.

The Wanchos have separate dormitories for boys and girls. The
picture shows two Wancho youths visiting their girl friends in the
dormitory of the latter.



A Tangsa couple.

»E

A Tangsa woman at her traditional loom.
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which they imbibed from the many vashnava Satras of
Assam.

The intimate conection, which the Noctes had with
the people of the plains from the ancient days, has beer.
reflected in one of their myths recorded by Dr Verrier
Elwin :

‘The Noctes and the Assamese were born of the same
parents, but as time went by they forgot this.

In the hills there were salt springs. One day three
Noctes were collecting salt near a river and they filled
a boat with it. They had no oars and when the boat
was full they let it drift down the river to the plains.
There the people drew it to the shore and the Noctes
gave them salt which they were very glad to have. In
return they gave the Noctes red, blue and yellow cloth
and they became friends. The Assamese asked the Noc-
tes to come to the plains whenever they needed any-
thing.

But as a result of the Noctes giving salt to the people
of the plains, the latter gained possession of all the salt
in the world, and now the Noctes, to whom it once be-
longed, have to go and buy it from them’.

The above myth throws light on the process of myth
making as it goes on in the -mind of a simple and un-
lettered people. Incidentally, we may mention that ex-
traction of salt from several springs located in the Nocte
areas used to be an indigenous industry with them.

The Noctes occupy the central part of the Tirap dis-
trict to the north-east of the Wanchos. Borduria and
Namsang are the two important villages and are the
focal centres of the main concentration.

The society is not caste-ridden as such but they have
the institution of chieftainship, the chief having great
influence over the pecople. The society is organized
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under the chiefs, who enjoy very high prestige and
status. Each chief has control over a number of villages
which pay tribute to him.

The society among the Noctes is actually divided
into two broad classes but the division is not as com-
plicated as among the Wanchos. The chief and his de-
cendants form a separate class called lowangjat and the
commoners are regarded as one class known as sanajat.
In Laju area, the commoner class is called pansajat. The
chief may appoint commoners to some minor posts at-
tached to the council of elders. Persons belonging to
the higher class of lowangjat enjoy the privileges of
their status and lord over the commoners.

In ordinary course of life, however, the division of
the society into two distinct classes does not make ob-
vious difference so far as outward appearance, dress and
the way of life are concerned. But the difference comes
to the surface during social functions, feasts and festi-
vities, ritual observances etc. We may take the instance
of the Laju group to illustrate the point. The chief’s
clan here is called kepi and the commoners constitute
the class known as tangmo. Marriage between the
classes is prohibited but the chief can always take a
commoner girl for his wife except the first who must
belong to the higher class. In the regulation of certain
social norms and behaviour the distinction is clearly re-
cognized. For instance, when the kepi class kills a
buffalo for community feast, the meat from the head
portion cannot be taken by the tangmos. This rule also
holds good in the reverse. The members of the two
classes do not sit together or in the same row during
social feasts.

The two classes are again divided into many clans,
making up each class, called ku or ru, but the terms may
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vary in different groups or villages. Tribal endogamy
and clan exogamy are the general rules of marriage.
Here a curious feature of the village organization of the
Noctes has to be taken into account. A village is broad-
ly divided into many clan quarters, called chum, though
the divisions are not in every case co-extensive with
single clans. This might have been, however, the rule
in the long past. Borduria may serve as a model.

Boduria has tour divisions or chums ; these are lo-
thong chum, kheti chum, mongsang chum and mati
chum. Each division contains more than one clan which
are said to have originated with a common ancestor in
very long past. Marriage is not possible between the
clans and also between certain chums because the sep-
arate clans constituting the chums are sometimes con-
sidered as having a common origin in long forgotten
past. In our present instance, marriage is forbidden be-
tween kheti chum and lothong chum. The lothong chum
has five clans and the kheti chum four. The mati chum
provides an interesting exception. It is consituted by as
many as eight clans. The names of some of these clans
are mate-ku, ramba-ku, dodong-ku, heng-khe-ku and so
on. Now, amongst these clans, marriage is permitted
between mate-ku and lokhu-ku because these two clans
are said to have originally hailed from different places
in course of their migration, and forced to live together
under the same chum by some unexplained circum-
stances. Besides, the clans constituting the mati chum
are regarded as low. The other three groups or chums
claim superiority over them.

It may be incidentally mentioned in this context that
incidence of monogamous marriage far exceeds that of
polygamous marriage for the simple reason that the
latter is too expensive for most people. Only the chiefs
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and a few rich can afford the luxury. Preferential crogs.
cousin marriage has a place among the Noctes. Marriage
with the maternal uncle’s daughter is most favoured
and, in fact, she is considered as a potential wife of the
father’s sister’s son. Similarly mother’s brother’s son i
the prospective husband for the father’s sister’s daughter.

The house style is of the usual chang pattern. They
are built on stilts high above the ground. The Noctes,
as a variation, however, make use of huge blocks of
wood and wooden pillars, sometimes with carved
designs on them, as the framework for the house. Toko
leaves, which are abundant in the forests around, are
used for thatching. The eaves come down so low on
the sides that the walls are scarcely visible. The roof-
less projection of the platform serves as a verandah.
There is a fairly spacious room in the front part of the
house, used as a kind of reception room, while the
ladies” apartments are at the back. The chiefs have very
large and spacious houses, probably the largest in whole
of Arunachal Pradesh according to Dr Elwin. There
had never been any class of bond slaves among the
Noctes.

The original dress of the men consists of numerous
cane belts round the waist, a strip of cloth worn in the
fashion of lenghuti with the rear end hanging and bam-
boo rings worn round the legs and arms. They shave
off the front part of their heads, keeping a thick