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On that first visit in 1995, I was so intrigued by the alder management that I
returned to Khonoma’s jhum fields a second time some days later, to take a closer
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work was Carolin (Zeroni-ii) Meru, the young woman that I hired as a research
assistant. Carolin was fresh out of university, but more than made up for her lack of
working experience with her sincerity and dedication. We climbed many mountains,
slipped about on rain-soaked slopes and often crashed down in a tangle while trying
to protect the cameras, pried many blood-gorged leeches from between our toes, and

often worked late into the night — with never a word of complaint from Carolin.

Then there were the many friends in Khonoma who shared their knowledge
and experience during hundreds of conversations. Like Avino Khate (now Meyase),
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than match the feat in the global arena. Drawing from such rich experience, his
counsel could be counted on to be frank — sometimes brutally so — and usually right

on target.
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heavy use of maps in this thesis shows how important GPS and geographic



XXX

information systems (GIS) became in the study as tools to explain land use. After
completion of the fieldwork, Bryant again worked with me in examining the data
and discussing how it should be logically organized into a thesis. But not least, I'm
grateful to Bryant for sharing the warmth of his family and home, helping to provide
an important balance to someone who otherwise spent most of his waking hours
with his nose stuck in a book or computer. I consider myself very privileged to have
been able to work under the collective guidance of this panel and view it as the
single biggest asset that I reaped when I decided to make ANU my academic home. I
thank them for always making their time available, for their advice and patience,
their friendship, and for trusting me to pursue the fieldwork in Nagaland in the best
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ABSTRACT

Although shifting cultivation has long been condemned as a wasteful land use
practice, research has failed to identify alternative models suitable to the conditions
under which shifting cultivators work. The failure of outside interventions suggests
that attention should be directed to cases where, faced with land shortages, shifting
cultivators have successfully developed their own innovations for intensified

cultivation.

This dissertation explores a striking exception to the general collapse of
shifting cultivation systems in the Asia-Pacific region, in Nagaland, a remote corner
of N.E. India where, for centuries, Naga farmers have managed a local alder tree
(Alnus nepalensis) in their swidden fields. The study focuses on Khonoma, a long-
established Angami Naga village in Kohima District with a reputation for
particularly intensive use of alder in its dryland cultivation. A nearby Angami
village, Tsiesema, does not practice alder management. It was thus adopted as a
secondary research site that provided a benchmark of swiddening in the absence of
alder, and through comparisons between the two study villages, allowed the study to

better gauge the costs and benefits associated with alder management.

The study explores the cultural ecology of Khonoma, with special emphasis
on the role of alder in its swidden fields. It carefully documents how alder is being
managed, examines the evidence for what benefits it provides, and seeks to
reconstruct the historical reasons underlying alder’s magnified importance in
Khonoma. It shows alder to be a pioneer tree that thrives in the study area, and
how through centuries of trial and error, Khonoma has become extraordinarily
skillful in managing it as an improved fallow species. By accelerating fallow
functions, alder has allowed Khonoma to dramatically intensify its cultivation
without slipping into the downward spiral of degradation typically seen when

swidden systems are pushed beyond their ecological resilience.

The thesis demonstrates how interwoven history, culture, the environment,
the landscape and livelihood strategies are in Khonoma, and how they led to it
managing alder more intensively than neighboring societies. The Khonoma
experience provides a compelling example of farmers using a multipurpose tree as a
“bridge” that allowed them to effortlessly make the transition from shifting to
permanent cultivation. This was achieved through small, incremental changes to
their existing cultivation practices — an approach vastly more acceptable to farmers
than the completely new technologies that projects often attempt to parachute into

swidden communities.
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GLOSSARY OF LOCAL TERMS?

the Naga subgroup to which the people of Khonoma and Tsiesema
belong

the name given to their mothers by members of Angami society’s
younger Thekronomia moiety

the name by which members of Angami society’s older Thevomia
moiety refer to their fathers

the name given to their fathers by members of Angami society’s
younger Thekronomia moiety

the “soul force” that the Nagas believed to exist in the head, just
beneath the scalp

the name given to their mothers by members of Angami society’s older
Thevomia moiety

circular stone sitting place that is not attached to a male dormitory
lunar month of May-June
lunar month of June-July

stick used in pushing aside undergrowth, to enable a clear swing at its
stems with a dao

a Naga subgroup so closely allied to the Angami that it was formerly
known as the “Eastern Angami”

khel forts within a village

a large knife used as a farm tool and weapon

unhusked rice

an interpreter linking the British administration with village leaderships
lunar month of January-February

a village chief recognized by the British administration

the taboo concept in Angami traditional belief, on which a day’s work is
banned and contact with the outside world forbidden for ritual reasons

genna is also used to convey the meaning of the following Angami
words:

kenna : a prohibition applying to a person or household;

penna : a non-working day, similar to a Sabbath, on which the entire
village is forbidden for to work in the fields or interact with strangers;
and

nani : ataboo and the entire ceremony connected with it.
mithun

outlying sheds in which mithun herders camp

those who watch over mithun

a metal container in which alcoholic drinks are taken into the field or
forest

a winnowing tray

a term used widely in N.E. India for a swidden field
a farmer who cultivates a jhum field

to be cursed by a priest

a church group

a spade

cross-visits between allied villages, usually in March
the two ancestral divisions of the Angami tribe

1
Tenyidie terms are indicated here, and within the chapters, by underlining. Words of other origins, but in
common use among the Angami, are not underlined. Considerable variation exists in how Tenyidie terms

are spelled in everyday use.
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kelu

kelu bo
kemevo
Kenei Krotho

Kenuo
Kera
kerilakecl
kesia meruo

kesitsiekri
ketsa
Ketshie
ketsu
Kezei

khrisele

khupo
khupone

;

khuporhe mu haphieda

khuthotieki
khwehou
Khwiinomia
Khwiinoria

kichuki
kichdju
kihiekimhuze
kika

kikrakrii
kikru

kila

kimianupfi kevaketie

kipfuikhro and kilo
room

kiputsie

kishii kiva
kuchi

insect larvae that attack alder trees
worm manure that gathers at the base of trees under insect attack
village headman

a Khonoma self-help group; the name translates literally as, “Joyous
Fellowship”

lunar month of November-December
lunar month of March-April
remarriage

a ritual for the dead during which meat is distributed to relatives and
clansmen of the deceased

an old man elected as the ritual sower of a season’s first Job’s tears
forests

lunar month of April-May

a buffalo horn used to summon mithun

lunar month of February-March

pathways to the fields

a segment of a village usually occupied by a single major clan or thino
an intricate basket design unique to Khonoma (also known as mekho)

“three months” — the name of a fast-growing millet variety planted in
times of food shortage.

the vertical walls of ponded fields
applying mud to reinforce bunds of wet rice terraces
cleaning weeds from bund walls and field perimeters
planting season
a sitting place made of stone, usually located outside male dormitories
the people of Khwiinoria

the original Angami name for Khonoma; finding it too difficult to
pronounce, colonial rulers changed it to Khonoma

a place for sleeping, part of a morung

a communal bed in a male dormitory

kitchen gardens

the wooden horns that decorate the houses of prestigious people
age group parents

a family unit, or household

the name given to colonies within a khel, most of which were centred
on a water source

divorce

the first two rooms of a traditional house, normally occupied by
livestock at night

symbolic totem stones for worshipping the creator deity, laid next to
village gates

marriage

Urena lobata, which has copious, heavy panicles of seed and is used
in rituals to seek heavy crops of paddy

Erthesina fullo — an insect that feeds on the tips of young alder
coppices

a bamboo flail used for threshing rice and Job’s tears

a ritual marking the start of the harvest, and performed by an elderly
woman called Liedepfi

an Angami festival held in October to mark the start of harvest of
paddy and Job’s tears

an elderly woman who performed the first harvest ritual (liede)
winnowing



liekhro
Liekhwenyi

lieyietieki
lophie
luchu
medo

mego
meketho

Merhimia

miphubu
mithun

mekhela
meri
morung
moshu
Mvusa

Ngonyi

nhalie
niekrovi
ni-kerei
nuokhrienuo

Phesevu
pfa
pfiidono

pfinomia
Pfutsanako

Pfutsana Krotho

pfutsano
pieketho

rasa
rase-o
rhe
rie
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bunching rice plants to prevent lodging and facilitate faster harvesting

an Angami festival held in September or October, during which
villagers build scarecrows and take other measures to protect their
maturing paddy crop

meaning “uncultivated”, the fallow phase of a jhum cycle
threshing

a hoe

harvesting

releasing water from ponded rice field and then weeding
harvest season

a necklace made from twisted cotton, symbolic of young love
insect larvae that attack alder trees

the process of measuring newly-harvested rice, before carrying it back
to the village

Albizia stipulata, a leguminous tree that Khonoma maintains scattered
throughout its wet rice terraces

a ritual genna following the Thekranyi festival to ensure that the paddy
crop will ripen at the same time

one of Khonoma's three khels
a combined kitchen and bedroom

Bos frontalis, semi-domesticated livestock, usually allowed to roam in
the forests

a woman’s skirt (Assamese)

an axe

communal dormitories, separated by gender for males or females
pride and competitive spirit in performing better than others

lunar month of July-August

an Angami festival held in April to mark completion of sowing the
newly-opened jhum fields

jhum cultivation

breaking up soil lumps while preparing a field for planting
elopement

the only sons of wealthy households

village hall used for village-level meetings

a plantation of perennial crops

a system of communal labor for members of age groups
a shield

village elders

the original settlers of a village, who performed the rituals of village
settlement

ritual for consecrating the founding of a new village

carrying the harvest back to the village

cousins, the children of a father’s siblings (see pfiinomia)

cousins, the children of a mother’s siblings (also known as zonomia)
followers of traditional Angami religious beliefs

Angami traditional religion

a patrilineage

a ritual genna following the Thekranyi festival to ensure that the paddy
will yield a heavy crop uniformly throughout the fields

the first year of cropping on a swidden plot

the ritual rainmaker

leveling soil in flooded terraces in preparation for rice transplanting
burning the rice straw in winter, in preparation for the first tillage



sekekhe
Sekrenyi

seli
Semomia
sepuhi
sel
shikhie-u
sigei
Satsiekru
Siliede
tapfu-kerei

Teitho

tekhuhi
tekhulie
tekhunyie
tekhuse
Tekhusekhrii
tekhwie
temviike

Tenyidie
Tenyimia
tenyimiaki
Terhase
Terho
Terhuliede

Terhiinyi
terhdrhapfi
thakra nyhi
thehou
Thekralieyie
Thekranyi

Thekronomia
thema

a liquor distilled from sticky rice, Job’s tears and millet
alder (Alnus nepalensis) (also known as ripo)
lunar month of December-January

a force of a village’s ablest and most experienced warriors, ready for
combat

supplemental millet planted in jhums on communal land
a village

a council of clan leaders

a spear

“heaven” in the traditional religion of the Angami

soil from a termite mound

lunar month of September-October

turning over piles of weeds to assist drying

the festival of spiritual regeneration and sanctification for the men,
celebrated in February (also known as Phousanyi)

the swearing of an oath to have told the truth by one party to a dispute
one of Khonoma's three khels

second puddling of rice fields

the swearing of oaths to have told the truth by both parties to a dispute
the spirit that controls all wild animals

a crosscut saw

a person chosen as the ritual first sower of millet

the ritual first reaper of millet

a simple form of marriage where a bride simply follows her groom
home after working in the fields

also known as the “sky ceremony”, this Angami festival was held in
September or October to seek divine help in providing favorable
weather and protecting the ripening crops from hailstorms and other
natural calamities

turning over the soil with a spade

irrigated rice terraces

first puddling of rice fields

transplanting rice seedlings into terraces

a ritual for the blessing of rice transplantation
wet rice terraces

a ritual genna following the Thekranyi festival in which a pig is
slaughtered and distributed

the language of the Angami and closely allied Naga subgroups

the name by which the Angami originally referred to themselves
houses of traditional Tenyimia design

an Angami festival held in late July to make peace with the spirit world
deities in traditional Angami religious beliefs (also known as Terhomia)
the festival of reaping paddy

festival of thanksgiving for paddy harvest, celebrated in December

a man recently wounded in war

a woman allowing her hair to grow long before marriage

single men’s dormitory and daily meeting place

celebration of the paddy harvest

the festival of youth, involving feasting on large quantities of rice brew
and meat in late May or June at the start of paddy transplanting (also

known as Kerunyi)

the younger of two divisions in Angami society
marriage price



Thenyie

thepfu
therie

thesa
thesu
thesu kru-u
thesula
thesulihi

thesuphe
Thevomia

thevonyhi
theviinyhi
Thezukepu

thicatieki

thiguda
thiphivi

thino

tholi-khwiitho

thukhwemia
Tiekede

tisotieki
tize
Tsierie
tsochi
tstla

Tsinyi

ujieshose

Ukepenuopfi
ukhurino

ami

zhiecha
zhiekhwino
Ziephie
Zievo-u
zhugwi

zu
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lunar month of October-November

the sub-clan of a thino (khel)

the second year of cropping on a jhum plot

a cock presented by a woman to her age group as a bride price
an age group

the host father of an age group. (also called kikra kru-u)
broadcasting seeds into the rice nursery bed

hoeing the field that will be used as a rice nursery

uprooting rice seedlings from the nursery

the older of two divisions in Angami society, and one of Khonoma’s
three thino, or khels

a more elaborate form of marriage celebrated by the slaughter of pigs
a simpler form of marriage in which only fowls are slaughtered

rat-chasing ritual performed during Tsunyi festival in August or
September

off-season
cutting down the straw after the rice has been harvested

pruning dead outer leaves from rice plants in the later stages near
harvest

the major clan to which a household belongs, commonly known as a
‘khel’; also the territory which the major clan occupies in a village

a compound word indicating two different children’s games; the tholi is
a long dried bean (Entada scandens) used by girls at play, and the
khwitho was a locally made top that boys liked to spin

cattle herders

an Angami festival held in late November to mark completion of the
crop harvests (also known as Kevakete)

dry season

permanent gardens

lunar month of August-September

earthworm castings

the ceremonial headdress of Angami warriors

an Angami festival in which all field paths were cleared and graves
were cleaned; it was held in late August or September to mark
completion of the millet harvest (also known as Chadanyi)

stubbornness or crudeness
the Supreme Goddess in traditional Angami religious beliefs
livestock

a hornbill feather, earned in war and used by warriors as a head
ornament (also known as teyhamei)

a large style of dao, designed for heavier cutting

a sickle

lunar month of November-December

a village priest that presided over traditional religious beliefs
a fieldknife

rice beer
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CONVENTIONS

Weights and Measures

cm . centimetre(s)

dbh . diameter at breast height

g . gram(s)

ha . hectare(s)

kg . kilogram(s)

m . meter(s)

m asl : meters above sea level

maund : a unit of weight equal to about 37 kilograms

mensem: once a month — a measure of frequency

mg . milligram(s)

mo : month(s)

pH . scale for acidity or alkalinity (7 is neutral, lower more acid, higher more alkaline)
ppm  : parts per million

seer : an Indian weight measure of widely ranging quantity, but officially about 2 pounds
sqgm : square meters

tin : a measure of paddy equal to about 13.5 kilograms

tsa . a measure of paddy equal to about 6 kilograms

Currencies

Anna : formerly a coin of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, equal to one-sixteenth of a rupee
Pice : aformer monetary unit in India equal to one-sixty-fourth of a rupee

Rs (or R): rupees

Abbreviations

ave
aka
C
Ca
CEC
DTM
DW :
ERDAS:
Fe
GIS
GPS
ICIMOD:
ICRAF
IDRC
IFM
IIRR

K

N

. average
: also known as

: carbon

. calcium

. cation exchange capacity
. digital terrain model

. dry weight

Earth Resources Data Analysis System, geospatial imaging software

: iron
. geograpahic information systems
. global positioning system

International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development

. World Agroforestry Centre

. International Development Research Centre

. indigenous fallow management

. International Institute for Rural Reconstruction
. potassium

: nitrogen

N-fixation: nitrogen fixation



NEPED:

ocC
oM

RSPAS :

SARS
WWII
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Nagaland Environmental Protection and Economic Development project (second
phase of project became known as “Nagaland Empowerment for the People through
Economic Development”)

. organic content
. organic matter
. phosphorus

Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies (at the Australian National University)

. State Agricultural Research Station (Nagaland)
: World War Two
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PREFACE

As the immediately following Chapter 1 makes clear, this thesis began life as a
study in agronomy, not anthropology. The large village of Khonoma remains the
site of one of the most remarkable innovations in ‘improved fallow’ to be found in the
literature on shifting cultivation. Studying it, I soon found that Khonoma was also
and more widely famed in other ways. It was the focus of the Nagaland
independence movement that arose in the period when India was obtaining its
national independence from the British Empire in the 1940s. In the 19t century it
was infamous as the origin of repeating raiding and head-taking into the villages
and estates of British-controlled Assam, leading the British to mount a military
campaign for its conquest in the 1870s, just as the Indian army did again in 1956.
Even among the generally recalcitrant Angami Nagas, its people acquired a
reputation of being especially proud and aggressive among their neighbors. There
was more to explain than just the distinctive intensification of their agricultural

system and of one part of it in particular.

Pressure on limited natural resources seemed to be the recurrent key to
explanation of what has happened in this village during at least the last two or
three hundred years of what, by legendary report, has been a 600-700 year history.
In setting out to write a cultural ecology of Khonoma, my guiding hypothesis became
that the relatively scant endowment of the Khonoma valley with good irrigable and
cultivable land in the altitude band most suitable for use in a mountainous terrain
was a constraint that led Khonomans both to intensify their land use practices, and
to dominate neighboring and other accessible communities for extraction of tribute
and booty. In this, they had a further singular advantage in possession of a very
good defensive site not closely threatened by others of comparable strength. When
their military power was curbed by the British and they became open to the
doctrines of Christianity, they were able to substitute trade for aggressive plunder of
weaker neighbours. When their power was more decisively smashed by the Indian
army and Khonoma itself was partly destroyed and dispersed, the resulting opening
of the economy relieved long-lasting pressures and is now leading to what seem

likely to be lasting transformations in society, economy and agriculture alike.

This quite simple theoretical postulate has clear links to Boserup’s (1965)
arguments, but the Angami Naga situation also has links with another argument.
The internal characteristics of Khonoma society, (and that of other Angami villages)
without ranking between descent groups or individuals, and without hereditary
chieftainship, are in a considerable degree parallel to the gumlao communities of the
Kachin of northern Burma, of whom those in the Hukawng valley neighbor the Naga
to the east. Leach (1954) first described an oscillation between hereditary
chieftainship societies with strong stratification between aristocrats, commoners

and slaves (the Shan system) and the egalitarian, often virtually republican (gumlao)
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in northern Burma. The actual situation in Kachin society was more widely gumsa,
an intermediary between these two ideal types (Leach 1954: 9). Leach showed that
there were contradictions in the gumsa rules which gave senior rank to wife-giving
lineages as opposed to wife-taking lineages, on the one hand, and on the other
inheritance of chiefly title through ultimogeniture (youngest sons), leaving other
sons to shift for themselves, often by settlement in a new area. Both forms of
privilege came with obligations, but it often happened that the privileged chiefs
came to treat the underprivileged, including aristocrats, as their serf-like tenants.
Revolts overturned these chiefs and created societies without inherited rank
(gumlao) which in turn evolved back into a gumsa order over time. Re-analyzing
these contradictions from a Marxist perspective, Friedman (1975) put great weight
on the deterioration of land under shifting cultivation arguing that shortened cycles

due to population growth would trigger both the oppression and the revolts.

Leach (1954: 292) concluded his monograph by drawing attention to the
gumlao-like characteristic of Angami Naga social organization, which contrasts with
the gumsa- like organization of some other Naga sub-groups, as this thesis also
notes in chapter 4. He therefore queried whether, historically, Naga have gone
through the same alternation between hierarchical and egalitarian modes as he
found among the Kachin. Some writers, particularly Friedman (1986), have
interpreted the Naga evidence to be positive that there has been such an oscillating
cycle. Both he and Leach (1983) rejected an alternative interpretation of the patchy
19tk century data by Nugent (1982), who found fault with Leach’s recognition of
gumlao in Burma before the 1880s, and instead proposed a political-economy
interpretation under which the disruptions of China-Burma trade from the 1850s to
the 1880s broke down the conditions under which gumsa chiefs could sustain their
authority, so that gumlao did not appear before the 1880s. Nugent’s interpretation
also rested heavily on a supposed early adoption of opium as a cash crop in wide
areas of upper Burma, not just in Yunnan and on the border as is well attested.
Leach reacted very negatively to Nugent’s revision, in a heated correspondence that
rested more on interpretation of detail than on principle (Leach and Nugent 1983).
As this thesis was being completed, the topic has been revisited in the Nagaland
context by Bouchery (2007).

Nothing in the ethnohistorical record I encountered in Khonoma suggests
that there might have been anything like gumsa organization, or revolts, in a
remembered past. While the Naga polity was certainly greatly disrupted in the
same period as in upper Burma, all available ethnohistoric record suggests that in
the Angami villages, though not in all parts of Nagaland, a form similar to gumlao
has prevailed for centuries. In any case, whatever the applicability of Leach’s
reasoning may be, there is no likelihood that the Marxist re-interpretation of the
Kachin oscillation by Friedman (1975) is applicable. Friedman’s highly determinist
model relies absolutely on a long-cycle shifting cultivation regime to create periodic

shortages of available land to trigger revolt against the gumsa chiefs and precipitate
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the more egalitarian distribution under gumlao. Intensification of practices as
described in this thesis has no place in Friedman’s model; it destroys the basis of
Friedman’s structure of explanation. Nor, incidentally, did my exploration into
Khonoma’s past uncover any indication that opium became an important cash crop

in any part of the last two centuries.

There is therefore no discussion of these contentious issues in the pages that
follow, and most certainly I do not wish to enter into the kind of disputation carried
on by Leach, Nugent and Friedman. This thesis is almost wholly about Khonoma, in
which I spent a total period of almost two years spread over four years, for reasons
described in Chapter 1. It relies on observation and measurement, and on
information obtained from the Khuwomina, a people who place great wvalue on
remembered history, even over so long a period that a good part of it must be classed
more as myth than as record. But it is their experience, and their report that is

relied upon in the pages that follow.

Sources

Khonoma and the Nagas have a substantial literature, detailed in the bibliography
at the end of the thesis. This literature includes a substantial body of colonial
records from the 1840s to the 1940s, which provided the main basis for the historical
material presented in this thesis. Most of the colonial records were located during
archival research at the State Museum in Kohima, and photocopied with the kind
assistance of staff there. Additional reports and photographs were accessed from a
CD compiled by Dr. Ian Macfarlane and Sarah Harrison at the Department of Social
Anthropology, Cambridge University, from materials collected as part of the
Cambridge Experimental Videodisc Project on the Nagas of Assam.

Several Khonoma scholars who have gone on to complete higher degrees also
based their dissertations on their home village are Punyi, 1995; Sanyt, 1987; and
Meyase, S., 1985, 2001. These are particularly valuable because of the authors’
intimate knowledge of the village and the reliability of their data. Another valuable
record of Khonoma’s ritual past was compiled by the Baptist Church as part of its
centenary celebrations in 1997 (Terhuja et al.,, 1997). After the fieldwork in
Nagaland was completed, photograph archives at the Oriental and India Office
Collections of the British Library in London, and the Photograph and Manuscript
Collections of Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, were searched for prints that provided
glimpses of Khonoma and its people during the years under British administration.
These, along with photographs taken by the villagers themselves, are presented in
the photograph gallery. Upon the generous invitation of Dr. Macfarlane, a visit was
also made to Cambridge University to review materials that he had collected during

his own research on the Nagas.

Base maps at both state- and village-levels were digitized in the early stages

of the research. I first focused only on Kohima District, the main territory of the
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Angami Nagas, although to be more precise, the maps show the area of the old
Kohima District, before Dimapur was segregated as a separate district in 1997.
According to the newer boundaries, Angami villages are now spread across both
districts. Digital elevation models were then generated, and using ArcView,
additional data layers were overlaid on the base map to generate thematic maps on
Hutton’s grouping of the Angami Nagas, migration routes, and current locations of

Angami villages.

At the village level, maps were used to examine residential patterns of
kinship groups, and how this was related to church membership. While undertaking
a census, each household was marked as a waypoint on a GPS, and additional data
recorded on its major clan (thino), sub-clan (thepfii), daily meeting place (thehou),
patrilineage (pfutsano), and religion. The waypoints were overlaid on the village
base map and by then linking with the database, maps were generated for each of

the parameters recorded.

Finally, an artist in Chiang Mai, Paradorn Threemake, was contracted to
develop line and charcoal sketches to help convey a stronger sense of Khonoma’s

people and their lives.



CHAPTER 1

Introduction: How the Research Trail
Led to the Naga Hills

As the sun rises behind him, an Angami villager threads his way through an alder
jhum on his way to his field. The beginning of his day is an appropriate place to
begin our exploration of who the alder managers are, their ingenuity in maximizing
the benefits of useful trees in their farming systems, and what spurred these
innovations.
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“Shifting cultivation is not only a backward type of agricultural practice. It is also a
backward stage of culture in general. In all respects, it corresponds to the Neolithic period
through which humanity passed between the years 13,000 and 3,000 B.C., considering that
the substitution of iron tools for polished stone has made no substantial difference in the way
of life. ... Where man has to deal with a rapid destruction of soil fertility under conditions of
denudation for the purpose of cultivating annual crops, and where he possesses no other
means of restoring soil fertility than natural green fallow, he lives in too narrow a
dependency on the natural order, without being able to take it under his social and technical
control.” (FAO, 1957)

THE PAN-TROPICAL PROBLEM OF SHIFTING CULTIVATION

That the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) felt compelled, half a century
ago, to publish the above condemnation of shifting cultivation, or swiddening, is
eloquent evidence of how long the practice has been generating official alarm.
Shifting cultivation is probably as old as agriculture itself, practiced by our
ancestors some 10 to 12 thousand years ago when they took their first tentative
steps towards intentional husbandry of useful plants. National governments across
the Asia-Pacific region now see it as one of the major causes of tropical deforestation,
a primitive and inefficient remnant of the past, and in need of reform. Practitioners
are commonly regarded as backward and incapable of adopting better farming
methods. The corollary of this rationale is that shifting cultivation is “unscientific”,
static and unchanging, so official policy has long been focused on finding ways to
discourage it and persuade resource-poor farmers to adopt more permanent forms of
agriculture. Yet shifting cultivation still supports an estimated 300-500 million
people around the world (Brady, 1996), and a large proportion of them comprise the
diverse cultural minorities that populate the montane areas of the Asia-Pacific

region.
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The original impetus for this study came from the strong consensus that a
human and environmental tragedy was unfolding in the uplands of Asia-Pacific,
where rapidly expanding populations and lost access to large tracts of land are
forcing shifting cultivators to shorten fallows and lengthen cropping periods in order
to grow sufficient food on less land. The consequences are endemic environmental
degradation and deteriorating living standards for groups of people already on the
economic, political and geographic fringes of society. This study was part of a wider
research initiative that sought solutions to this “swidden degradation syndrome” by
looking at success stories where farmers, faced with rising land use pressures, had
developed ways to modify their fallow vegetation, allowing them to progressively
intensify their land use. The project hoped that lessons learned from these farmer
innovations would have extrapolation potential for other areas where shifting
cultivation systems were under stress but local solutions to stabilize them had not
yet been identified. That the direction of the study gradually evolved to focus on the

cultural ecology of just one village is explained later in this chapter.

The relationship between foresters and shifting cultivators has long been
characterized by mutual antagonism, deep suspicion, and open conflict. The very
terminology is symptomatic of a bad reputation. “Shifting cultivation” emphasizes
the movement of cropped fields, and misleadingly suggests not only nomadism, but
also that agriculture is periodically imposed on permanent forestlands. The logic
appears to be that since these lands are intermittently covered with trees, they
should properly fall within the domain of forestry and agriculture should be
discouraged. “Slash-and-burn” focuses on the fire phase — only one technique of
many used in rotational forest fallows — while “swidden” refers rather vaguely to a
burnt clearing. All three terms fail to see shifting cultivation as a system, let alone
recognize its values. They all presuppose that these are forest lands, periodically

despoiled by forest dwellers.

Rotational shifting cultivation is essentially a system that applies natural
vegetative processes as a means of replenishing soil fertility in lieu of either
chemical fertilizers or the very intensive techniques needed to manipulate organic
matter in chemical-free systems. Both these alternatives are knowledge- and
energy-intensive and human-driven, as opposed to the natural processes harnessed
by rotational fallowing, and nature is effectively cut out of the game. “Rotational” is
an important qualifier in describing shifting cultivation, in that it distinguishes it
from the more destructive “pioneering” type that continues cropping until an area is

completely exhausted.

A much more favorable assessment of shifting cultivation than the reputation
espoused by officialdom has arisen from detailed anthropological studies, starting
with Conklin’s (1954, 1957) pioneering work in the Philippines. These studies have
presented persuasive evidence that it is a rational farming system in the context of

the constraints and opportunities inherent in remote upland areas, and have
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pointed to its long history as evidence of sustainability. Far from being wanton
destruction of forests, they have argued that shifting cultivation is a land-use
practice that reflects both indigenous knowledge accumulated through centuries of
trial-and-error and an intricate balance between product harvest and ecological
resilience. It also supports an impressive level of agrodiversity. Recent literature (for
example, de Foresta and Michon, 1997) also points to the custodial role often played
by shifting cultivation communities in preserving forest ecosystems and natural

species.

It is unlikely that these two extremes of opinion will be reconciled in the near
future. Most states pursue policies to replace shifting cultivation with “scientific”
farming methods, but research and development efforts have a disappointing track
record in providing alternatives appropriate to the conditions under which shifting
cultivators work. Often, insufficient attention is paid to the tradeoffs that inevitably
accompany new technologies. If, for example, farmers are no longer permitted to
shift their cropping fields, then many will be forced to rely on chemicals to
substitute for the natural regenerative processes performed by the fallow. What are
the implications in terms of distribution of costs, benefits and risks? Will farmers
accept them or not? If it is forced upon them, will they suffer? Experience has shown
that many of the “scientific” agricultural solutions imposed from outside can
actually be far more damaging to the environment. Moreover, these external
solutions often fail to recognize the extent to which a culture is intimately associated

with the sustainability and continuity of its agricultural systems.

Researchers and farmers typically stand on opposite sides of a gaping chasm
of cultural, economic and geographic differences, making it difficult to work as
collaborative partners and fostering a “top down” approach. In what can only be
described as arrogance, researchers have often claimed to know the solutions, if only
“backward” shifting cultivators could be educated to abandon their “primitive” ways
and adopt them. Interventions have usually focused on the cropping phase, while
the fallow has been ignored as a period of “abandonment” in which nothing happens.

We are only now beginning to fully realize the fallacy of some of these presumptions.

The Asia-Pacific region’s expansive forests and sparse populations once
allowed mountain-dwelling communities to live in relative harmony with their
environments (figure 1-1), but the preconditions that underpinned the sustainability
of “traditional” forms of shifting cultivation are now rare. They have been lost to
dramatically increasing population densities arising from both endogenous growth
and in-migration by large numbers of lowlanders, lost access to large tracts of land

that have been gazetted as protected wildlands, and other competing land uses.

In the face of increasing land-use pressures, shifting cultivators can no longer
afford the luxury of long fallow periods that allow recovery of secondary forest and
rejuvenation of exhausted soils. The resulting trends of shortening fallows,

lengthening cropping periods, and rapidly degrading environments are endemic
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throughout the Asia-Pacific region. As weeds proliferate and crop yields plummet,
swiddeners earn decreasing returns to labor invested and food security is threatened.
Badly degraded fields are often abandoned to Imperata grass infestation and
farmers move further upslope to clear more forested land and crop the more fertile
soils. The transition from sustainable, long-fallow shifting cultivation to increasingly
shorter cycles and eventually permanent land use can be seen in the accompanying

photograph gallery (plates 1-1 to 1-58).

Exacerbating the problems of

Figure 1-1. \Variations of swidden upland communities is the fact that
cultivation continue to be the main land-

use system of many ethnic minorities in
the uplands of Asia-Pacific. degrading environments are felt in the

many of the consequences of their

lowlands, in changes to water flows in
streams and rivers, silting of reservoirs,
water quality loss through erosion-
sourced contamination, and degraded air
quality because of smoke pollution from
fires that are deliberately lit to clear
swiddens. The lowlands are the seat of a
much larger and more influential
population, which is either enamored
with an inviolable ideal for upland forest
preservation or keen to exploit forests for
monetary  return. This dominant
population adheres to a formalized and
inflexible system of land ownership, is
unable to bridge a stark division
between agriculture and forestry, and is
largely convinced that wupland forest
dwellers are neither capable of adopting
“acceptable”  sedentary  agricultural

practices nor becoming a part of

mainstream society. In human terms,

the relevant issue is not whether shifting cultivation should be allowed or prohibited,
but how it can be intensified and its output improved in the reality of more mouths
to feed from a dwindling land base. The formidable pool of swidden-related
literature compiled by Robison and McKean (1992) shows how much research has
focused on shifting cultivation since Conklin’s ground-breaking work on the
Hanundo. However, despite the large investment in this research, it has been unable
to identify solutions widely adoptable by resource-poor farmers. This has led to a
shift in research direction, towards building on indigenous practices to achieve
intensified production, rather than imposing “outside” solutions that have a high

probability of failure.
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Redirecting Scientific Attention to Farmer-Developed Solutions

While on assignment for the World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF) in the mid-1990s, I
developed an interest in how shifting cultivators were manipulating fallow
vegetation to favor species that they found most useful. At that time I was
researching two shrub-based systems — Tithonia diversifolia in Mindanao, the
Philippines (Cairns et al., 1998) and Austroeupatorium inulaefolium in West
Sumatra, Indonesia (Cairns, 2007c). Both were cases of fast-growing Asteraceae that
farmers had discovered could provide fallow functions in situations where land

shortages allowed them to rest their land for only a few years.

While engaged in this work it became clear that, scattered across the region,
many other researchers were also looking at farmer-developed technologies for
managing their fallowed lands more productively. They held a common concern
about the upland communities of Asia-Pacific, the sustainability of their farming
systems and their environments, but their work was uncoordinated and isolated;
many were unaware of similar or parallel studies being conducted close by, across a
border, or at the opposite end of the region. Efforts began in the mid-1990s to bring
this group of scattered and disparate workers together and to coordinate regional

research into indigenous innovations in fallow management (IFM).

ICRAF organized a workshop entitled “Indigenous Strategies for
Intensification of Shifting Cultivation in Southeast Asia” in Bogor, Indonesia, in
June 1997. It brought together about 120 scientists, practitioners and policy-makers
from across the region to review a compelling array of 65 case studies where shifting
cultivators, faced with increasing land-use pressures, had developed effective
innovations in fallow management that provided economic and ecological benefits,

and intensified their land use.

Conceptualizing How Farmers Manage their Swidden Fallows

As organization of the ICRAF workshop brought more and more case studies to my
attention, it became necessary to develop a conceptual framework for thinking about
farmer strategies to impose increased management on their fallowed lands. The
scope of the case studies was very wide, from growing viny legumes as dry season
fallows lasting just a few months to incremental inclusion of more and more
economic perennials into the fallow phase until what was once a swidden field
became a long-term complex agroforest. Between these extremes was a broad array

of successful farmer-generated strategies.

As illustrated in figure 1-2, farmer approaches to fallow management may

generally be classified as innovations to achieve the following:

. more effective fallows, where the biological efficiency of fallow functions is

improved and the same or greater benefits can be achieved in a shorter time

frame;
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. more productive fallows, in which fallow lengths stay the same or actually

lengthen as the farmer adds value to the fallow by introducing economic
perennial species; and

. combinations of the two, where both biophysical and economic benefits may
be accrued (Cairns, 2007b).

Figure 1-2. Evolution of Intensifying Swidden Systems
(Source: Cairns, 2007b)

The implications for land use of these major pathways toward swidden
intensification are obviously profound. More effective or accelerated fallows often
provide an intermediate step in a transition to permanent cultivation of annual
crops. Alternatively, in more productive fallows, the phase of reopening a swidden
and cultivating annuals may eventually be forgone altogether as the farmer chooses
to protect valuable perennial vegetation, allowing it to develop into semi-permanent

agroforests.

Figure 1-3 attempts to categorize indigenous strategies for fallow
management along a continuum of typologies. This continuum provided the
framework upon which both the Bogor workshop and its resulting proceedings
(Cairns [ed], 2007a) were organized. Although it provides a useful framework for
conceptualizing indigenous fallow management strategies, it does not suggest that
farmers will necessarily move in a linear direction along the continuum. They may
or may not — but the dynamism of factors that shape farmers’ land use decisions

defy such easy prediction.
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Many might justifiably argue that the continuum extends far beyond any
reasonable definition of shifting cultivation - and that the emphasis on trees in
systems on the left pole places them squarely within the domain of semi-permanent
agroforests, while the frequency of cultivation on the right pole should be classified
as semi-permanent cultivation, with green manures or cover crops used to substitute
for the ecological services formerly provided by a fallow (figure 1-4). In both cases,
land management has arguably intensified beyond "shifting cultivation" and by
extension, "fallow management” is then no longer the appropriate term to describe

farmers' modification of the vegetation!.

Figure 1-4. Suggested Subdivision of Continuum into More Narrowly-Defined Categories
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The salient point is that in creating the continuum we were trying to
understand the array of farmer-generated solutions that had successfully permitted
an intensification of shifting cultivation in the face of increasing land-use pressures.
It does not suggest a need to redefine terms that are fundamental to this discussion,
such as “shifting cultivation”, “fallow” and “fallow management”. Indeed, wide
interpretation of these terms makes it debatable where vertical lines should be
drawn through each side of the continuum to indicate the points at which a
“managed fallow” becomes a crop and, by extension, when “shifting cultivation” has
intensified into permanent land use. That debate is left to others. The fact remains
that the innovations listed under the continuum, and discussed at the Bogor
workshop, are all farmer-developed and farmer-tested strategies that assist in the
sustainable intensification of shifting cultivation systems, regardless of what they
are called. They are essentially a collection of success-stories, initiated by farmers
using knowledge gleaned from generations of closeness to the soil and an intimate

knowledge of their environment.

The impressive array of case studies reviewed at Bogor showed that these

fallow management systems did not occur in only one place, but that variations

! See Cairns 2007b for a more detailed regional overview of how shifting cultivation can evolve into other
types of land use as farmers begin to manipulate fallow vegetation.
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could be found across the Asia-Pacific region — independently discovered by farmers.
This resolutely shattered any illusion that shifting cultivators were static, or
incapable of change. The concepts underlying many of their innovations obviously
had wide applicability. Not only did they deserve scientific attention, but they also
needed to be shared with the wider community of shifting cultivators still searching

for ways to cope with rising land-use pressures and market economies.

While encouraging a more farmer-focused and participatory approach to
identifying solutions to swidden degradation, the workshop also sought to empower
shifting cultivators by validating in the eyes of government policymakers the
potential of indigenous knowledge and innovations to manage fallow land in more

productive ways.

Focus on the Promise of Dispersed Tree Systems

Among the more promising approaches that fell squarely within the realm of fallow
management were “dispersed tree fallows” (see figure 1-3) that introduced soil-
building trees into swidden lands, either sequentially or simultaneously, to both
accelerate fallow functions and to provide useful products. This typology alone
encompassed a broad collection of intensification practices across the Asia-Pacific
region. One of the most widely-used species was Leucaena leucocephala.? Other tree
species being used by farmers included Sesbania grandiflora (Kieft, 2007) and
Casuarina oligidon (Thiagalingam and Famy, 1981; Ataia, 1983; Askin et al., 1990;
Bino and Kanua, 1996; Bourke, 2007).

The Emergence of Alder as a Useful Fallow Management Species

Within the “dispersed tree fallows” category, several case studies from the Eastern
Himalayas drew attention to the promise of Alnus nepalensis D. Don, commonly
known as Nepalese alder, as a promising fallow species (Cairns et al., 2007; Guo et
al, 2007; Sharma, 2007). Scientists from Nagaland, in Northeastern India, who
attended the workshop, presented details of an alder-based fallow management

system in what turned out to be a highlight of the Bogor meetings.

The system described by the Naga presenters incorporated alder into what
they called their “jhums” — a term used throughout Northeast India for swiddens
and consequently used throughout this dissertation. However, unlike other systems
using alder as a fallow species, these trees were ancient; some were claimed to be
more than 150 years old. When opening a jhum field for cultivation, the farmers

would pollard the alders down to bare, gnarled stumps fairly regularly spaced

2 For analysis of the “Amarasi system” in Timor, Indonesia, see Metzner, 1981, 1983; Jones, 1983; Piggin
and Parera, 1985; Field, 1991a, 1991b; Field and Yasin, 1991; Surata, 1993; Yuksel, 1998; and Piggin,
2007. The “Naalad system” in Cebu, Philippines, is discussed by Eslava, 1984; Subere et al., 1985; Kung'u,
1993; Lasco and Suson, 1997; and Lasco, 2007. A comparable L. leucocephala-based practice in
Sulawesi, Indonesia, is described by Agus, 2007 and in Mindoro, the Philippines by MacDicken, 1990a,
1990b, 1991 and 2007.
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throughout their neatly-terraced jhums. After pollarding, the stumps would coppice
again vigorously. At the middle of the first cropping year, and then again at its end,
these coppices were pruned back to a small collection of the strongest. These were
allowed to develop further as the second year of cropping took place at the feet of the
ancient stumps. After the second year’s crops were harvested, farmers turned their
livestock onto the crop residues and the jhums returned to fallow. The rapidly-
growing coppices soon formed a closed canopy, beneath which weeds were
suppressed. The alders, which are non-leguminous nitrogen-fixers, rejuvenated the
soil over as little as a two-year fallow, with the aid of copious litterfall. Then, as the
jhum field was re-opened, the coppices were lopped again, providing a generous crop

of firewood.

I was already familiar with farmer management of Alnus nepalensis in
Nagaland through periodic consultancies for the Canadian-supported “Nagaland
Empowerment for the People through Economic Development” project (NEPED).
The project’s primary objective was to stabilize swiddening and earn other economic
and environmental benefits by encouraging farmers to plant fast-growing economic
trees in their swidden fields as “fallow crops” (for timber, spices, aromatic woods,
herbal medicines, etc.). These could then be harvested after 8-12 years when the
“fallow” was reopened for arable cropping. This concept was inspired by the local
use of A. nepalensis as described above. It stood out as a compelling example of an
indigenous innovation that had defied the global trend of collapsing swidden
systems. The manipulation of A. nepalensis had, in fact, permitted some of
Nagaland’s Angami farmers to intensify swiddening into a cycle of two years of
cropping and two years of fallow, with a total cycle length of four years — a
remarkably intense 1:1 ratio of cropping to fallow periods. Yet, other than manure
deposited by livestock grazing crop residues, no external inputs were applied in the

system and crop yields were reported to be as high as at any time within memory.

Implications for the Wider Community of Shifting Cultivators

Not only did the Nagas’ system of managing alder defy global trends, it also
appeared to refute commonly-held beliefs about upland communities and their
swiddening. Accounts of shifting cultivation invariably conclude with a warning that,
whatever its problems, it will not easily be suppressed. The rationale suggests that
since it is an age-old practice integral to the cultural fabric of its practitioners, the
leap from shifting cultivation to sedentary agricultural systems is too wide to be
attempted successfully. But is this necessarily true — or have we simply failed to
identify the correct “bridges” to assist farmers in moving towards a sustainable
intensification of land use? The case of A. nepalensis fallow management in
Nagaland suggested that the gap between shifting cultivation and permanent land
use may not be as insurmountable as usually assumed, and some farmers were

bridging it effortlessly. It thus offered an instructive case study that could provide
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both technical insights and policy implications useful for other areas where shifting

cultivation is under pressure to intensify.

Furthermore, other ethnic groups in northern Burma and southwestern
Yunnan had also developed their own fallow management practices based on the
same alder species. The fact that isolated and disparate swidden communities had
independently developed deliberate practices to integrate A. nepalensis into fallows
implied both wide farmer consensus on the value of alder and that its use in

managed fallows was not overly site-specific.

Although the intricate system of Alnus management had evolved in isolated
pockets in Nagaland, it seemed to be of much wider scientific significance to the
entire Himalayan foothills, where A. nepalensis is an endemic pioneer species. If
proven to offer significant benefits, Alnus fallow technologies could potentially be
disseminated across the Eastern Himalayan ecoregion where swidden systems are

under pressure to intensify.

The implications were even wider than this. Alnus is a large genus spanning
tropical and temperate latitudes. Anecdotal evidence from northern Luzon, the
Philippines, reported that some farmer innovators there had begun experimenting
with the introduction of Alnus japonica as a preferred fallow species, presumably
based on observations of tree-crop-soil interactions (Anonymous, 1997a; Rice, 2003).
The simultaneous existence of Alnus-based fallow management technologies on the
Asian mainland, honed through centuries of farmer experimentation, while other
swiddeners on the Philippine archipelago were in the most rudimentary stages of
conceptualizing a means to harness its agronomic benefits as an improved fallow not
only reinforced scientific interest in the genus, but also pointed to exciting potential
for farmer-to-farmer transfers of indigenous technologies enabling a stabilization of

declining swidden systems.

The intriguing agronomic properties of the Alnus genus had also captured
the attention of ICRAF researchers in Africa ICRAF, 1993; Okorio et al., 1994). In
the highlands of Uganda, A. acuminata was being evaluated in a hypothesized
management system that bore striking similarities to the indigenous system long

ago developed by Naga swidden cultivators:

“Alnus 1s therefore being evaluated - along with Calliandra calothyrsus - for
its ability to restore fertility on the upper portions of terraces, many of which
have become depleted as topsoil has moved down the slope. The idea is to
plant the trees as rotational woodlot fallows on the degraded upper terraces.
Both species coppice well, and poles or firewood can be harvested after the
fallow. The coppiced trees can then be left in the soil and managed to reduce
competition while a crop is growing around them. Once the fallow effect
diminishes, and crop yields start to decrease, the woodlot can be allowed to
regenerate naturally, either by leaving one coppice sprout for poles or many
for firewood production. ICRAF, 1996)
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There was therefore a considerable weight of evidence pointing to the
usefulness of the Alnus genus in agroforestry systems, including managed fallows.
Although virtually no research had been done on Nagaland’s system of managing
alders dispersed throughout its jhum fields, the little descriptive information that
was available suggested that something very unusual was happening there. The
Nagas’ innovations had been hidden from scientific scrutiny by the area’s geographic
isolation and half a century of warfare that had kept it closed to outsiders. But if the
anecdotal evidence was correct and the alder jhums worked as well as reported, then
it appeared that the Nagas had something very exciting to teach us. They appeared
to have found a way of building on the strengths of shifting cultivation and
improving it, offering an exciting alternative to the usual outside interventions that
sought to replace shifting cultivation with something else. This was how the
research trail led to the Naga Hills.

A FOCUS ON NAGALAND

Nagaland is a mountainous, heavily forested state on the northeastern fringe of
India (25°6’-27°4’ N, 93°20’- 95°15’ E). It is bordered by Assam on the west and north,
Manipur on the south, Arunachal Pradesh on the northeast, and shares an
international border with Burma on the east (map 1-1). With a total area of 16,579
km?2, it is one of India’s smallest states. It is part of the secluded frontier where
South Asia merges with Southeast Asia, and is thus an area of transition and
diversity. Anthropologically, it is best known from von Fiirer-Haimendorf’s writing
about the Konyak Nagas (1962 [first published in 1939]; 1976), and just across the
Patkoi Mountain Range, Leach’s work on the Kachin in northern Burma (1954)).

It is the ancestral homeland of 16 major tribal groups of Mongoloid stock,
known collectively as Nagas, each with their own distinctive culture and mutually
unintelligible dialect of the Sino-Tibetan language family. A pidgin form of
Assamese called “Nagamese” is spoken as the lingua franca between the Naga
subgroups. They were renowned chiefly as warriors and headhunters, and fiercely
resisted British penetration into their territory in the 19t century. Work by
American Baptist missionaries, beginning in the mid-1800s, contributed greatly to
the pacification of the Naga Hills and today, the large majority are Christian.

The land is of sharp relief, with hills cultivated to over 2000 m asl,
interspersed with valleys and a fringe of foothill plains. This variability of terrain
supports a rich biological diversity that is currently threatened by rapid
deforestation. The climate is monsoonal, with an average of 1755 mm of rain falling

in the state capital of Kohima between April and November.3

% Based on 1980-2000 records of the Directorate of Soil and Water Conservation, Kohima, Nagaland.
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Map 1-1. The Nagaland Study Site, at the Interface between Northeast India and Mainland
Montane Southeast Asia
(See appendices 1-1 to 1-19 for numerous thematic maps.)

. 7
";--x./':g" /_/
M S, .
S”NORTH (' “ LEGEND P
"'—"‘EAST'/ ; , Assam —~
_INDIA L A i —-— International border /_,- \ Arunachel
} 2 * .
ffi il 5,..; ————— State border T { Pradesh
i L Y
A il L (\»<‘ ——=—=District border oTizit
3 MYANMAR :23‘08 Rivers (‘_
‘: = = @ State capital I'J y
} 2 | .
A . e ®  District headquarters Mop \'l P
M’SJ\;‘ .J-& THAILAND o Sub-division ‘_/‘
W ®m  Research village
5 i ¢ o
v i ya
N
% Assam
. B g
kilometres o i
N A= o
e ] J..c\;_;,ﬁ Tsemenyu
D|rr].apur{ f""’/ Ntﬂiahd ! MYANMAR
,-"/'K- o / Chie%bozo
/,?Dhansiripar ]
i < A -
height in metres
aoco [
2000 [
,- .
Manipur ! w0 (]
J 200 |:]
\
.,
~ & Cartography ANU 03-079

Diversity and isolation do not always contribute to political stability however,
and Nagaland has been in turmoil and cut off from the outside world for much of the
time since India gained independence in 1947. Today, it clings to a fragile peace and
market forces are rapidly reshaping its previous subsistence economy. The 2001
census found a population of 1,988,636; this was a staggering 64.41% increase over

the previous ten years, making it the fastest-growing state in India (Ao, M., 2002).

A remarkable 88.3% of Nagaland’s forests are owned by individuals or
communities. This is in sharp contrast to India as a whole, in which 90% of forest
lands are state-owned. Despite recent growth of off-farm sectors, agriculture
remains the backbone of Nagaland’s economy and engages about 80% of its work
force. Although the Angami and Chakhesang Nagas developed extensive rice
terraces, shifting cultivation is by far the dominant land use across the state (figure
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1-5).4 An estimated 7200 km?2, about 45% of Nagaland’s total area, comes under
shifting cultivation (Husain, 1988, 115) 5. This amounts to roughly 750 km? that are
cleared annually, cropped for usually two years, and then allowed to lapse back into

fallow.6

Figure 1-5. Primary Land-Uses in Nagaland: Breakdown by District
(See also appendices 1-15 and 1-16.) (The study site is in Kohima district, shown here combined
with Dimapur.) Source: Kikon et al., 2002

The abundant land and low population densities that formerly underpinned
the sustainability of jhum cultivation in the Naga Hills are fast disappearing (Nakro,
2001). Fallow periods are being shortened to the point where their intended
ecological functions can no longer be achieved before the land is again cultivated,
causing yields to decline over time. Food security is threatened and farmers struggle
to bring more forest land under cultivation to feed themselves. This accelerates
deforestation and threatens Nagaland’s remaining biodiversity. Already, seasonal
water shortages are becoming more of a problem, blamed on the loss of forests and
their hydrological functions in upper watersheds. The Indian Council for
Agricultural Research estimates rates of soil erosion of 40.9 tonnes per ha from
shifting cultivation on steep slopes in Northeastern India (ICAR, 1983). We thus
have serious degradation of soil, water and forest resources, with shifting cultivation

at i1ts nexus.

Although widespread across much of Asia-Pacific, the implications of the
swidden degradation syndrome are magnified in Nagaland by virtue of its sheer

* See also appendices 1-15 and 1-16.
® There has been no careful analysis of land use in Nagaland, however, and figures cited by different
sources can vary significantly. Data from a 2002 Department of Agriculture report (Kikon et al.), for
example, show Nagaland to have 924,325 ha of jhum land, which amounts to 55.7% of its total land area
gpresented as graphs in appendices 1-15 and 1-16).

A more detailed picture of Nagaland’s geography can be found in appendices 1-1 to 1-19.
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prevalence in the landscape. It is not a new problem to Nagaland. Stracey (1963,
712), then Director of Forests for Nagaland, termed it a “vicious cycle” in describing

the phenomenon over 40 years ago.

Khonoma Village: The Main Study Site

Within this landscape of stressed shifting cultivation, the dispersed alder system
stood out as unusual in terms of the dramatic intensification of land use it had
permitted. It was seen at its best in the jhum fields of a village called Khonoma, in
the territory of the Angami, one of the largest and historically most warlike of the
Naga subgroups. Khonoma was therefore the natural choice as the main site for this

study.

The village is about 20 km to the west of the state capital, Kohima, placing it
in the extreme west of Angami territory. For much of its history, Khonoma was
militarily dominant in the Naga Hills. It thus owed much to its highly defensible
position perched on a spur descending from the Barail Range, with a backdrop of
majestic cliffs. One can speculate that its founders were also attracted to its
plentiful streams, fertile soil and scope for cultivation. At 1550 m asl, it had a cool
bracing climate and could expect about 1300 mm of rainfall well distributed
throughout the year, with a dry season from November to January. As they began to
clear fields from the forest, the village’s founders would also have been attracted by
the abundance of stones for construction and proliferation of the soil-building alder

tree.

Oral history dates the village’s founding as occurring six to seven hundred
years ago. Khonoma is said to have grown to over 700 households prior to the arrival
of the British. Today, with a population of 2,180 spread over 391 houses (author’s
census), Khonoma is only a shadow of its former splendor. Many houses stand empty,

their owners having moved away.

A nearby Angami village, Tsiesema, which does not manage alder like its
Khonoma neighbors, was included as a secondary study site to provide insights into
the relative advantages of jhum cultivation with and without alder, and farmer
rationale in deciding whether or not to manage it in their jhum fields. The research
set out to understand the reasons underlying farmers’ practices, so parallel studies
were carried out in both villages. As the study evolved to focus increasingly on the
cultural ecology of Khonoma, most of the Tsiesema results were relegated to the
appendices, as noted in each chapter. However, they are used substantially in

chapters 7 and 8, where they provide useful comparisons with the Khonoma data.

Although the research set out with a clear focus on Khonoma’s use of soil-
building trees in its agricultural systems and the reasons behind these innovations,
it gradually widened to consider the more holistic picture of its people and how they

were Interacting with their environment. The focus on alder remained and, in fact,
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became more significant, because the development of intensive alder management
helped to explain how Khonoma became so dominant, but — especially after I gained
a scholarship in the Department of Anthropology in the Australian National
University’s Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies — the research inevitably

evolved into a study of the village’s cultural ecology.

Like the other major tribal groups of Nagaland, the Angami are thought to be
of Mongoloid stock. Their dialect falls within the Tibeto-Burman subfamily of
languages. However, they never had a written script and their early history is
shrouded in uncertainty. Their territory currently extends north from Manipur and
occupies the southeastern part of Nagaland’s Kohima District. Up to the turn of the
20th century, the Naga Hills was a place of shocking brutality and violence, arising
from incessant warfare between villages and the widespread practice of
headhunting. Even by prevailing standards of violence at that time, the Angami
were considered to carry hostilities to excess. However, despite their warlike
reputation, theirs was essentially an agricultural society and their chief concern was
the prosperity of their crops and the fullness of their granaries. First and foremost,
they were — and still are — wet rice cultivators. Hutton’s 1921 treatise (1969 Reprint),
which built on the earlier work of Mills (1854), Butler (1875a), Davis (1891a),
Johnstone (1896 [1971 Reprint]) and other British predecessors, still remains the

benchmark anthropological text on the Angami.

As the most powerful and warlike of all the Angami villages, Khonoma has
often taken centre stage in the annals of the Naga Hills. At one time, smaller
villages over wide distances were obliged to secure their safety by paying annual
tributes of cloth, fowl, cows and pigs to their Khonoma overlords (Hutton 1969).
After the British defeated Burmese invaders and took control of Assam in 1826,
Khonoma led many murderous raids on the lowlands, eventually forcing Pax
Britannia to also subjugate the Naga Hills (Allen, 1981). And when a newly
independent India tried to assert its authority on the Nagas in 1956, it was
Khonoma that gave birth to the Naga National Council and led the struggle for
Naga independence. Khonoma has thus long been known as a centre of political

activities and fierce resistance to outside invaders.

Although large by Naga standards, much of Khonoma’s 104.4 km? territory is
extremely rugged and unsuitable for agriculture. Cultivation is therefore generally
limited to the sub-catchment area immediately surrounding the village, covering
about 30.5 km2. By the time the British began making inroads into the Naga Hills in
the second half of the 19th century, Khonoma was already being described as
desperately short of agricultural land (Allen, 1981. 80-81). Therefore, the land use
pressures now being felt by the rest of Nagaland were felt much earlier and more
acutely in Khonoma. In that sense, it probably had a couple of hundred years’ head

start in innovating ways to intensify land use, and this is vital to understanding
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why its ancestors developed such an intricate system for managing alder in their

jhum fields.

Visitors to Khonoma’s remarkable swidden landscape are invariably
impressed, but often leave with more questions than answers. If this fallow
management innovation really provides tangible benefits, then why has it not been
replicated by neighboring villages? To add to the puzzle, a parallel set of questions
arises from Khonoma’s wet rice terraces, where another N-fixing tree, Albizia
stipulata, is similarly managed. What was it about this village that led it to be so
innovative in integrating soil-building trees into its farming systems? Was this a
site-specific anthropological curiosity with no relevance elsewhere? Or did it offer
valuable lessons for other areas where shifting cultivators had been less successful
in intensifying their land use? I felt compelled to undertake an anthropological
study to uncover the answers to these questions, and to learn the rationale and
views of the farmers who were successfully practicing Khonoma’s managed-fallow

system.

Research Constraints

The research in Nagaland was constrained by a number of problems. The most
serious of these was its status as a restricted state, which meant that a continuous
long-term presence was not possible. Rather, the research had to be built around
repeated short-term visits, each approximately a month or two in length. These
broken periods totaled slightly over 12 months of intensive fieldwork over three
years. The time and budget needed to continually travel between the Nagaland field
site and my institutional base at ICRAF’s office in Chiang Mai, Thailand, added
greatly to the cost of the research.

Since Nagaland had been at war, or in varying states of turmoil, since the
departure of the British in 1947, little research had been done in the area and even
the most basic of secondary data were often unavailable or unreliable. This scarcity
of reliable information even extended to maps. Since the state was considered a
highly sensitive area and border disputes were common, a map easily became a

highly political document.

The genesis of the problem lay in a separatist struggle that had been waged
almost since India’s independence. Gandhi had promised Nagaland the right to
choose its future after British departure from India — a commitment that was not
honored after his assassination. Since it lay in a sensitive area near India’s border
with China, Nagaland became a pawn in the struggle between the two giants; China
encouraging the rebellion by providing the Nagas with military training and arms,
and India responding by flooding the small state with troops. Post-independence has
been a period characterized by ongoing military operations, punctuated by ceasefires.

Western missionaries were expelled in the early 1950s, accused of fomenting the
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Nagas into revolt. A cloak of secrecy was then thrown over Nagaland. It was
declared a restricted state and outsiders were required to apply for special restricted

area permits for entry and movement within the state.

Beyond the practical difficulties of access to the field, I felt constrained to
avoid issues that could be construed as politically sensitive, such as Nagaland’s
relationship with post-independence India. To do otherwise would have jeopardized
continued access to the state. For the survival of the work, it was also necessary to

distance myself from activist groups protesting human rights and political issues.

My day-to-day activities in the field were subject to the peace and security
situation. There were times when visits to certain parts of the state — and even to
Khonoma itself — were inadvisable and my schedule had to be rearranged
accordingly. To overcome these constraints, the fieldwork had to draw on a variety of

methods to complement the on-the-ground ethnographic component in Khonoma.

A final problem worth noting, given its defining influence on Khonoma’s
cultural ecology, was the difficulty of tracing history in the pre-1840 era. Very few
outsiders — who otherwise might have recorded what they had seen — ventured into
the hostile Naga Hills in the early pre-British period, and the Nagas themselves had
no written script. The lack of written material or archaeology forced a heavy reliance
on oral history, with all its attendant problems. The evolutionary discussion on the
pre-1840 period reflects an interpretation by Khonoma’s people’s of how things came
about, and this is very far from certain. The following chapters provide numerous
examples of favorable stories being perpetuated, while the story-tellers conveniently

forget others.”

OVERVIEW OF METHODS

This study focused on the cultural ecology of an historical Angami village, Khonoma,
with Tsiesema as a secondary site. Parallel fieldwork was carried out in these two
villages over three years, from December 1999 to December 2002. The focus of
analyses, however, ranged from statewide to the minutiae of a single jhum field in
trying to gain a more complete understanding of the myriad factors influencing

Khonoma people and their management of the landscape (figure 1-6).

Field visits to Nagaland were timed to coincide with key activities in the
management of alders in swidden fields over one complete two-year cropping phase,
so that practices could be carefully documented and inputs and yields recorded. This
was necessary because management practices and crop yields changed significantly
from the first to the second years of cultivation. The two-year recording period also

provided greater reliability of data.

" In matters of land occupancy in particular, where oral history establishes a case for ownership, such
“editing” of history is not only possible but somewhere between highly likely and certain.
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Figure 1-6. Telescoping the Research Focus, from Macro (State) Down to Micro (Individual Jhum
Plots) Levels of Analyses
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The study set out with a typical anthropological approach, with me living in
the community and frequently accompanying farmers to their fields. The original
inquiry into the alder system relied mainly on informal interviews, supported by
field observations, to build a detailed understanding of Khonoma’s jhum cultivation

practices and the role played in them by A. nepalensis.?

Anthropological inquiry then began to probe the historical and cultural
dimensions of the system. Village elders were asked to elaborate on the underlying
indigenous knowledge that accounted for the way Alnus had been incorporated into
their swidden system. Particular attention was paid to historical “triggers” that led
to these innovations and whether these were dependent on unique historical,
cultural or ecological features, so that their potential for wider dissemination could

be assessed.

Early in the field work, groups of 10 collaborating households were appointed
by village leaders in both Khonoma and Tsiesema. Their role was to act as councils
of experts for the project and to assist in generating quantitative data on the
performance of their land-use systems. Each group had a farmer-coordinator to
advise the project and facilitate its research activities. Each of the collaborating
families kept detailed diaries of material and labor inputs and harvested outputs
from the jhum and wet rice fields that they were monitoring. The farmer-
coordinators and local research assistants in each village were vital forces for

continuity, keeping the research moving between my repeated field trips.

The process of documentation often highlighted key agronomic questions
about how the technology worked and these were then addressed by field
experiments. As work progressed, it became clear that land and its management
were central to the total organization of Khonoma society, so the mapping and GIS
components of the study were expanded to explore these relationships, adding a rich

visual understanding of Khonoma’s landscape and how it was being managed.

Two important additional elements of Khonoma’s wider livelihood system
were also recognized and included. These were the collection and use of wild forest
plants for a wide range of economic and household purposes, and the off-farm
economy, including the flow of goods and services both into and out of Khonoma.
Systems for accurately measuring both elements, which were vital to Khonoma’s
village and household economies, were devised with village leaders and the

collaborating households.

As the study progressed, it widened beyond its original focus on the alder
jhums to look more comprehensively at the relationship between Khonoma’s people
and their environment. The research thus evolved away from more formal economic

anthropology to become cultural ecology. It followed no model, but instead pioneered

8 Herbarium specimens were deposited at the Biology Dept. Herbarium of Chiang Mai University, Thailand,
and the Royal Botanic Gardens of Kew in England.
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an approach that combined the most rigorously detailed field inquiry with good
historical detail and interpretation, mainly of the political history that was very

important to Khonoma’s story.

This is only a broad overview of how the study was approached. Each of the
chapters contains its own Methods section to provide more details on how data were

acquired.

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

The Preface that preceded this chapter outlines the broad hypothesis underlying

this thesis. Its examination is structured as follows.

The substantive thesis begins in chapter 2 by focusing intently on the alder
jhums that attracted research interest to Khonoma in the first place. It provides a
detailed description of the alder system in a jhum block in the most intensively
managed area to the south of the village. It focuses on one particular field to
illustrate the terraced nature of the fields with alders scattered throughout, the
planting patterns, and how they change from the first cropping year to the second.
This chapter is intended to open up many issues that are dealt with later in the

thesis.

Chapter 3 discusses the social and political organization of Khonoma, and its
social institutions, principally as they were in a recent past. History is of major
importance to the Naga people, and two chapters are devoted to this history.
Chapter 4 begins with the legendary origins somewhere between 1300 and 1400,
and then extrapolates speculatively from the origins to around 1840, when written
records began to appear. More detailed historical material then becomes available,
and the chapter continues through the conflict with the British in 1879 and the
subsequent history of Khonoma under British rule, including the inter village
warfare of this period. Chapter 5 then discusses the modern conflict with the Indian
army, which is discussed in detail, and then treats rather more briefly the post-1964

period. The chapter ends with an overview of recent changes..

This is followed in chapter 6 by an examination of the land and its ownership.
It describes a varied and difficult natural environment, and then takes up the
probable evolution of land tenure down to recent times, where it is described in
detail. Chapter 7 then moves on to Khonoma’s wider livelihood system, and
examines the wet rice fields that are the central component of Angami farming
systems. It introduces the Tsiesema comparison in a discussion of Khonoma’s land
management, and how this has changed from headhunting days before 1905,
through the modern introduction of new crops and opening of a market economy. A
final section of this chapter takes up trading and the now-substantial growth of a

non-farm economy as Nagaland opens up to the outside world.
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Chapter 8 analyses in-depth data on inputs into and productivity from the
agricultural economy of Khonoma and Tsiesema. It demonstrates the dominant role
of women in farming, and returns to the context of official disregard for shifting
cultivation in all its forms. It shows how, in its elaborated form at Khonoma,

dryland cultivation can be both sustainable and profitable.
Finally, chapter 9 concludes the thesis.

The thesis is illustrated and supported by appendices and a photograph

gallery, both of which are separate from the main document.



CHAPTER 2

Planting Amongst the Alders:
How the System Works

The alder stumps managed in Khonoma’s jhum fields are reported to last well over a
hundred years and are passed between generations like family heirlooms. Their
management thus evokes memories of ancestors that preceded them in cultivating
these fields.
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“Khonoma could only exist because of alder
trees. It fertilizes the soil very quickly so we
could cultivate it again and again. We
depended on alder for both firewood and
fertilizer. Khonoma only had a small land,
but alder allowed it to support a large
population. Other villages very near, such as
Seciima, Jotsoma and Mezoma didn’t pick it
up much, but they had plenty of land.”

(former  Chief Minister of
Nagaland, Jasokie Zinyil, summing up
alder’s role in supporting a large
population on a limited land base in his
home village, 2001)

INTRODUCTION

The collapse of shifting cultivation now endemic across much of Asia’s uplands,
and its threat to both the livelihood of its practitioners and their environment,
have been outlined as serious problems in the first chapter. With that backdrop, this
chapter now turns to Nagaland’s dispersed alder system as a remarkable exception
to this trend. It sets out to provide a rich description of how the system works and
how it creates a landscape unlike any other I have encountered in all my years of
work on upland farming systems in Asia. Following chapters will then step back to
explore the Angami innovators, their environment, and how alder management fits

into their wider livelihood system.

This chapter builds on earlier cursory descriptions of Naga alder
management (Kevichusa et al., n.d.; Gokhale et al., 1985; Dhyani, 1998; Changkija
et al.,, 2000, 2003; Cairns et al., 2007) and adds new data and insights gained
throughout three years of fieldwork. It synthesizes knowledge gained from a wide
range of methods described more fully elsewhere in the thesis. But participant
observation was the most useful method. I lived in the village, accompanied my
neighbors to their fields, and watched their work on a daily basis, providing many
opportunities for informal conversations to probe their management practices. This
was supplemented by simple field experiments designed to generate quantitative

data and test key farmer assertions of how the system works.

Visits to the field were timed to witness the entire spectrum of activities
throughout the agricultural year. Photography was used to try to capture the

temporal dimension of changing activities and landscapes. For instance,
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photographs of the same trees, fields and landscapes throughout the period of
fieldwork offer a clear picture of how they change. Some of these series are

presented in the accompanying photograph gallery.

Finally, where available, comments from old British tour diaries have been
referenced where they provide historical insights into how Nagas were managing
alder almost a century ago, to build up an understanding of how the practice has

changed in that time, and why.

THE JHUM CYCLE

This detailed account of how the dispersed alder system is managed begins with
pollarding the alders in November, marking the onset of a new jhum cycle. The steps
in first-year jhum cultivation are discussed under five categories: 1) Wood Harvest,
2) Field Preparation, 3) Planting, 4) Plant Management, and 5) Harvest. A more
detailed chronology of activities, dates and tools used is presented in appendix 2-1
for Khonoma and, for comparative purposes, in appendix 2-2 for Tsiesema. The
analysis 1s further assisted by focusing on a specific field (map 2-1) and tracing its
management through a two-year cropping phase in 2000 and 2001. Sketches are
scattered throughout the text to illustrate the main alder-related activities
throughout the swidden calendar (figure 2-1). They are backed up by a rich selection
of photographs in the photograph gallery. The numbers of photographs relevant to
each section can be found after each heading.

Map 2-1. 3-Dimensional View of Representative Jhum Field
(see later maps 2-2 and 2-4 for planting patterns in this same field)

Three-Dimensional View of a Typical Khonoma Jhum Field

I FCEND

meters Altitude = 1,718 m. asl.
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Figure 2-1. Schematic Representation of Phases of Alder-Based Jhum Cycle

Nhalie Kiji Ku Kekrie (‘forest garden rotation')
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Reopening the Alder Fallow

Slashing the Undergrowth

The last rice is harvested from the terraces in November and lugged up the hill to
Khonoma’s granaries. For many of the villagers, the pause between harvesting last
year’s crops and preparing for next year’s is very brief and there may even be an
overlap. The jhum cycle begins anew by mid-November when farmers begin to slash
the underbrush in fallows to be opened for next year’s cropping. This is primarily
done by women. Much of the undergrowth is thorny! (see table 2-1) and must be
pushed aside with a stick (cagwi) held in one hand, providing a clear swing at the
base of the stems with a fieldknife (zhiigwii) wielded in the other (figure 2-2). Few

pioneer trees get established in this weedy understory because the fallow period is

' Besides being common associates with A. nepalensis in the Himalayan foothills, Rubus spp. (Rosaceae)
are also amongst the most ubiquitous undergrowth associates of A. rubra on North America’s west coast —
R. leucodermis (thimbleberry), R. parviflorus (dewberry), R. ursinus (trailing blackberry), R. procerus
(Himalaya blackberry), and R. spectabilis (salmonberry) (Newton and Cole, 1994, 108, 111; Harrington et al.,
1994, 5).
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not long enough for them to establish and produce seeds.2 When the interior of the

field is completed, they work around its perimeter, cleaning brush from the stone

walls and access paths, and throwing the slash on to the field for later burning. Up

to this point, all work is done under the canopy of the dispersed alders.

Table 2-1. Undergrowth Associates of Alder Fallows in Khonoma

Khonoma Dialect

Scientific Name

Family

penie
tsunha
gauri

shuzhabitse
rund

mehya
tstinyltsethu
nikKi

kuchi
thegasero
pfupo

mviyha
khwipo
chukri
tekhupfemhu
temieu kecu
temieu kezhau
lovie / tekwilovie

Artemisia sp.
Eupatorium adenophorum Spreng.
Trichosanthes sp.

Coleus amboinicus Lour.
Elsholtzia sp.

Gomphostemma sp.
Plectranthus sp.

Sida rhombifolia L. ssp. rhombifolia
Urena lobata L.

Neillia thyasiflora D. Don

Rubus sp.

Rubus ellipticus Sm.

Smilax zeylanica L.

Solanum khasianum C.B. Clarke
Boehmeria sp.

Boehmeria clidemioides Miq.
Boehmeria hamiltoniana Wedd.
Girardinia heterophylla Decne.

ASTERACEAE - Sunflower Family
ASTERACEAE - Sunflower Family

CUCURBITACEAE - Cucumber
Family

LAMIACEAE - Mint Family
LAMIACEAE - Mint Family
LAMIACEAE - Mint Family
LAMIACEAE - Mint Family
MALVACEAE - Mallow Family
MALVACEAE - Mallow Family
ROSACEAE - Rose Family
ROSACEAE - Rose Family
ROSACEAE - Rose Family
SMILACACEAE - Catbrier Family
SOLANACEAE - Potato Family
URTICACEAE - Nettle Family
URTICACEAE - Nettle Family
URTICACEAE - Nettle Family
URTICACEAE - Nettle Family

Figure 2-2. Opening a new jhum begins
with slashing the undergrowth beneath
the alder trees, usually in mid-November
to December.

2 It is not unusual, however, for farmers to interplant a few fruit (e.g., Elaeagnus conferata, Docynia indica)
or timber (e.g., Melia composita, Hovenia dulcis) trees amongst the alders. These are protected through
subsequent jhum cycles, with only pruning of side branches to reduce shading on nearby crops.
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Pollarding

The next step is pollarding the alder trees.? Given the context of women performing
75% of swidden labor (see chapter 8), it is striking that management of the alder
trees is viewed as the sole domain of men. The men explain this as evidence of their
claim that they do most of the physically demanding work, while the easier but more
onerous tasks are left to the women. There may be more than altruistic motives at
play here, though. The hooting and war cries that often accompany pollarding hint
that cutting the soft alder branches is also considered good fun. Moreover, it would
be considered immodest for women to be climbing trees. Wherever the weight of
reason lies, the male monopoly on alder management fits a broad pattern of bursts

of activity by men during times of peak demand in the agricultural calendar.

Time of Pollarding. Traditional knowledge dictates that the optimum time for
pollarding is late January to early February. There may have been a couple of
factors supporting this time frame. Firstly, pollarding a bit late allows that year’s
seed to ripen and disperse in December before the seed-bearing branches are
chopped off the stumps. This helps to ensure a sufficient seed rain4 and that
wildlings will be available wherever conditions are conducive for germination.
Secondly, when trees are pollarded during the dormant winter season, the supply of
carbohydrates stored in the roots is high, providing the necessary energy to support
coppicing. Finally, farmers are also aware that if cutting trees or bamboo is not done
before the windy season in March to April, then insect damage will be much greater.
This leaves a window of time, after the alder catkins ripen and disperse their seed in
late December, but before the windy season begins in March. This schedule also
allows some of the most strenuous activities to be completed in the cooler winter
months when there is no rain, leaches or bothersome insects, and field preparation

can be complete in time for planting in March.? Regardless of whether trees are

% Our definition of “pollarding” follows that of Oxford’s Dictionary of Plant Sciences (Allaby, 1998, 352). It
refers to the lopping of a tree, usually at about 2 m above ground level, in order to rejuvenate the top and
produce a dual crop of firewood/poles from the new stems, and in some management systems, larger timber
from the trunk after several rotations. The sprouting of new growth above the lopping is termed “coppicing”,
and the new sprouts, “coppices”. As a silvicultural technique, pollarding offers the advantages of preserving
the tree’s root system from one cycle to another so that this supports rapid coppice regrowth, and elevation
of the tender new sprouts safely beyond the reach of browsing livestock and deer.

* There is a widespread perception amongst farmers however, that seeds from pollarded trees are less
viable than those from unpollarded trees. It is likely that A. nepalensis is self-incompatible so any one tree
depends on pollen from another for fertilization (McAllister, 2004). Regardless of the source, the viability of
alder seed falls steeply after about four months (i.e., by the end of April). Trials by Nagaland’s Forest Dept.
have found that the highest germination rates of 70+% are in February, making it the optimum sowing time
(Gokhale et al., 1985). Villagers assert that the viability of alder and many other tree seeds can be tested by
throwing a few in the fire to see if they crackle (Kevichusa, 1995).

° Although trials by the Pakhribas Agricultural Centre in Nepal (1985) concluded that the best coppice
regrowth is obtained from pollarding alder at the start of the monsoons, that of course is the time for planting
jhum crops. That means that alders need to be pollarded several months beforehand to allow sufficient time
to harvest the firewood and prepare the seedbeds.
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pollarded early or late, the coppices will begin to resprout at the same time in March.
Pollarding is probably being done a little earlier these days, with the popularity of

semi-temperate vegetables that benefit from an earlier planting season.

Figure 2-3. Male family members climb up
each alder stump and with a large dao,
carefully chop off each coppice flush with the
trunk.

Pollarding Technique. Using the burls as footholds, men effortlessly scramble to
the top of the stumps and position themselves amongst the four to six main coppices
that dominate each tree. Bracing themselves in a comfortable swinging position,
they use a heavier style axe (zhiecha) to chop off each branch flush with the trunk,
sending it crashing to the ground (figure 2-3). With the branches thus removed, they
turn their attention to trimming off any side branches and all the ferns, orchids and
other epiphytes that established on the stumps during the fallow period. Hacking as
they go, they work their way back down the stump and move on to the next tree. In
this way, the alder fallow is quickly opened up, leaving bare stumps and the ground

strewn with large branches.

First Pollarding of Young Alder Trees. Up to this point, the management described
has been for alder trees that have been pollarded in previous jhum cycles. But we
now need to digress briefly to examine what happens when young trees establish in

an existing alder stand and must be pollarded for the first time.

Proper age for first pollarding. New seedlings, whether self-sown or
intentionally planted, are invariably established during the first cropping year of the
jhum cycle (see later discussion on propagation). It is then that the soil is disturbed
and conditions become right for seeds to germinate, or alternatively, farmers make a
decision to do some gap-planting to replace dying trees or otherwise thicken up the

stand. These new trees grow rapidly during the first eight to nine years, easily
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reaching 70-80 cm in diameter and 10 meters in height. Their growth then begins to
slow and the previously smooth bark becomes rough and fissured. This indicates the
optimum age for first pollarding. Premature pollarding might leave the trunk too
small to support the weight of developing coppices and vulnerable to wind breakage,
1.e., splitting between the coppices and main trunk. But it is also widely known that
if first pollarding is delayed too long, alders lose their ability to coppice and there is

also a risk that the stumps will die.6

Beyond these general guidelines, the actual age of first pollarding is
determined by the jhum cycle. We can take as an example the intensive four-year
cycle that Khonoma’s Merhiimia khel? formerly practiced when its jhum land was
under heavy pressure (figure 2-1). Assuming an alder seedling is established in the
first cropping year of a given cycle, then it will be four years old by the time that plot
1s reopened for cultivation again. Since this is clearly still too young for pollarding,
the farmer will only trim away side branches to reduce shading. When he next
returns to reopen that fallow, the tree will be eight years old and almost the proper
age for pollarding. If he decides that the tree is still too small, he will do so in the
knowledge that pollarding will be delayed until the following cycle when the tree
will be 12 years old. Potential pollarding ages are thus only in increments of the

jhum cycle length, in this case four years.

Height of Pollarding. Khonoma farmers emphasize the importance of cutting
height to both the longevity of alder stumps and the vigor of coppice regrowth. They
often point to insufficient pollarding height as a key reason why other villages are
less successful in managing alder in their jhum fields. Most suggest that alders
should be cut at seven to eight feet the first time they are pollarded.8 There are a
number of reasons associated with this. Most critically, this cutting height is
sufficient to ensure the continued vigor of the tree and strong coppice growth. As
detailed later, the coppices that spring from the pollarded stumps are thinned twice
in the first cropping year of the jhum cycle. Measurements taken on a sample of

trees during both coppice thinning operations confirmed a direct correlation between

® There are a couple of possible explanations for this declining coppicing capacity. It may simply be that as
alder grows older, most of the active lateral buds are higher in the crown. The lower buds that remain on the
stump after pollarding may have lost the capacity to regenerate new shoots. It may also be that with age, it
becomes more difficult for buds to burst through alder’s thickening bark (Banks, 2003).

Other authors note a similar loss of coppicing ability with A. rubra on North America’s west coast (Burns and
Honkala, 1990, 118; Haeussler et al., 1990, 38; Gordon, 1978, 322). Troup (1952, 129) also confirmed that
stools of large size do not coppice in most tree species.

"‘Khel' is an Assamese word commonly used to signify a residence quarter of a village inhabited by an
exogamous group. In the Tenyidie language (used by the Angami and closely allied Naga subgroups), this is
known as ‘chienuo’. The Khel is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.

8 In 1934, Hutton, then Deputy Commissioner of the Naga Hills, noted for the Tizu valley:

“Eight or at most ten feet above ground is generally the best height; then when they are cut again,
they can be cut a foot or so above the old place. If cut at 16 ft. to start with, the tree is likely to get
top heavy and subsequent pollardings to become inconveniently high.” (Hutton, July 13, tour diary
entry, 1934c)
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the height of alder stumps and the biomass of trimmed coppices. The first (figure 2-
4a) and second thinnings (figure 2-4b) were examined separately, and then both
data sets aggregated (figure 2-4c). In all cases, the trend of more coppice thinnings
from taller stumps was highly significant. As the trees grow older, their physically
larger stumps offer more room for sprouting coppices and their expanding root
systems can support increased coppice growth. It is interesting that this trend
showed no sign of tapering off as trees got older (i.e., bigger), as one might have
expected them to become less vigorous. It brought to mind an observation often

heard in Khonoma — “Riipo-u vichui motha puorhie cipuo mu puo bie kemezi cii puo

bielie.” This translates roughly to “When you pollard the alder tree, it will grow
young again.” Farmer observations that alders pollarded too low result in poor
coppicing are supported by Khan and Tripathi (1986, 1989) who also demonstrated a
positive correlation between stump height and coppice vigor. A more complete list of

variables that farmers cite as influencing coppice vigor is given in table 2-2.

Table 2-2. Farmer-Cited Variables Affecting Coppice Vigor

tree age

stump height / diameter

time of pollarding

soil fertility

altitude / aspect

stump health, i.e., presence of mechanical or biological damage

coppice management, i.e., number of times thinned, number of coppices retained per stump
stimulation of roots by hoeing

Higher cutting height also elevates the stump above the crop. This vertical
separation helps to minimize shading and competition for horizontal space as the
crop develops and the stump begins to coppice. Equally important, it also raises the
coppices above the reach of the cattle and mithun® that routinely free-graze jhum
fields after the last crops are harvested.’© Having thus determined the approximate
cutting zone, some informants described then searching for evidence of lateral buds
within the chosen area and cutting just above them. Farmers point out that alder
stumps will continue to grow in height and diameter throughout the life of the tree.
Field measurements taken during the study confirmed a strong correlation between
the dbh and height of alder stumps (figure 2-5). That was expected, since we knew
that with each passing jhum cycle, these stumps gained both height and diameter.

° Bos frontalis. Semi-domesticated livestock that are usually allowed to roam in the forests.

"% One village elder described another method of determining pollarding height that he had heard from his
forefathers (Terhija, 2000). Standing at the base of the tree, a man would grip one end of his shawl, and
throw the other up against the tree trunk as far as it would reach. The highest point touched by the shawl
was selected as the cutting height. This height was reportedly sufficient that one could scale an alder stump
and be out of reach of any passing tiger. This would suggest a considerably higher cutting height than is
seen today.
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Figure 2-4. Relationship between Stump Height and Biomass of Thinned Coppices:
Broken Down into Leaf and Branch Components
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The size of the tree can thus be used as a surrogate indicator of age.1? If the
initial pollarding height is too high, then by the time the tree becomes older, the
stump will have grown excessively tall. This requires more climbing and labor to

manage the tree, and its coppicing vigor declines.

Given that proper pollarding techniques are regarded as vital to the alder
fallow system, the job is reserved for skilled hands. Mistakes could inflict long-term
damage on the old stumps and compromise their performance in future jhum cycles.
Therefore, a field owner preparing to rent jhum land might clinch the agreement
with a curt reminder that he expects the alders to be properly pollarded and the
stumps left undamaged.

Figure 2-5. Correlation between dbh and Height of Alder Stump
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Technique for Pollarding and Dressing the Wound. When preparing to
pollard a tree for the first time, the farmer first erects a makeshift scaffold to bring
him within comfortable swinging range of the desired cutting height (figure 2-6).
The tree is then cut horizontally across the main trunk with an axe (merii), crosscut
saw (sigel), or even a heavy fieldknife (zhiecha). It is important that the cutting
instrument is kept sharp to keep the cut clean and avoid cracking the stump. All
auxiliary branches are stripped off. The wound is then smoothed off to remove any
cracks, plastered with mud and dried leaves to prevent drying and cracking, and
finally a stone slab is placed on top (figure 2-7). The stone is intended to protect the

wound from desiccating frost, sunlight and wind, and to ensure that new coppices

" It is questionable whether the rings observable in the cross-section of an alder bole are a reliable indicator
of age, although Stewart (1986) suggests they are. However, to be confident that such rings are annual, the
more seasonal climates found at 38°N and higher latitudes are generally required.
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sprout from all sides, resulting in a better horizontal spread of canopy regrowth.

This allows healthy coppicing directly below the cut.12

Failure to dress the wound might mean that roughly the top foot of the
stump will dry out and die, and coppices will sprout only below that. The stone is
generally used only for the first pollarding. When coppices are cut back again in
subsequent swidden cycles, the wounds are smaller and less vulnerable to frost

damage and coppices are spaced by selective pruning.13

Figure 2-6. When young alder trees Figure 2-7. After first pollarding, the
are pollarded for the first time, a wound is covered with soil and grass, and
makeshift scaffold is erected to provide then capped off with a flat stone to
the farmer with a comfortable swing at prevent desiccation.

the selected cutting height.

'2 While on a field visit to Ximeng County in western Yunnan Province, China, | noted that Wa shifting
cultivators also placed stones on freshly-cut alder stumps, but usually only on a couple of the larger stumps
in each field. This had nothing to do with silvicultural management, but was seen as a way of placating
resident spirits that might be offended by the felling of the alder stand. In this case the stumps were cut just
above ground level and Wa farmers actually tried to kill them out during the cropping period. The dead
stumps were then removed for firewood and new alder seedlings taungya-planted into the field as a planted
fallow (see also Dao et al., 1997; Fu, 2003; and Guo et al., 2007 regarding Wa management of alder as an
improved fallow. See also Majumdar (1961, 72)).

3 In warmer and drier areas of Nagaland where alder is less common, Schima wallichii and Quercus spp.
are often pollarded and maintained in dispersed tree systems very similar to those of alder. Elsewhere in the
region, comparable pollarding practices are used with Quercus spp. on the west flanks of the Gaoligong
Mountains in Yunnan, on Cassia siamea in Shan State of Myanmar, in Northern Lao P.D.R. and further
north by Dai farmers in Xishuangbanna. All species are managed for firewood production.
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Harvesting the Firewood

Everyone capable of using a fieldknife, including the very young and old, helps strip
the fallen branches of foliage and cut them into firewood lengths (figure 2-8). Larger
branches are often thrown across makeshift frames and cut into lengths with
crosscut saws (figure 2-9), and later split by axe.* Some may be set aside as small-
diameter poles suitable for construction purposes. Smaller branches are stacked
near the intended fieldhut site, set aside for cooking noon meals while working in
the jhum field over the coming summer (figure 2-10). Trucks are often hired these
days to transport firewood from the fields to the village, or sometimes directly to
markets in Kohima town. But much firewood is still carried back to the village in
basketloads (figure 2-11). This is a gradual process. The women usually take a load

home with them at the end of each day.

2) Field Preparation (plates 2-13 — 2-26)

Preparing the Seedbed

Women, either working individually or in communal labor groups, do most of the
field preparation. The remaining slash is raked into piles at safe distances from the
alder trunks and burned in late February (figure 2-12). These fires are relatively
small and controlled, so there is no need to synchronize burning, construct fire lines
or take other precautions against escape. It is essential though, to keep the fire
away from any young (<8 yrs.) alder trunks that have not yet developed the rough
bark that gives older alders their fire resistance. With most of the slash burnt, the
ashes are scattered around, and then a second, more careful, pass is made over the
field. This time the women hoe as they go, turning over the soil and pulling out all
roots (figure 2-13). Much careful attention is given to dislodging vegetation from the
stone walls that divide the terraces. Through time, internal erosion between these
walls has created natural terraces, providing level alleyways for cultivation.
Farmers are well aware that extra time invested in dislodging weeds and achieving
a good burn that will kill most of their seeds will pay dividends in terms of requiring

less weeding later in the cropping year.

" Unlike other woods, alder splits easiest while it is still green, and burns well even when not fully dry.
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Figure 2-8. After being felled,

coppices are then trimmed of small Figure 2-9. Alder poles are often thrown across a
branches and cut into manageable frame and bucked into firewood lengths with a
lengths. crosscut saw.

Figure 2-10. Smaller branches are stacked near the Figure 2-11. Much of the firewood
fieldhut for cooking noon meals over the coming is transported to the village on the
growing season. backs of women, although trucks

are now being used more as
Khonoma'’s road network expands.
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Hoeing causes nodule turnover and although less evident, it is in effect a
second pruning operation — this time subterranean. The alder root system is shallow
and spreads horizontally, making it ideal for stabilizing sloping jhum land. Deep
hoeing trims many fine rootlets and nodules that then contribute to the flush of N
released when alder fallows are reopened. Farmers observe that the deeper the
hoeing, the better the performance of the crop to be planted. They emphasize that
soil tillage, and the root pruning that it entails, plays a role in ensuring robust
coppice regrowth. They claim that if cut by a hoe, the roots and nodules will regrow,
and if the trees are growing well below the ground — i.e., the roots and nodules —
then the above-ground growth — the coppices — will also be good. The implication is
that the more the tree is disturbed — to the point of chopping all branches from the
stump, completely opening the canopy to full sunlight, churning leaf litter and
topsoil, and injuring shallow roots — the more vigorously alder will produce
coppices.’® It is also possible, but untested, that pollarding of alder may cause
dieback of additional root nodules that the hoe does not reach, again contributing to

the flush of nitrogen released at the time of planting.

After this second pass, the roots and residual slash are raked into piles for re-
burning (figure 2-14). In some cases, these final piles are covered with soil and burnt
in anaerobic conditions strikingly similar to the ‘pangshing’ system practiced in
central Bhutan (Roder et al., 1993; Dukpa et al., 2007).16 The burnt soil turns a
brick-red as all the organic matter is burnt off and most of the N is lost with it
(figure 2-15). There is a dramatic jump in pH from roughly 5 to 7+. The cation
exchange capacity drops by half, while there is a big jump in phosphorus, and
potassium remains fairly stable. Given that most biomass from the fallow vegetation
1s harvested as firewood, this slow anaerobic burning under piles of soil may be
designed to reduce nutrient loss from the remaining slash. The intensity of the burn
also helps to destroy the soil seedbank and other roots that might resprout, both
reducing weeding labor in the coming year. The piles are later spread out and the
advantageous conditions provided by these micro-niches are often exploited by using

them as nurseries.1?

'® Alder trees have a reservoir of buds on their boles. As shown in plate 2-60, the foliage in a tree’s crown
normally produces a hormone that inhibits these buds from sprouting. If the crown, and thus the source of
the inhibitor, is lost through pollarding, then the tree goes into survival mode and buds on the stump will
sprout to recover the crown. The buds highest on the stump have dominance over those below (Banks,
2003).

'® This method of burning slash under piles of soil is standard practice in some rain shadow areas in
Nagaland such as Chakhaba Village in Kohima District, where fallow biomass is limited and farmers appear
to be trying to reduce nutrient losses through volatilization.

' Not all crops are suitable for these heavily burnt soils. Cabbage, chilli, brinjal, onion, pumpkin and
cucumber all grow well — but herbs such as sweet basil or thick-leaved lavender grow miserably, if at all.
Kikhi (1999) describes this same practice in Viswema, a Southern Angami village, where it is known as
mimo. It is popularly used in both home gardens and swidden fields where cultivation frequency is high.
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In this way, the dark tangled fallows are opened up and gradually
transformed into neat manicured terraces on which hardly a stray blade of grass can
be found. Stone walls that had been damaged by cattle and mithun clambering over
them during the previous fallow are carefully rebuilt. Bamboo fences are thrown up
around field perimeters and fieldhuts erected. The impression is one of tremendous

care and pride in work.

A

_ _ Figure 2-13. Tillage both prepares the
Figure 2-12. After firewood harvest, the seedbed and trims shallow roots and

remaining small slash is raked together and nodules of alder trees, most of which are
torched in small controlled burns. within 20 cm of the soil surface.

Figure 2-14. Roots and other debris unearthed by the first tillage
operation are then raked together into piles and reburnt.

3) PLANTING (plates 2-27 — 2-30)

The steps in firewood harvest and field preparation described so far probably
haven’t changed much in recent history. But the planting methods that follow have
undergone a complete metamorphosis. Since the 1964 cease-fire lessened hostilities
in the Indo-Naga war, Nagaland has at first slowly and then more rapidly opened up
to increased participation in the cash economy. Since the 1970s, new market
opportunities have increasingly led many farmers to convert their jhum fields from
subsistence cereals into cash crops. This commercialization of shifting cultivation
has been particularly dramatic in villages like Khonoma, where cooler temperatures
and market access provide a competitive advantage in producing semi-temperate

crops for lowland markets.
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Figure 2-15. Effect of Mounding and Burning on Soil Chemical Properties
(see appendix 2-3 for data)

pH N (9%)
9 035 0321

| 793 - 0.302
? . 761 RS2 IS 03 0.284 ozt

| 025 0225 0229 [ 0@
6 56 0.206

sas| | 522

5 4. 45 4.9 02
4 015
; o 0.057

I 0.05
1 0.05 nozs 2938 0.038 {0,036 ]
0 0

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Paired Sample Number Paired Sample Number

Paired Sample Number Paired Sample Number
OM (%) K (ppm)
q = i 514
; i 5.56 & 0
| 503 : 38
51 486 459 472 449 400 0 .
1 300 oy 27, 22 z7 e 257260
| 200 51 164 o 181
M. o5+ [Moss Moss (85 [N . M 100
: 0
2 3 4 5 6 7 8 1 2 3 4 H 6 7 8
Paired Sample Number Paired Sample Number

Wl jhum topsoil, after burning and other standard field preparation activities

O mounds where roots and vegetation have been covered with soil and burnt,
turning the soil to a brick-red color

In the pre-Christian era, a rice beer called ‘zu’ was a staple food amongst the
Angami (Hutton, 1969, 97; see also Teramoto et al., 2002). Many villagers worked
hard in the fields all day with only a gourd of zu to sustain them. More potent
liquors (rohi) were distilled from sticky rice, Job’s tears and millet. These crops were
thus given great importance in jhum fields, as evidenced by cultural elaboration in
the form of rituals and festivals. Agricultural rituals are less strictly followed now
that most of Khonoma has embraced Christianity and followers of the traditional
religion (Pfiitsanako) have become a dwindling minority. Nevertheless, most
Catholics and some Baptists are reported to still follow the old ways and wait for the

prerequisite rituals to be performed before working in their fields.18

Before planting can begin, a “first sowing” ritual has to be performed by an
elderly man that the village has elected as its kesitsiekri (first sower of Job’s tears).

In the second lunar month of kese (February - see Naga lunar calendar in appendix

8 See also Chapters 3, 4 and 5 below.
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5-1), a few days after celebrating Sekrenyi, the kesitsiekrii announces in his local
thehou one evening that he will perform the first sowing ritual the following
morning — and the news is then yelled from one thehou to the next, spreading
throughout the village. On the following morning, his wife hands him his hicha?2o full
of an alcoholic drink, some lunch, a hoe, and some seeds mixed together ready for
planting. The seeds should include whatever crops he is planning to plant in his
field that year, but Job’s tears, maize, millet, soybean and perilla are considered
most important. He usually invites a younger man to join him for company, and
together they set off early in the morning for the field. In the event of deaths or
births in the village on that day, the ritual must be postponed. He should also
refrain from speaking to anyone from outside the village. So although there is no
specific time for performing this ritual, it is prudent to go early before hearing news
of deaths or births and when others are less likely to be met along the pathway. As
he ceremoniously broadcasts the seed, he prays to Terho (deities in Angami
traditional religious beliefs) for a successful crop. He may sow as much or as little of
the field as he wishes before returning to the village. Only on the following day will
the rest of the village begin planting their fields that have already been prepared.2!
After completing this ritual, the kesitsiekrii must remain within the village’s
territory for the next five days (Tho-i, 2000).22

Cropping patterns were much simpler in the pre-Christian era. The first year
after a field was opened from fallow, it would be planted almost totally with Job’s
tears, with only small patches of minor crops for kitchen use. On the second year, it
would be switched to a mixture of foxtail millet and perilla. In both years, the seeds
were simply broadcast and then the soil recultivated and leveled with a hoe
(liephiezhii). At any given time, every household cultivated both first- and second-
year jhums and the swidden landscape was thus divided equally between these two

patterns.

Farmers also talk about a special synergy between Job’s tears and alder that
was seen as important in those earlier times. This relates to their earlier-discussed
view that soil tillage and pruning roots are beneficial to alder’s performance. After
harvest in November, the remaining stalks of Job’s tears were pulled up while
cleaning the field for replanting the following year. Farmers say that Job’s tears are
relatively deep-rooted and this disturbed the alder roots in a similarly beneficial way

to the deep hoeing in field preparation. Hence, in their view, not only did Job’s tears

"9 Male bachelors’ dormitory.
% Metal container used for taking alcoholic drinks to the field or forest.

'n villages where followers of traditional beliefs still hold considerable sway over village matters, their
insistence that planting cannot proceed before the first sowing ritual can discourage innovations in cropping
practices. This was highlighted by a case in Viswema village, in which one family broke from traditional
practices and planted potatoes as a winter crop (Kikhi, 2000).

= Miekonyu Tho-i, from Merhiimia khel, was elected as the kesitsiekri five years ago, and will retain this
responsibility for the remainder of his life.
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perform better with alder trees, but the alders also gained from dJob’s tears; the
benefits were mutual. Furthering this relationship, Job’s tears was one of the most
adaptable of the traditional jhum crops to the colder, higher-altitude slopes where
alder thrived best.23 These fields were too high and cold for local rice cultivars, and,
in any case, most Angami villages relied on their irrigated terraces to supply them
with rice.2+ Finally, as discussed later in the chapter, the physiology of Job’s tears
and millet probably makes them more effective than rice in exploiting the improved

fertility generated by alder and converting it into harvestable yields.

The jhum fields took comparatively less attention than today in that they
were planted with crops considered easy to grow, virtually the entire field received
the same treatments, and everything was harvested at once during the first year
(November — Job’s tears) and twice during the second (August — foxtail millet;
October-November — perilla). In this way, jhum fields were managed in simple
patterns similar to those in the wet rice terraces in the valley below. Despite their
former cultural importance to the Angami, both Job’s tears and foxtail millet?s are
low-yielding and low-value crops. The arrival of Christianity in Khonoma in 1897,
with its prohibition of drinking alcohol, blunted their importance.26 And when
higher-value crops such as potatoes were introduced in the late 1930s, they fell
further from favor and have been losing ground ever since. Farmers needed cash
and only from higher-value crops could they recoup their investment in clearing,

fencing and cultivating jhum fields.

While many new vegetable crops have been introduced since the end of World
War Two, potatoes continue to play a dominant role in Khonoma’s jhums. Even
before Nagaland became a battleground in 1944 (Rooney, 1992), Khonoma was
already growing bumper potato crops for sale as far away as West Bengal. After
early successes, there was a problem with the only train capable of getting the
potatoes to market, and an entire crop spoiled. Although largely abandoned by 1944,
potatoes later began to regain popularity. However, there were then problems in

obtaining replacement seed from Simla, in Himachal Pradesh.2” But as market

% This was prior to introduction of potatoes in the 1930s.

 Previous (pre-1956) pressure to plant rice in these less suitable jhums was effectively removed by
declines in the village’'s population during the Indo-Naga war and later, the purchase of highly productive
rice land in the Medzephema area. With these changes, most of Khonoma'’s rice needs could be grown in
the irrigated terraces in the valley and the warmer jhums (essentially the western and eastern blocks in
figure 5-3). With growing market contacts, the colder southern jhum blocks were thus poised to become the
vegetable belt of Khonoma. Although still commonly used for wet rice nurseries, there is practically no
dryland rice planted in this jhum area today.

% Millet is also more vulnerable to bird damage than other cereals.

% See Chapters 4 and 5. A further example of church influence on cropping patterns occurred during a
religious revival movement that swept Nagaland in the 1970s. There was suddenly strong moral pressure to
discontinue planting areca nut, tobacco, betel vine and other ‘crops of vice’.

" Seed potatoes should be replaced by new stock at least every couple of years to maintain vigor and
prevent disease buildup. Nagaland currently lacks a regulated system to cull any virus-infected or diseased
plants that would allow it to produce its own quality seed potatoes.
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links have become more reliable, Khonoma has again become a major potato-
producing area, and the popularity of potatoes has been regained at the expense of
traditional subsistence crops such as Job’s tears and millet.28 The Angami prefer
rice as their staple food and the cash earned from potato sales can be used to
purchase rice, if there is any shortfall in production. Poorer households are, however,
handicapped by the relatively high cost of imported potato seed — about Rs 17-18/kg,
plus spoilage. This is likely to cause further wealth stratification as the more
affluent invest in lucrative potatoes, while their struggling neighbors are forced to

grow subsistence crops whose seed can be selected from the previous year’s harvest.

The complexity of current cropping patterns can perhaps be best illustrated
by returning to the jhum field that was introduced at the beginning of the chapter
(map 2-1). This plot is typically small, about 1715 m?2, with 41 mature alders
scattered throughout the field, a density of about 245 trees per ha (see appendix 2-4
for details of each tree). It has clay loam soils that are very strongly acid and low in
N P, and K (table 2-3). Maps 2-2 and 2-4 show crop arrangements in this field over
the two years that it was planted (2000-2001). In the pre-market economy, this
entire field would have been broadcast to Job’s tears, with a few pockets of chilli,
ginger, beans and other vegetables near the field hut. Today, the cultivator is a
dedicated member of the Baptist church and follows its teachings to abandon all
forms of alcohol. He thus no longer needs large quantities of Job’s tears — but still
requires an assortment of vegetables and herbs for kitchen use and, of increasing
importance, surpluses that can be sold to buy meat and clothing, pay for the
education costs of his three children, the electricity bill, and other household
expenses. The subsistence function of jhum cultivation still remains, but now low-
value cereals whose major role was alcohol production have been replaced with high-
value cash crops. This transformation is much less in fields cultivated by the
roughly 35 households in Khonoma that have not adopted Christianity.

Table 2-3. Chemical Properties of Soil in Example Jhum Field * (see maps 2-1, 2-2 and 2-4)

S%rggiwg pH* |oM* | N' | P0s* | K:OF | CEC* Ca* | Mg* | sand* | silt* | clay*
cm % kg/ha | kg/ha | kg/ha | (me/100g) | ppm ppm % % %

0-15 453 | 5.79 | 1562.67 | 15.98 | 174.46 19.44 450.00 | 77.50 | 32.48 | 38.96 | 28.56
15-30 476 | 3.19 | 120.50 | 10.80 | 114.80 16.99 275.00 | 48.75 | 26.60 | 41.20 | 32.20

¥ Analyses conducted at the Agricultural Chemistry Lab, Dept. of Agriculture, Medzephema, Nagaland on Nov. 11, 2001.
T Analyses conducted at the Directorate of Soil Conservation, Kohima, Nagaland in Nov., 2001.

L)
Analyses conducted at the Dept. of Soil Science and Conservation, Faculty of Agriculture, Chiang Mai University on

May 21, 2001.

* Methods used for soil analyses:
pH: soil to water ratio 1:2 CEC: Distillation
OM: Walkley and Black 1934 Ca: Titration Method - EDTA
N: Alkaline Permanganate Method Mg: Titration Method - EDTA
P: Brays Method No. 1 Texture: 5% Calgon Solution
K: Turbidimetric Method

2 Potatoes are also grown in the rice terraces, but these are considered to be less tasty and to have inferior
keeping qualities to potatoes from the jhums.
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The intensity of planting patterns also depends on labor availability and
other on- or off-farm options that compete for time and labor. A farmer short in labor
but wanting to get a crop off his jhum may simply broadcast it to a maize
monoculture. But a farmer in a neighboring field may rely more heavily on his jhum
for income generation, and his field may be a mosaic of crops, planted in a complex
combination of crop rotations, intercropping and relay-cropping patterns.
Harvesting, clearing away the crop residues, and replanting thus become a
continuous process throughout the two-year cropping phase. Even though one crop is
harvested, others are still being attended, so labor input is higher and more evenly-
distributed throughout the year. This is reflected in farmer observations that
although cultivating only 50% of the jhum area that their ancestors once did, the
labor input is similar and profits higher. In view of the diversity of farmer
management strategies, it thus becomes difficult to speak of a ‘typical’ jhum field in

Khonoma.

The example field shown in maps 2-2 and 2-4 is representative of a jhum field
balanced against household and market demands. It is immediately striking that
Khonoma does not follow the common swidden practice of mixing different crop
seeds together and broadcasting them in a shotgun fashion. There is a much more
deliberate arrangement of crop varieties into separate combinations and seedbeds.
The terrace walls provide natural boundaries for these sub-plots and add to the
appearance of an intensively groomed garden. Planting density is uniform and not
influenced by proximity to alder trees. There is generally no use of inorganic
fertilizers to compensate for nutrients lost through crop harvest, soil erosion or

leaching.
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Map 2-2. Example of Swidden Field with Managed Alnus nepalensis: 1%-Year Cropping Pattern
(2000) (see map 2-1 for a 3-D representation of this field)
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Twenty-three crop types were planted in this field in the first year2®, and
they were supplemented by roughly another ten native plants harvestable as wild
vegetables.30 The planting pattern was carefully arranged to ensure that distinctive
niches within the field were planted to the most suitable crops. The field was
dominated by maize intercropped with potatoes3! and a few other low-stature crops
such as mustard and soybeans.32 This double-strata approach allowed the farmer to
exploit the vertical dimensions of his field. Particularly as the faster-maturing
understory crops such as potatoes, peas, radish or mustard leaf were harvested, they
could again be relay-planted into the maize, or alternatively, planted in rotation
after the maize was harvested and the residue cleared away. At other times, even
after the maize cobs were harvested, the stalks were retained as trellises for
interplanted beans. Other less shade-tolerant crops such as chilli, cabbage and
radish were assigned to separate terraces. As is often the practice, garlic was
component-planted with mustard leaf so that its pungent smell repelled aphids and
other insects from the latter. Maximum use was made of fence posts by planting
climbing kidney beans and a few bitter gourds at their base to use them as trellises.
In other places, stems of Leucosceptrum canum, purposely retained when the fallow
was cleared, were similarly used to support kidney beans. Job’s tears were scattered
throughout the field, both as line plantings along the fence and terrace walls, and
sometimes intersown with maize. Pumpkins and cucumbers were generally targeted
at areas with extra ash where slash had been repiled and burnt. The greatest
agrodiversity was around the fieldhut, where small patches of basil, chilli, carrots,
turnips and assorted other vegetables were planted for kitchen use. They were
conveniently located for the women who, at the end of the day, would grab a few
handfuls of whatever was needed for that night’s dinner before returning to the

village.

While this briefly describes the initial crop arrangement seen in this field, it
must be kept in mind that planting in Khonoma’s jhums is no longer a one-time
event. The fieldscape is dynamic and changes as mature crops are harvested and
replaced with new plantings. However, extension of the cropping season is
discouraged somewhat by a traditional village regulation that allows cattle and

mithun into the jhum areas after the Tiekede festival in the closing days of

29 Although Keitzar reports counting up to “57 different crops, both cultivated and conserved naturally grown
crops” (1998, 61, 65) in a single field in Khonoma, such extreme levels of crop diversity were never
encountered during this study. This may reflect a trend towards dwindling agrodiversity as Khonoma
becomes more market-oriented and focuses on the most remunerative cash crops. Other Naga authors also
report up to 64 different crops in Nagaland jhum fields (Kikhi, 1999; Nakro, 2001, 5), but these should
probably be interpreted as extremes, and not the norm. But cf. Husain (1988).

30 Zanthoxylum acanthopodium, Pogostemon sp., Houttuynia cordata, Oenanthe linearis, Fagopyrum
cymosum, Polygonum plebeium, Gnaphalium affine, Plantago major, Centella asiatica, Dryopteris sp.

* Thick soils are a prerequisite for root crops. But potatoes are planted in well-drained areas, taro in wet
depressions, and sweet potatoes in sites with high ash content.

32 Soybeans are usually planted in less fertile areas of the field where nodulation and yields are better.
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November and the owners bear no liability for damage to remaining crops. This
regulation worked well under the traditional cropping system when all crops were
harvested by then and large livestock could graze the residues without causing any
damage. It in fact constituted a supplementary harvest from the jhum fields, this
time of fodder, and added to their total contribution to the village economy. But as
cultivators have begun experimenting with extending their growing season, they
have been drawn into increasing conflict with livestock owners that view jhum land
as winter grazing grounds.33 Although efforts are made to fence the fields, it takes
something sturdier than a bamboo fence to stop a hungry mithun with its eye on
greenery on the other side, especially during the dry season when succulent fodder

18 scarce.

4) PLANT MANAGEMENT (plates 2-31 — 2-65)

In managing their time, the Angami give priority to their wet rice terraces above all
else. Labor inputs are not continuous but come in peaks when particular operations
must be completed quickly. The best example of this is during rice transplanting in

June.

Outside of bursts of peak labor demand in the irrigated terraces (field
preparation, transplanting, harvesting) when all else is set aside, fieldwork
generally goes on at a more relaxed pace. When villagers rise in the morning during
the growing season, it is primarily the weather that determines if they descend into
the valley to spend the day working in the irrigated terraces or trek upslope to their
jhum fields. The general rule is to work in the wet rice terraces on rainy days, and
reserve sunny days for the jhum fields. They try to avoid working in jhum fields on
dark or rainy days when it is harder to kill weeds. Thus villagers often talk of the
complementarity of dryland and wetland fields, and insist that everybody should
have both.

The jhum fields are elastic in that they can absorb and offer a return to
whatever surplus labor a household can muster. As described in the preceding
section, labor investment can be minimized by broadcasting traditional subsistence
crops that require less care, maximized through adoption of complex patterns of
intensively managed cash crops — or anywhere between these two extremes. Plant
management varies accordingly. The Job’s tears that formerly dominated first-year
swiddens were given two early intertillage operations with a spade (kejii) in May,
during which the seedlings were thinned to the desired density. This was followed
by hilling in June, and then up to another four weeding operations until harvest in

late October to early November.34 In contrast, the polycultures of cash crops found

¥ See also Chapter 7.

% As fallow periods shorten in response to increasing land use pressures, Naga farmers are increasingly
resorting to sodium chloride (salt) to keep proliferating weeds under control (Kikhi, 1999; Keitzar, 1993, 1998,
59). About 2 kg of common table salt are mixed with 15-20 litres of water, and applied at a rate of 100 kg of
salt/ha (Ao, N.T., 2004). Although the long-term implications for soil health are unknown, the practice is
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in swiddens today do not have such a well-defined and sequential management
regime. Rather, any and all operations can be going on simultaneously as crops are

staggered over time and space.

Recruiting New Alder Seedlings

While arable crops have quickly come and gone
according to the whims of market pressure, alder
trees have remained a relatively permanent
fixture across Khonoma’s landscape. Other than
fluctuating  fallow  lengths, their  basic
management has remained unchanged. Since
these are mixed aged stands, there are always
trees at various stages of decline that need
replacement. Usually they succumb to the
relentless burrowing of Batocera sp. (kelu),
Holotrichia sp. (luchil) and other larvae that
eventually hollow them out to the point that they
collapse under their own weight. Badly affected
trees can easily be identified by the piles of ‘kelu
bo’ (literally ‘worm manure’) that accumulate at
the base of their hollowed trunks.?> As they climb

the trees to work on them, farmers are aware of

Figure 2-16. Trees preserved as their increasing unsteadiness and waning coppice
seed sources are not pollarded,

but side branches instead heavily

pruned to minimize shading on or dying trees are eventually cut down and
nearby crops.

vigor. If they don’t collapse themselves, these dead

chopped into firewood.36

effective against broadleaf weeds in dryland rice. (Farmers suggest hopefully that under Nagaland’s heavy
monsoon rains, the salt will quickly wash away and not accumulate.) The use of salt as a weedicide has
less potential in Khonoma however, where vegetables would also be damaged by saline spray.

% In some small compensation, farmers praise kelu bo as one of the best fertilizers available and often
collect it for potting soil. Samples collected for chemical analyses at Chiang Mai University (n = 6) averaged
9.505 pH, 67.846 g/100g OM, 1.004 g/100g total N, 0.094 g/100 g P, 2.167 g/100 g K, 1.603 g/100 g Ca,
1.154 g/100 g Mg and 7,146 mg/kg Fe (see appendix 2-5 for analyses of individual samples). The kelu bo is
notably high in K, in which Khonoma'’s soils are generally low; this may explain in part why farmers notice a
good plant response. A local woodpecker (seidu) that formerly fed on Batocera sp. larvae and kept its
numbers in check has itself been decimated by uncontrolled hunting and is now rarely seen.

% The older alder stumps are prized as the best firewood, although tough to cut. Khonoma elders often refer
to this in a metaphor used to teach persistence to youngsters. “Even though it is so difficult to cut”, they urge,
“just keep chipping away and you will surely succeed.” It is often used in advising a would-be suitor how to
win the heart of a reluctant village belle.
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Conscious of the need to maintain alder populations on the landscape,
farmers often retain a few ‘mother trees’ in their fields for seed dispersal.3” These
are not pollarded but lateral branches are trimmed back to reduce shading (figure 2-
16).38 Although pollarded trees also bear seed during the fallow period, farmers are
adamant that it is less viable. Fruit from young alders that have not yet been
pollarded for the first time (usually <9 years) is similarly thought to be inferior.
Seeds, farmers claim, should preferably be collected from straight mature trees that

have never been pollarded — thus the need for mother trees.3?

With a source of viable seed thus assured, the next step is creating the
requisite conditions for germination. Although soil nearby alder trees is soft and
fertile, alder seedlings seldom establish there. In fact, alder seeds do not germinate
abundantly anywhere in jhum fields where there is a thick humus layer. Rather,
they require low-carbon soils such as that found on landslides, along road cuttings or
at other disturbed sites where the red subsoil is exposed. Well aware of this,
Khonoma’s ancestors reportedly used it as an easy way to encourage alder
germination in desired locations. During the first cropping year, they would turn
over the soil in areas where they wanted alder to grow, thus exposing the red subsoil.
This minimalist approach was all that was needed to create the microclimate needed

for alder to germinate.

Perhaps as part of the wider trend of land-use intensification since then,
most farmers now dig up alder wildlings and transplant them into their jhum fields
(figure 2-17). They are often planted against the lower side of terrace walls, where
they interfere less with the cropping area and later provide support for the walls.
This gap-planting is done during the first cropping year, usually in May to June
when there is abundant rainfall and few desiccating winds. 4  Wildlings are

abundantly available along roadsides or anywhere there is freshly cut earth (figure

% This is the exact opposite strategy of foresters who want to eliminate A. rubra from conifer stands on the
west coast of North America (Harrington et al., 1994, 10). The Nagas, purposely maintain alder seed trees
on the landscape and turned over soil, exposing mineral subsoils, at specific spots where they wanted to
encourage germination.

% Hutton referred to this practice in a 1926 tour diary, in the context of suggesting the Khonoma model as a
way of halting forest degradation in Zunheboto:

“For about every half dozen or so pollarded, it is desirable to leave one with a straight clipped pole
and just a tuft of leaves at the top. This tuft bears abundant seed and helps to sow the neighboring
ground with seedlings, particularly where Coix is cultivated as they grow up admirably among the
Coix stalks. This method is practiced in Khonoma and works admirably there.” (Hutton, 1926a)

*n nearby Kohima, elders talk about their ancestors broadcasting alder seed into their jhum fields on
windy days (akin to Troup’s (1921) account of Kachin practices). The seedlings would later be thinned out to
the desired density. Some suggest that ‘ri pruo’, the Angami term for alder, means ‘seeds flying’ and was
derived from this practice (Llezie, 2001).

0 See also Hutton (1926a) on propagation techniques.
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2-18). They are dug up as bare-root stock and transplanted within the same day.4
Spacing need only be sparse, perhaps about 5-7 meters between trees, for properly
managed coppices to achieve a full canopy during the fallow phase. Sample fields
monitored during the study averaged 192 alder trees/ha, or roughly 7 meters

spacing between trees.42

Figure 2-17. New alders are usually

self-sown or transplanted during the Figure 2-18. Collecting alder seedlings from

first cropping year, and thus benefit roadside to transplant into jhum fields.
from routine maintenance operations

directed at the crops.

First Thinning of Alder Coppices

As already described, the jhum fields are largely deserted during June when all
efforts are focused on the wet rice terraces in the valley. As rice transplanting
finishes, the villagers rush back to the jhums in July to pull the weeds that
proliferated in their absence. Potatoes and other early maturing crops such as

radish, coriander, beans and peas are by this time nearly ready to harvest.

Trials in nearby Sikkim found that N-fixation by alders peaks around July in
response to increased soil temperature and root nodule moisture (Sharma and
Ambasht, 1984; Sharma, 1988). It may, therefore, be well synchronized with the
crops’ uptake demands. Accelerated decomposition of remaining litter in the warm

rainy season further augments soil fertility (Sharma and Ambasht, 1987).

By this time, the alder stumps have each sprouted 150 to 300 coppices. Left
unmanaged, these sprouts would choke each other out and none would gain the

dominance required for good growth. Selective thinning is needed to retain only a

* The Khonoma valley, sheltered by surrounding mountains that trap clouds and rain, is akin to a large mist
chamber that provides ideal conditions for transplanting. People in Porba and other Chakhesang villages
interviewed during this study described much more elaborate transplanting methods.

“2 This resonates nicely with the recommendations of Hibbs and DeBell (1994, 213), who suggest 7 m as
the effective dispersal distance for the nitrogen fixed by A. rubra planted in mixed stands with conifers. The
Nagas, like North American foresters, seek to balance the conflicting factors of needing enough alders to
adequately improve soil throughout the field, but not so many as to create a shading problem that reduces
yields of the companion crops (be they trees or food crops). It’s interesting that they appear to have reached
similar conclusions about the proper alder density to achieve that balance.
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small number of healthy coppices per stump. In late July to early August, the men
return to the fields to climb the alder stumps for the second time that year. All side
branches are hacked off (figure 2-19) as they work their way to the top of the stumps
and position themselves within the thickets of new coppices. Each stump is
appraised for its size and health in deciding how many coppices should be retained.
They err on the high side during this first thinning, usually leaving 10 to 15, with
the expectation of some mortality from winds, and the Erthesina fullo (kwiinya)
insect that sucks the tender growing tips of young alder coppices. Excessive
numbers can always be trimmed back during the second thinning later in December,
and usually only four to six will dominate and form major coppices during the

subsequent fallow.

In choosing which to retain,
the men look for particularly tall
and straight coppices evenly
distributed around the top of the
stump.43 Each retained coppice is
pruned of all its side branches and
foliage, leaving only a few leaves at
the tip (figure 2-20). These coppices
are then left to grow, creating a
canopy during the approaching
fallow. The remainder are cut flush
with the trunk. Special care is taken
to make the cuts as cleanly as
possible and avoid splitting the
trunk or leaving depressions that

could collect water. Any
reestablishing epiphytes are again

cut away. Finished, they climb back

Figure 2-19. When farmers approach alder down and spread the pruned
trees to conduct the first thinning operation in . .

July, they begin by trimming away all side coppices around before moving on to
branches. the next tree (figure 2-21).

3 Wind damage is probably the biggest threat to these soft young coppices, particularly during the windy
season in March and April. Although not reported in Khonoma, elders in neighboring Kohima village took
wind direction into account when selecting which coppices to retain. Since winds usually blow from west to
east, they favored coppices on the west side of the stump with the belief that they are less easily damaged
(Llezie, 2001). This may be less critical in Khonoma where surrounding mountains provide some shelter
against winds.
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How do Alder Trees Influence Nearby Soils and Crop Performance?

Beyond its importance to firewood yields, farmers also emphasize that timely
coppice management helps prevent yield reductions in crops around the base of the
tree. Coppices left unthinned, they observe, lead to excessive vegetative growth in
nearby crops, but little fruiting. This raises the critical issue of tree-crop dynamics
in the dispersed alder system. We usually associate tree-crop interactions with
competition for scarce growth resources (sunlight, water, nutrients), but alder

stands out as unusual in that farmers talk about its synergy with crops.

Figure 2-20. The farmer then climbs to Figure 2-21. After the coppices are

the top of the stump, and with swift thinned, the cuttings are then scattered as
strokes of his dao, thins the coppices until a green manure.

only 10-15 remain, evenly distributed over

the stump.

The coppice thinnings themselves represent a significant input of biomass,
which further concentrates fertility in the soil immediately surrounding trees. The
chemical composition of the leaves and branches are presented in table 2-4, and the
flow of biomass and contained nutrients returning to the soil through coppice
thinnings are shown in table 2-5 (see appendices 2-6 and 2-7 for raw data). As
expected, there is a very close relationship between the ratio of leaf to branch weight
in the thinned coppices (1.53 leaves : 1 branches, fresh weight basis) (figure 2-22a-c),
with most nutrients contained in the leaves. It can also be seen that the taller the
stumps, the greater the coppice biomass that was returned to the soil by thinning
(figure 2-23a-c). Together, the two thinning operations contribute about 1187.35
kg/ha of mulch (dry weight) back to the soil, containing 32.91 kg of N, 2.54 kg of P,
15.46 kg of K, 17.97 kg of Ca, 3.29 kg of Mg, and 5.09 kg of Fe. This partially
explains the phenomenon outlined over the next few pages and highlighted in
figures 2-24 to 2-26, in which rice performance nearby alder trees is found to be

superior in those fields where native fertility has been reduced.
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Figure 2-22. Relationship between Leaf and Branch Biomass of Thinned Coppices
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Figure 2-23. Relationship between Stump Height and Biomass of Thinned Coppices
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Figure 2-24 to 2-26. Effect of Distance from Alder Stumps on Crop Performance
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Table 2-4. Chemical Composition of Coppice Thinnings (dry weight basis) ™*
N P K Ca Mg Fe
% % % % % mg / kg
1% Thinning (July):
leaves (60.86% of total DW) 3.354 0.254 1.586 1.056 0.301 578.73
branches (39.14% of total DW) | 1.395 0.182 1.143 0.739 0.199 723.89
total (100% of total DW) 2.587 0.226 1.412 0.932 0.261 635.54
2" Thinning (Dec.-Jan.):
leaves (55.78% of total DW) 3.921 0.253 1.650 1.718 0.323 442.23
branches (44.22% of total DW) 1.501 0.154 0.758 1.814 0.238 213.77
total (100% of total DW) 2.851 0.209 1.255 1.760 0.285 341.21
Aggregate of Both Coppice Thinnings:
leaves (56.69% of total DW) 3.637 0.254 1.618 1.387 0.312 510.48
branches (43.31% of total DW) 1.448 0.168 0.951 1.276 0.219 468.83
total (100% of total DW) 2.689 0.217 1.329 1.339 0.272 492.44

¥ 2 trees randomly sampled in each of 10 monitored jhum fields (n=20) for each thinning (see appendix 2-6).
T Plant analyses conducted at the Dept. of Soil Science and Conservation, Faculty of Agriculture, Chiang Mai University

onJan. 11, 2002. (See appendix 2-7)

* Methods used for plant analyses:
Total N:  Micro-Kjeldahl Method
P: Brays Method No. 2
K: Flame Photometry

Ca:
Mg:
Fe:

EDTA Titration
EDTA Titration
o-Phenanthroline

Table 2-5. Nutrients Returned to Soil from Coppice Thinnings

Lopped
Biomass N P K Ca Mg
(DW)

Per tree: g g g g g g mg
1% thinning 1,843.07 47.68 4.16 26.02 17.18 4.81 1,171.34
2" thinning | 4,341.06 123.76 9.07 54.48 76.40 12.37 1,481.21
aggregate 6,184.13 171.44 13.23 80.5 93.58 17.18 2,652.55

Per hectare: ' kg kg kg kg kg kg
1% thinning 353.87 9.15 0.80 5.00 3.30 0.92 224.90
2" thinning | 833.48 23.76 1.74 10.46 14.67 2.37 284.39
aggregate 1,187.35 32.91 2.54 15.46 17.97 3.29 509.29

T Calculated from table 2-4 and assuming a tree density of 192/ha.
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Transect measurements taken in rice jhums on the lower slopes of
Khonoma’s eastern jhum blocks (map 2-3) revealed that higher crop yields near
alder trees are not unequivocal, but rather the level of ambient soil fertility is
pivotal in determining the net impact of alder on adjacent crop yields. Although
unplanned, it turned out that our transects were taken in two areas that were

qualitatively quite different:

1. an area closer to the village that was a bit higher in altitude, cooler, had not
been cultivated as a jhum for a long time, had good populations of vigorous-
looking alder and black soils (shown as red stars) — conditions similar to

those in the southern jhum blocks; and

2. an area more distant from the wvillage, that was further downslope,
undoubtedly warmer, with reddish soils, only sparse alder, and had been

cultivated more regularly (green stars).

Based on these observed differences, we tentatively titled them as ‘higher’ and
‘lower’ fertility areas, but when the soil analysis later became available, the contrast
was not as significant as expected (table 2-6). Perhaps in concert with other
environmental influences, they were nevertheless sufficiently dissimilar to lead to

consistently different patterns of influence by the alder on nearby crops.

Table 2-6. Average Chemical Analyses' of ‘Higher’ and ‘Lower’ Fertility Fields where Transect
Measurements were Taken ™+

Fertility Sampling
No. pH N P,0s K,O ocC
Status Depth
transects cm kg/ha kg/ha kg/ha %
0-15 4.55 362.18 47.14 144.93 1.43
Higher 7
15-30 4.57 363.08 48.43 130.84 0.96
0-15 4.52 308.23 43.97 118.74 1.14
Lower 11
15-30 4.51 307.02 40.91 148.30 1.23

T Soil analyses conducted at the Directorate of Soil Conservation, Kohima, Nagaland in July, 2002.

* Related to figures 2-24 — 2-29.
* Methods used for soil analyses:

pH: soil to water ratio 1:2 K: Turbidimetric Method
N: Alkaline Permanganate Method OC: Walkley and Black 1934
P: Brays Method No. 1

In more fertile fields, rice encircling alder stumps exhibited lush vegetative
growth but many unfilled husks — classic symptoms of excessive nitrogen. It
remained dark green, even while the remainder of the field had already turned a
golden yellow and was ready for harvest. Our measurements confirmed slightly
lower grain and straw yields immediately at the base of alder trees, but that yields
jumped a couple of meters out, and then plateaued as we moved away from the
tree’s sphere of influence (figure 2-24). The pattern was remarkably different in

lower fertility fields, where highest yields were found immediately next to the alders
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(figure 2-25). Comparing the two graphs, it is striking that the fields with superior
fertility produced a lot of extra straw, but little additional grain.4 This is seen in
consistently higher straw : grain ratios in the more fertile fields (figure 2-26). Our
visual observations of strong vegetative growth but reduced grain formation at the
base of alders in conditions of higher fertility are also verified by an elevated straw :

grain ratio that gradually declines as we move away from the trees.

Map 2-3. Location of Transects Testing Effects of Alder on Crop Performance and Soil Properties

Analyses of soils sampled4 along these same transects showed that litterfall
and coppice thinnings were creating black organic soils with reduced bulk density
under the alder canopy (figure 2-27). As new coppices grew and provided increasing
shade from direct radiation, soils nearby the trees remained cooler (figure 2-28). In
the following discussion, both the reduced sunlight and high nitrogen content of
these organic soils are posited as important factors in reducing rice yields. Moisture
content was generally uninfluenced by closeness to alder trees, with an unexplained
exception of transects taken in the higher fertility fields that showed a drying trend
as trees were approached (figure 2-29). The increased soil humus near alders (high
O.M. % and low bulk density) should theoretically improve moisture retention, as

more rainfall percolates into the soil and less flows away as surface run-off.

4“ Although there are significant varietal differences, in general rice does not always respond to very fertile
soils with high yields. One of the thrusts of the Green Revolution was to breed rice that could channel
improved fertility into higher grain yields rather than vegetative growth. This may be the explanation behind
an intriguing entry that Hutton made in his travel diary while touring in Tuensang area in 1926:

“15M May, 1926. To Yekura. The terraced jhums through which the path goes are the acme of
scientific jhrumming. .... Sometimes three crops in succession are taken off these jhums before
letting them go fallow again, but the secret of this cultivation apparently is to put no rice on these
jhums — only millet and Job’s tears.” (Hutton, 1926b, 1-2)

5 Analyses of soil chemical properties is still continuing at the time of writing this chapter.



Planting Amongst the Alders: How the System Works

Figure 2-27 to 2-29. Effect of Distance from Alder Stumps on Soil Physical Properties
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Discussing these findings with Khonoma’s farmers triggered their
recollection of ancestral teachings that if the soil is already fertile, the added effect
of alder does not help much — but it helps a lot in less fertile soils.4 This confirmed
the exciting potential of alder as a fallow species that can ‘prop up’ degrading
swidden systems. Although farmers claim that all crops perform well in association
with alder+?, further research is needed to explore which are better able to channel
improved fertility into higher yields. Khonoma’s experience suggests that Job’s tears
and maize are physiologically better able than rice to translate higher field fertility
into full granaries. But even here, there can be problems with lodging, and farmers
speak of qualitative differences in crops growing adjacent to alder, describing them
as ‘weaker’ or ‘softer’, even if yields are good. Maize growing next to alder, for
example, has a softer husk and inferior taste compared to that from elsewhere in the
field.

The only crops that farmers generally advise against planting around alder
are cucurbits, beans and other climbers that would use the stumps as a trellis. They
felt that the vines might interfere with the sprouting coppices, but more importantly,
would certainly hinder access to the trees for proper coppice management. This, in
turn, would depress cereal yields around the trees. The importance that farmers
attach to timely thinning of the coppices probably reflects the need to minimize
shading. Rice is a particularly thermo-sensitive plant, and photosynthetic activity
during the fertilization and dough stage is very important to yields. Khonoma is
already cool and cloudy much of the time and the added shading of unthinned
coppices would be likely to reduce yields.4® Farmers intervene through pruning to
prevent the detrimental effects of competition from outweighing the beneficial
effects of N-fixation. Their management is aimed at capturing the benefits while

minimizing the problems.

If these data do not present a clear picture of significantly better yields
nearby trees, then at least they disprove any serious problems with competition.
This shows that farmers can keep these alder stumps dispersed throughout their
jhum fields without paying a price in terms of negative impact on adjacent crops.

The area of the field occupied by alder stumps — and thus unavailable for cropping —

46 Disappointing rice yields are often reported from highly fertile organic soils (Nakro , 2001, 5). In conditions
of high fertility, rice yields often improve in the second cropping year. This stands in contrast to the scenario
of plummeting yields (and proliferating weeds) that we usually associate with shifting cultivation and accept
as the reasons why farmers must shift to new fields.

" Bhatt and Todaria (1990) claim however, that A. nepalensis exhibits an allelopathic effect on soybean.
Certainly most upland farmers usually prefer red laterite soils for planting soybean — very different to the
black organic soils usually found under alder. Field trials in Meghalaya also reported reduced soybean yields
when intercropped with A. nepalensis and other multi-purpose tree species on degraded acid alfisols
(Dhyani and Singh, 1995).

8 The cereals traditionally planted in Khonoma'’s jhums — Job's tears, millets and maize — are C4 plants that
have a higher demand for light. Rice, which is grown in warmer areas, is a C3 plant.
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i1s adequately compensated for by the firewood harvested and accelerated soil

rejuvenation.

5) HARVEST (plates 2-66 — 2-73)

As harvest season approaches, shortening day length and cool evening temperatures
serve notice that winter is approaching. The wet rice terraces are harvested in
October, and then by mid-November it is time to return to the first-year jhums to

harvest Job’s tears.

Unlike paddy and millet, there is no “first reaper” assigned to perform rituals
to initiate harvesting of Job’s tears. It may be that the villagers consider that the
first-reaping rituals already performed for the wet rice crop suffice for all other crops
harvested thereafter, because dJob’s tears are generally harvested almost

immediately after the wet rice.4

Angami celebrate the Tiekede festival in late November to mark completion
of the jhum harvest. This is the end of the agricultural year, after which livestock

are allowed into the jhum area to graze crop residues.

The harvest schedule has obviously become much more complicated as
Khonoma’s jhums have increasingly been transformed into diverse market gardens.
Harvesting now begins with earlier-maturing crops in May to June, and continues
until the Job’s tears and pumpkins are harvested in November. Women seldom
return from the fields empty-handed. In contrast to the marked seasonality of the
wet rice terraces, there is a continual flow of inputs and outputs to and from the

jhum fields.

Harvest is also the time when superior seed is selected for planting the
following year. It is carefully threshed and dried and stored in containers safe from
insects and rats. Procedures for handling planting materials obviously vary,

depending on the crop.5°

Second Thinning of the Coppices

That winter, the coppices are thinned for the second time (figure 2-30). Those
retained during the first thinning are now up to two metres tall and the hardened
wood is not as easily cut as last time. The technique is essentially the same as before,
but more selective. All new regrowth is first trimmed away, and then any of the
originally retained coppices that are now judged to be inferior. About eight to twelve

branches are finally preserved, depending on the size and health of the stump. From

9 When the “first reaper of paddy” (terhiliede) performs her rituals in the wet rice terraces, this is
considered to also encompass dryland rice grown in the jhum fields — so one ritual covers both.

0 See Keitzar (1998, 85-86) or Kikhi (1997, 60-61) for brief descriptions of seed selection and handling
procedures by Naga jhum cultivators.
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these, only four to six will gain apical dominance and form the canopy in the
subsequent fallow. The pruned coppices are later piled and burnt along with crop
residues in preparation for sowing the second-year crops. This is the third and final
handling of the alders within the jhum cycle. They receive no further attention until

the next cycle begins and it is time to reopen the fallow.

Second Cropping Year
(plates 2-74 — 2-91)

By now, everyone is busy opening a
new jhum field elsewhere, and fields
entering their second cropping year
are given far less attention. They
offer no firewood harvest this time,
but little land preparation is needed
and soil fertility is still sufficient to
support another crop. Foxtail millet
1s a less demanding crop that
provides a harvest from second-year
fields with minimal labor inputs.
Part of millet’s appeal probably also

lies in its early harvest, in dJuly,

providing food to bridge farmers over

what is traditionally the lean period
Figure 2-30. A second and final thinning
operation is done that autumn after crop
harvest. The coppices are now almost a year finished but the current year’s is not
old and up to two metres high.

when the previous year’s crop is

yet mature.

By January, farmers return to the fields to clean up and burn residues from
the previous year’s crops (figure 2-31). The residues are carefully raked away from
any new alder seedlings that established during the previous cropping year to keep
them at a safe distance from the fire. In some cases, a sheath from a wild banana
stem may also be fitted around the seedling as a protective shield (figure 2-32). Any
damage inflicted by free-ranging cattle and mithun is repaired, primarily mending

fences and replacing any stones knocked from the terrace walls.

Those villagers who continue to follow the traditional religion must wait for
the elderly man elected as “first sower of millet” (siitsiekrii) to perform his rituals
before planting can begin. This is usually done on the second day after the Terhiinyi
festival in December. The procedure is similar to that followed the previous year for
first sowing rites for Job’s tears. It is announced the previous night through the
thehous. Although a death in the village should theoretically cause its postponement,
in practice, there is flexibility on this; if the family of the deceased doesn’t wail too
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loudly, then the ritual may go ahead — and the death won’t be publicly announced

until afterwards.

Figure 2-31. Farmers return to their jhum Figure 2-32. Before burning crop
fields that winter to clear away crop residues and weeds, newly-established
residues from the previous year and alders must be protected from fire,
prepare the seedbed for the following sometimes by placing a sheath from a
year's crop. This 2"-year tillage again wild banana stem around them.

trims back alder roots and nodules.

The sitsiekri recruits two young boys to assist him who, unlike him, are still
“clean [virgin] and not yet married’. The boys sleep at his home the previous night
and early the next morning, his wife prepares for them a packet of millet, perilla,
maize and garlic seeds mixed together. After praying over the seeds and asking

Ukepenuopfii’ss! intervention for a successful crop, the siitsiekrii sends the boys off

to the jhum field to ritually plant the seeds.?? They are usually accompanied by
many young friends, and on that day only, they have the right to collect firewood
from anyone’s field or even take it from others’ stacks to burn at the thehou that
evening. The siitsiekria himself won’t go outside the village gates that day, and must
neither leave the village territory nor entertain guests for the next five days. Nor
should the fire in his hearth be permitted to die over this time. But the rest of the
villagers can begin to sow millet, as well as maize and garlic, on the day following
the ritual (Whiso, Z., 2000).53

*" The Supreme Goddess in Angami traditional religious beliefs, considered to be the mother of all things.

%2 These customs are less strictly followed these days, and this is probably a sign of the decline of traditional
beliefs. The boys may not bother to go to the jhum field, but instead dig a hole and bury a handful of seeds
anywhere outside the village gates. However, they should first seek permission from the owner of the land
chosen, since one should not “steal the land to plant seeds”.

3 zaseu Whiso, from Thevomia khel, has been sutsiekri in Khonoma for the past 10-15 years. He was
chosen as the oldest male follower of customary religion in his clan, and will continue in this role for the rest
of his life.
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Millet, usually mixed with perilla, is broadcast in February before soil tillage.
The soil is then hoed, any lumps broken up and the seedbed leveled. The field

preparation is just as meticulous as it was in the first year.

The crop is well established by March, when it is hoed and thinned for the
first time. Further weeding operations take place in both April and May, and by
July to August, the foxtail millet is ready for harvest.

Again, those who follow traditional beliefs must wait for the “first reaper of
millet” (stiliede) to perform the necessary ritual before harvest can begin. The ritual
is preceded by three gennas5 that are observed on consecutive days after the
Tekrenyi festival: 1) pieketho — so that paddy will yield a heavy crop uniformly
throughout the field; 2) meketho — so that the crop will ripen at the same time; and
finally, 3) temviike — for which a pig is slaughtered and the meat distributed. On the
fourth day, the elderly woman elected to represent the village as its siiliede packs
her lunch, takes some ash from the hearth, and departs for the field in the company
of a young boy. Upon arriving, she cuts a clean banana leaf and uses it to wrap the

ash, and often adds bits of riipu (soil from a termite mound), tsochii (earthworm

castings), and leaves of kuchi (Urena lobata).’5 While uttering a prayer, this
mixture is then tied onto some millet plants. The siiliede then turns her attention to
harvesting some millet, maize and garlic, but leaves untouched those plants from
which the banana leaf packet now hangs. On her way back to the village, she pauses
midway to declare, “Come and help me. I've already started harvesting.” The entire
village can then begin harvest on the fifth day. When the Tietede genna is later
observed, then the siiliede will return to her field to complete its harvest (Whiso, K.,
2000).56

The Tsiinyi festival celebrates the millet harvest in August, and this again
marks the time after which livestock are permitted entry into second-year jhum
fields without liability for damage to remaining crops. The perilla is not harvested
until later in October to November, but is apparently not damaged by livestock. By
then, the access paths will be mostly overgrown, the alders forming a canopy, and
weedy undergrowth quickly covering any trace of the previous crop. The transition

from field to forest is seamless.

% The taboo concept in Angami traditional belief, on which a day’s work is banned and contact with the
outside world forbidden for ritual reasons.

% Since everything harvested from the fields is cooked over the fireplace, it is respected as playing almost a
paternal role in Angami households. The rest are used to symbolically represent desirable qualities in the
crop. Earthworm castings denote fertile soil, and are commonly used by shifting cultivators as an indicator
when choosing a site to open for cultivation. Moreover, the earthworm is considered to be the richest animal
because it eats the soil and thus its food is always in abundance. It is hoped that the crop to be harvested
will be equally plentiful. Both the worm castings and the termite mounds are believed to contain the purest
soil, again relating to the hoped-for purity of the harvest.

%6 Kevilhu-ii Whiso, from Thevomia khel, has been siliede in Khonoma for the past three years. She was
elected because she was the oldest woman in her khel amongst those who retain the old religious beliefs.
There are two women senior in years to her, but both are Christians.
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Like Job’s tears, millet has fallen from popularity as jhum cultivation has
become more commercialized. The field that we've been discussing as an example
(maps 2-1 and 2-2), had a second-year cropping pattern much more complicated than
the traditional millet-perilla intercrop just described, but still a great deal simpler
than it was in the first year (map 2-4). The number of crops planted had dropped
from 23 to 12, or by almost 50%. This was a field in transition, in which the farmer
had integrated new cash crops with old subsistence standbys that he still valued.57
Small pockets of potatoes, garlic, peas and chilli were scattered throughout the
millet-perilla mix that dominated the field. Elsewhere, maize had been interplanted
with faster-maturing potatoes and peas, again mixing crops in spatial and temporal

patterns that maximized land use.

Also noteworthy was work that had been done on the tree component of the
field. Alder seedlings had been gap-planted to fill holes in the alder’s distribution
and a few wild apple (Docynia indica) and neem (Melia azedarach) interplanted as
investments in fruit and timber respectively. Because alder is only moderately shade
tolerant, other large trees can only be planted sparingly in alder fallows, or the alder

will die.

Continuing with our close monitoring of the sample field, we returned at the
end of the second cropping year to measure the stumps and coppice growth of all 42
alder trees scattered across the field (appendix 2-4). Our sample size was too small
to establish significant trends, but a tendency to retain more coppices on larger
stumps was nonetheless apparent (figure 2-33).58 It could also be seen that the more
coppices that were retained per stump, then the slower they grew as they competed
for the tree’s resources (figure 2-34). Plates 2-102 — 2-111 in the photograph gallery
show an individual alder tree from the time of its initial pollarding in late 1999 and
trace its rapid coppice growth until the end of the two-year cropping phase in late
2001. This helps to illustrate the close integration between crops and trees, and that

forest regeneration is already well underway while the crops are still in the field.

This brings us to the conclusion of the cropping phase. There may be
occasional revisits to cut broom grass, or forage for wild fruits and vegetables, but
the fields are now generally surrendered to wandering cattle and mithun for the
duration of the fallow. The livestock can find the best grazing in young fallows,
where crop residues remain and succession species have not yet turned woody. As
the animals follow closely behind cultivation, young fallows provide a pasture phase

that is often overlooked in analyses of swidden productivity.

" While not a profitable crop, villagers value the aesthetic beauty of foxtail millet inflorescences waving in
the breeze, and greatly enjoy the bread and snacks made from its grain.

% The farmer had retained far more coppices per stump (average 16.2) than was usually reported. This
meant there would be more natural competition to determine which 4 to 6 of them would gain apical
dominance and form the canopy in the approaching fallow.
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Map 2-4. Example of Swidden Field with Managed Alnus nepalensis: 2"-Year Cropping Pattern (2001)
(see map 2-1 for a 3-D representation of this field)
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Figure 2-33. Relationship between Coppices Retained and Diameter at Breast Height (dbh) of

Stump dbh (cm)

70

60

50

40

30

20-

10

Alder Stumps Managed in Example Field

LEGEND
e dbh(cm)
—— linear trend
ee
'
ee L e €
' _//
e e® ¢ [
€ e
r o [ ¢
v [ 4 . L 4 .
e L e
r ¢ ¢ .
(]
y=42460+0.161x
R?=0.052, n=42, NS (0.148)
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Stump coppices retained

Figure 2-34. Relationship between Number of Coppices Retained and Average Height of

Number of coppices retained

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

Coppices at End of Cropping Phase: Measurements Taken from Alder Stumps
Managed in Example Field
LEGEND

F coppices retained
— linear trend

Average height of coppices at end of 2 yrs. cropping phase

Fallow / Firewood Phase (plates 2-92 — 2-97)

69

By the time that perilla and other lingering crops were finally harvested, the field

was already being reclaimed by the first flush of pioneer plants. But these early

light-demanders did not last long. The alder coppices, already several metres tall at

the end of the cropping phase, rapidly formed a closed canopy that inhibited light

penetration. This ushered in a new community of successional species adapted to the
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now shaded, moist environment of the alder understory (table 2-1).59 Grassy weeds

that proliferated during the previous cropping phase were quickly suppressed.

Fire is rarely a problem in alder fallows because of the scarcity of flammable
debris. Heavy litterfall soon resumes after regeneration of the canopy and the rapid
nutrient cycling — previously broken when the field was reopened for cultivation —
begins anew. Alders thus suppress weeds and regenerate soil fertility so effectively

that even short fallow periods are sufficient to perform these key biological functions.

During the two-year fallow period, the coppices may reach up to 6 m in
length and 15 cm in diameter (Gokhale et al., 1985), eventually forming a thick
canopy (figure 2-35). One observant village elder pointed to his mature alder fallow
and noted that each of the coppices was just as large as a nearby alder of the same
age as the coppices, but which had never been pollarded (Khate, 1999). He
pragmatically concluded that nothing was lost by pollarding since stem growth was
not diminished, and each pollarded tree yielded five to six poles, compared to a
single pole from an unpollarded tree. Total production was thus much greater when
alders were pollarded. Such rapid growth rates, he pointed out, were not achieved by

alder saplings planted in afforestation schemes.

Figure 2-35. Crown reclosure is rapid during the fallow phase, quickly smothering out
light-demanding weeds.

% Measuring alder’s contributions to fallow functions would require careful agronomic trials to separate the
often confounded effects not only of understory plants, but also environmental effects, slope position, and
many other variables.
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The superior growth rate of coppices demonstrates the benefits of pollarding
as a silvicultural procedure that maintains extensive root systems through
successive harvests. It is clear that the continued presence of alders in the swidden
fields accelerates nutrient cycling (Ramakrishnan, 1993). Their extensive roots draw
on nutrients from a large soil area, and return them to the surface in high volumes
of nutrient-rich litterfall (Puri, 1959; Sharma and Ambasht, 1987).

When asked to explain why Khonoma felt alder management worthwhile,
another elder dwelt on the question overnight and summoned me back the following
day — to provide a very eloquent response that is summarized in figure 2-36. It
admirably captures the essence of the system. He compared two alder trees
throughout a 60-year time frame — one pollarded at 10-year intervals and the other
left unpollarded. His conclusion was that when both trees are finally harvested at 60
years of age, their wood yield would be equal — despite the fact that the managed
tree had already been harvested five times previously (Dolie, 2001). The pollarding
system thus allows them to increase the wood productivity of their alder trees

dramatically, in addition to its fertility benefits.

Cyclical pollarding not only allows crop cultivation two out of every four
years, but it is also a strategy to increase the total net productivity of the alder
stand. Although it is not well understood, it is possible that pollarding may
stimulate other beneficial changes in alder physiology. In comparative studies of
different aged alder stands, Sharma and Ambasht (1988) have shown that, as the
trees get older, N-fixation decreases with the trees’ diminishing N demand. They
also recorded declines in other parameters, including net energy fixation, net
primary production rates, production efficiency, energy conversion efficiency, and
energy efficiency in N-fixation (1991). No work has yet been done to test whether
these declines are in any way mitigated by cyclical pollarding. Similar questions
apply to the longevity of the alder. Curiously, Lamichhaney (1995, 9) described A.
nepalensis as a relatively short-lived species in Nepal that “often dies for no
apparent reason before the tree obtains a useful height”. This clearly does not
reconcile with the Naga experience in managing individual trees over many
generations, raising questions of whether the differences are genotypic, phenotypic,

or the result of farmer manipulation.o

¢ This is not unique to alder. Pollarding causes rejuvenation — a bonsai effect — and is well known in Europe
to allow trees to survive much longer than their tall forest counterparts (McAllister, 2004).
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Although alder fallows are sometimes reopened in two years, farmers often
choose to allow the coppices to grow bigger and harvest them for poles. However,
several negative repercussions may arise from this practice. Firstly, if the coppices
are allowed to become too large, their combined weight might split the main trunk
in heavy winds. Secondly, farmers observe that soil N accretion is excessive in
longer fallows, contributing to lodging problems in cereal crops.6! Studies conducted
in the eastern Himalayas confirm that soils under A. nepalensis stands have high
levels of organic C and total N that increase with the age of the trees (Sharma et al.,
1985). Lastly, since erection of physical fences is expensive and not entirely effective,
farmers also rely on coordinating their swidden sites so that everyone is cropping in
the same area at the same time. It is then easier to keep cattle away from the
cropped area through community vigilance. But any farmer who alters his swidden
cycle will fall out of synchrony with his neighbors and expose his crops to cattle

damage.

This description of the dispersed alder system closes with a summary of
alder’s role in Khonoma’s jhum fields, shown in figure 2-37, and the attributes that

qualify it as such an effective fallow species, listed in table 2-7.

¢ potatoes and other vegetables that have become popular jhum crops in recent years are not subject to
lodging and respond more favorably to higher soil fertility. High N promotes leaf growth and is therefore
good for leaf crops, in which most N is in chloroplasts.
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Figure 2-37. Schematic Representation of Alder's Role in Jhum Cultivation System
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Table 2-7. Attributes of Alnus nepalensis as an Effective Fallow Species

e Widely distributed, from Pakistan in the west through Northwest India, Nepal, Bhutan,
Northeast India, and eastwards through Northern Myanmar, Southwestern China and into
Indochina;

e Wide ecological amplitude (soil types and rainfall zones), covering the major swidden belt
between 1,000 and 2,000 m above sea level;

e Able to grow on highly degraded, unstable soils;

e Extensive lateral root system with heavy concentrations of Frankia around nodules that fix
atmospheric N;

e Unlike most N-fixing trees, has the ability to thrive and fix N even in very acidic soils;

e N-fixation peaks around July in response to increased soil temperature and root nodule
moisture and may be synchronized with the crop’s uptake demands;

e Synergistic, non-competitive relationship with intercrops;

e Quick decomposing leaf litter;

e Favorable C/N ratios in underlying soils;

e Multi-purpose, with an attractive combination of ecological and economic benefits;

e Provides poles, firewood and numerous secondary products such as wood for constructing tea
boxes, pulp for newsprint, tannins for tanning leather, and juice of crushed leaves has medicinal
properties;

e Rapid colonizer of disturbed lands. Grows well in full light and is moderately shade-tolerant;

e Easily established either naturally or artificially through direct sowing, polybag or bare-root
stock. Prolific production of wind-borne seeds with a high germination rate, and not recalcitrant;

e Fast rate of growth, with annual increments of 2.7 m in height and 2.9 cm in diameter recorded
in Nepal. Harvestable for firewood within 5-7 years;

e Withstands frequent pollarding and coppices profusely;
e Rough burls make the stumps very easy to climb;

e Coppice regrowth is most profuse when pollarding is done before the start of the monsoon
season, dovetailing neatly with the jhum cultivation calendar;

e Develops rough fissured bark that is fire-resistant;
e No serious pest and disease problems reported in Nagaland;

e Long-lived, particularly when pollarded on a systematic basis. Some individual trees have been
managed over the past 100-200 years; and

e Its bitter leaves are relatively unpalatable, making it less vulnerable to grazing by free-ranging
livestock so protective fencing is unnecessary.

(Cairns et al., 2007)
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CONCLUSIONS

It is common for shifting cultivators to practice conservation-oriented strategies,
such as cutting trees at waist-height, retaining mother trees, avoiding soil tillage,
protecting seedlings of valued trees that emerge within the crop, limiting cultivation
to a single year, and controlling fires. These are all aimed at assisting rapid
regeneration of a forest composed of useful species. The ancestors of Khonoma
village took these concepts several steps further in developing a dispersed alder
system that provides an attractive combination of fuel and fertility benefits. In doing
so, they also effectively demonstrated how fallow management could provide a

seamless transition from shifting to permanent cultivation.

Although this account highlights Khonoma’s use of the alder tree, it is only
one aspect of a wider package of intensified jhum management. The stone walls and
the terracing created in Khonoma’s jhum fields are equally unusual in swidden
environments. The careful burning of slash under mounds of soil suggests an
awareness of the need to reduce nutrient losses, and perhaps stimulate P release.
The intensive field-cleaning and tillage are uncharacteristic of shifting cultivation,
which is more noted for dibbling or broadcasting seeds directly into untilled soils.
The shortening of the fallow period to as little as two years contradicts observations
by Ramakrishnan (1993), that as a general rule, swidden land must be fallowed for
at least ten years for a shifting cultivation system to remain sustainable. And of
course it falls far outside most definitions of shifting cultivation provided by
Ruthenberg (1980)62 and others.

All this points toward a conclusion that Khonoma’s management of its
dryland fields has intensified far beyond what can realistically be termed Ghum’ or
‘shifting cultivation’. Rather, it should more accurately be considered a permanent
land use, in which wood and food crop components yield successively. The term used

by Khonoma’s people for the system - ‘nhalie kiji ku kekrie’ translates to ‘forest

garden rotation’. However, the importance of this system lies far beyond academic
argument over semantics or definitions. Asian governments generally couch their
disapproval of shifting cultivation in terms of its inefficient use of land, that crops
are grown for only a year or two and then the land is ‘abandoned’ and thus left
unproductive for extended periods. These concerns are swept aside by evidence that
these ‘abandoned fallows’ are in fact highly managed and productive, especially if

their full suite of economic products and ecological services are taken into account.

62 Ruthenberg suggested a relatively simple formula to quantify the intensity of shifting cultivation systems:

I= Rx100
L
Where | = swidden intensity, R = number of years cultivated, L = length of the swidden cycle (number of
years of arable farming + number of fallow years). He considered that when the R value reached or
exceeded 33, then land use had intensified beyond the point that it could still be termed ‘shifting cultivation’
— but should more accurately be viewed as semi-permanent cultivation (Ruthenberg, 1980, 15-16).
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By more accurately portraying these as permanent land-use systems, misinformed

stereotypes fall away and they resonate favorably with state polices.

Although the productivity of shifting cultivation is usually thought of in
terms of food crops, this case study also highlights the importance of firewood in cool
mountain environments. It is by far the most valuable product harvested from
Khonoma’s jhums. Visitors never fail to be impressed by the fact that crop
productivity has remained stable even after fallow periods have been shortened to as
little as two years. But the other side of this equation is equally remarkable — that
such short fallows continue to produce large amounts of high quality firewood and
the swidden vegetation does not degenerate into Imperata, Miscanthus, and other
coarse grasses, as has happened elsewhere over large expanses of Asia. Both the
food crop and firewood phases of the system are sufficiently robust to retain

productivity even under short rotations.

In the opening quotation of this chapter, Jasokie Zinyi made the point that
alder has been critical in allowing Khonoma to grow into a large village, despite
having only limited land suitable for agriculture. What he left unsaid was that alder,
in turn, depends equally on Khonoma’s farmers for its preservation and continuity.
Left to the natural course of succession, the alder pioneers would eventually be
overtaken by new communities of shade-tolerant trees. But the farmer management
described in this chapter retains it at an arrested stage of succession. In this sense,
there is a symbiotic relationship between Khonoma’s farmers and their alders, with

each benefiting from the presence of the other.






CHAPTER 3
Khonoma and its People

Khonoma was widely feared across the Naga Hills as a powerful warrior village that
smaller villages had to appease through tributes. Most of its power came from a
highly defensible position on a mountain spur and early acquisition of guns,
probably from Manipur. When a strong British force attacked Khonoma on
November 22, 1879, four out of the nine European officers and 25% of their native
ranks were wounded or killed in trying to overrun the most powerful fortress they
had ever encountered in the Naga Hills (Johnstone, 1987, pp. 168-174). The hornbill
is regarded by all Nagas as the emblem of bravery, and only proven warriors that
had taken heads had the right to wear its tail feathers.
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Nagas from the Zeliangrong subgroup
have historically been neighbours of
the warlike Angami. Arguably, this
has been their misfortune. They have a
saying:

"Ma gade kideu aide ga tingkai kaidi
heriak tingdan ga eh lei cai,nah
egumziurengwame ga eh lei cai,
kideuaide ga lung yi gwa kera ge."

(“If there were no strong winds in the
spring season, nor Khonoma warriors
to disturb us on this earth, it would be
a better place to live.”)

(Translated by Ayite Nampeung,
Benreu Village. There are variations of
the saying, in which cyclones are
replaced by mosquitoes or leeches, but
Khonoma warriors are consistently
regretted.)

INTRODUCTION

As one nears Khonoma, perched defiantly on a spur and surrounded by rugged
peaks, it 1s hard not to ponder its place in history. Early visitors had not
arrived to study the village and its people, and the alders scattered across its slopes,
as I had. Rather, they would have been under heavy military escort, and would have
approached the village with extreme wariness — their eyes probing the underbrush
for signs of an ambush, muskets at the ready and ears straining for the sounds of
boulders being rolled down from above, or a war cry that would signal an attack.
This was the infamous Angami village that had defied the British by continually
leading attacks on their subjects in the Cachar Hills and Assam plains. These raids
eventually forced the British to annex the Naga Hills and put an end to the defiance
spearheaded by Khonoma. When, a century later, a newly-independent India tried
to assert its authority over the Nagas, it was again Khonoma that stood in the
forefront of resistance to Indian rule. The Naga independence movement was born
there, and Khonoma’s people played key roles in both the political and military arms
of the struggle. The separatist leader who was later to become widely known as the
“Father of Naga Nationalism”, A.Z. Phizo, was from Khonoma’s Merhiimia khel —
the very same khel (major clan) that stands out in Chapter 2 for its mastery in alder

management.

Visitors to Khonoma are usually left puzzling over what it was that made

this village so special that it excelled in warfare and its people earned fame as
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traders; what influences underlay its traditions of hyperpride and patriarchy, such
that they were considered extreme even by Angami standards; and of central
importance to this study, what was it that led to such intricate management of alder
in Khonoma’s jhum fields? Was there a common thread that held them all together?
Khonoma shares a common ancestry with other Angami villages in that most of
them trace their early migrations back to Kigwema village, so they would have
begun with the same customary practices. But after Khonoma’s founders left
Kigwema roughly 600 to 700 years ago, what took place at their new village site that

might account for Khonoma’s current reputation?

Culture co-evolves with environment to create viable food procurement
systems. We would thus expect patterns of agriculture to vary with the
opportunities of the locality and the traditions of the people (Burling, 1965, 59).
Although they earned notoriety for their warfare and headhunting, the Nagas were

essentially farmers. Embree and Thomas emphasized this in a 1950 publication:

“The Naga is first and foremost an agriculturalist. Nine-tenths of his thought
and his life are devoted to his fields, and the things that mean most to him
are the state of his crops, the weather at harvest time, and the number of rice
baskets in his granaries.” (1950, 41)

It is therefore hardly surprising that their customary laws, religious practices, songs
and stories, the timing of their festivals and marriages, and most other aspects of

Naga culture are all tightly interwoven with their agricultural practices.

Having described alder management in the previous chapter, this chapter
and the two which follow it set out to look at who the alder managers are, and
explore how historical and social influences impacted on their agricultural systems
and how resources in general were managed. They will present evidence that
scarcity of agricultural land was the main factor that pushed Khonoma to not only
intensify its cultivation practices, but also look beyond its borders for ways to
augment its scarce resources. The ethnographic focus of these three chapters will be
followed by a detailed look at the biophysical environment in chapter 6, and then
chapter 7 will examine how culture and environment have influenced Khonoma’s

livelihood strategies.

METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION AND PRESENTATION

This section of the thesis builds its arguments on three general categories of data:

Historical Data

Since the Nagas had no written script, it was not until the British began penetrating
the Naga Hills, starting with their first expedition in 1832, that substantial written
records became available. Colonial accounts of the Nagas increased in number and
detail as the British first struggled to pacify them (1832-1850) and then finally
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annexed the Naga Hills as part of Assam (1866-1947). Many British officers were
clearly fascinated by the Nagas and left a wealth of tour diaries, published accounts,
and various other reports on their observations. As the British imposed law and
order, the missionaries followed closely behind and contributed their own accounts

of those early years.

These colonial records provided the main basis for the historical overview.in
chapter 4.1 Together with remembered accounts, they also provide the basis for
much of the material presented in this chapter. However, these sources of historical
data came to an abrupt end when British administrators left Nagaland at the dawn
of India’s independence in 1947 and foreign missionaries, accused by Delhi of
encouraging the Naga rebellion, were expelled shortly after (by 1955).

Although the outbreak of war in 1956 further sealed the Naga Hills from
outside observation, there have since been many books published on the Naga
political problem, the war, and violations of human rights. Most of these are first-
hand accounts — either by Nagas themselves or Indians posted in Nagaland during
the years of conflict. This set of literature was referenced in piecing together the
discussion in Chapter 5 of Nagaland’s more recent history under Indian
administration. In Khonoma, the research relied on a combination of questionnaires,
structured interviews, and informal chats. Village elders were interviewed as key
informants since they were the best repositories of the village’s oral history, song
and stories, and could recall many historical events that they had witnessed in their

own lifetimes

Ethnographic Data

Participant observation was the main method used in gathering ethnographic data
on Khonoma. During the fieldwork, I lived with the Farmer-Coordinator of my
research project (Khrieni Meru) and his family. They kindly lent me the use of a
small side-room as an office, which allowed me to observe village life, join them in
going to the fields, and otherwise build the rapport needed to earn Khonoma’s
confidence. My long-term presence also permitted me the flexibility of meeting

villagers at times when they had time to talk at length.

Beyond the primary data collected during the fieldwork, there is already a
significant amount of published ethnographic literature available on Khonoma.
Hutton’s authoritative treatise on the Angami Nagas (1969) draws heavily on
Khonoma experience. This literature provides a rich ethnographic account of

Khonoma, and was referenced as background material for the study.

Digital maps were created during the fieldwork to help illustrate many

aspects of the study, and are used in this chapter to support the discussion..

Y The location of these records is described at the end of the Preface, above.
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Historical context

An historical understanding of Khonoma’s technological and social systems is of
vital importance to this thesis, and occupies the two following chapters. For
convenient reference, a summary of some of the key events in Khonoma’s history is
provided in table 3-1. However, to open a discussion of Khonoman society as it was
in the very recent past, it is perhaps appropriate to consider what the British

expeditions first discovered upon entering the Naga Hills.

Table 3-1. Chronology of Some Important Dates in Khonoma'’s History

ANCIENT PERIOD (pre -13th century)
Practically nothing is known.

MEDIAEVAL PERIOD (13th century - 1876) (from time of migration to current-day Nagaland to
formation of district of Naga Hills)

13" century — descendants of Nagas are thought to have migrated to present homeland, probably
through Burma and then Manipur

14M-15" century — founding of Khonoma by Angami settlers from Kigwema

1700 — according to oral history, Khonoma finishes all terracing, in both the paddy and jhum
fields

18" — 19" centuries — conflict between Merhiimia and Semomia khels, forcing the latter to
resettle at Basa Riiso

1832 — 1% British military expedition, with 700 soldiers, enters Angami territory, in search of route
from Manipur to Assam

1838 — Khonoma, along with Mezoma, implicated in raids into Cachar Hills

1841 — 5™ British expedition visits Khonoma to build friendship and encourage peaceful
intercourse with the lowlands

Nov. 1844 — 6" punitive expedition burns part of Khonoma and retrieves 4 stolen muskets

Aug. 3, 1846 — Khonoma assists Nilholy of Mezoma in attacking Bhogchand (officer-in-charge of
the British post at Samaguting), killing him, a havildar (Indian army rank equivalent to a Sergeant)
and some sepoys (soldiers)

1848 — establishment of Dzulake as a splinter village from Khonoma

Apr. 26 — Aug. 24, 1850 — Lieutenant Vincent establishes outpost with 46 men at Khonoma;
withdraws, after burning down parts of the village, after several sepoys are killed

Dec. 10, 1850 — Captain Reid and Major Foquett attack Khonoma with a force of 344 men,
forcing its evacuation to upper Chakka Fort

MODERN PERIOD (1876 - Present) (Introduction of British Administration, Peace and Order)

1876 — Khonoma and Mezoma gain notoriety for their major roles in plundering 6 villages and
killing 334 people in North Cachar over the preceding 2 years

Oct. 13, 1879 — Damant shot dead at gate of Khonoma, and 35 of his entourage killed and 19
wounded

Oct. 16-27, 1879 — Khonoma leads an Angami rebellion; siege of British stockade in Kohima by
6000 Angamis

Nov. 22, 1879 — Brigadier-General Nation leads a major military offensive against Khonoma,
forcing its warriors to retreat to fortified positions in the mountains; Nagas target the British
officers and of the 9 participating, manage to kill 3 and wound 1

Jan. 29, 1880 — war party of 55 Khonoma men raids Bhaldhan tea garden in Cachar, 80 miles
distant, killing the manager and 16 laborers and burning everything

Mar. 28, 1880 — Khonoma finally submits to British rule
1882-1883 — first schools open in Khonoma

Feb. 16, 1886 — Khonoma warriors lead a collective force of 1500 men from 15 villages to attack
Shipvomi in retaliation for the murder of 3 Khonoma traders

1897 — first Christian converts in Khonoma
1905 — Angamis end headhunting
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1905 — Khonoma men engage heavily in trading, traveling as far afield as Bombay, Calcutta and
Rangoon

1915 - fight between Semomia khel and Kotsu clan of Thevomia khel, forces both parties to
abandon the village for 7 years

1926-1950 — gambling becomes a serious problem in Khonoma
1944 — establishment of Khonoma Ruffiino as an apex organization for village descendants
Apr. 4, 1944 — arrival of Japanese soldiers in Khonoma

1946 — formation of Naga National Council (NNC), uniting the Nagas in a socio-political
organization for the first time

1946 — vehicular road pushed through from Kohima to Khonoma
Aug. 15, 1947 — India gains its independence and the British administration pulls out

1950 - Phizo elected as President of NNC and announces plans to hold plebiscite on Naga
independence

1955 — General Secretary T. Sakhrie and Publicity Secretary Jasokie Zinyu resign from the NNC
in protest against Phizo’s planned use of violence

Jan. 18, 1956 — torture and murder of T. Sakhrie, former General Secretary of NNC

July 5™ 1956 - Khonoma attacked and burnt by Indian army, forcing the villagers into exile for the
next 2 years

1956-1972 — Merhiimia khel fort occupied by Indian army

1958 — villagers begin returning from the forest and rebuilding on Khonoma'’s outskirts
July 22, 1959 — Khonoma villagers hiding at Kukhwi attacked by Indian army

Dec. 1, 1963 — Nagaland officially becomes the 16" state of Indian Union

Sept. 6, 1964 — ceasefire begins between Indian and Naga armies

1965-1966 — after 1964 ceasefire, some villagers begin to return to Dzulake; many never
returned

1945-1975 — Khonoma is often in the headlines as a progressive, revolutionary and enterprising
village

1972-1973 — arrival of electricity in Khonoma

post-1975 — Khonoma's influence in Nagaland’s affairs drops off

1982 — hospital opens in Khonoma

1990 to 1997 — Indian army maintains a camp on Khonoma’s outskirts

PLACE AND SOCIETY
The Arrival of the British (1832)

When, in 1832 and 1833, the first British military expeditions penetrated into the
unexplored Naga Hills in search of a direct route between Assam and Manipur, they
were forced to fight their way through fierce tribal resistance. This was their first
introduction to the powerful Angami Nagas, and marked the start of what was to
become a protracted struggle to pacify the Naga Hills and bring them under British
authority.

As heavily armed British patrols pressed into Angami country, they
encountered large villages, built in commanding positions and strongly fortified.
Their altitude, between 450 and 1,850 m asl, provided a bracing climate — a
comfortable zone between the unhealthy lowland heat and the bitter cold of higher

peaks. Village outskirts were often marked by large monoliths, either monumental
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or simply commemorative of lavish feasts given by rich men2. The stones were often
so heavy that several hundred men straining on ropes were needed to drag them
into place on wooden sledges. Large mithun (Bos frontalis) horns (kika), carved out
of thick wood and mounted on the front gable of dwellings, signified the Angami
identity of villages (figure 3-1). Each village was self-sufficient in its needs, with the
exception of salt, which was traded from the plains. Early British reports described
with admiration the well-developed system of terraced fields carved into the
hillsides and skillfully irrigated, drawing later parallels with the well-known
Banaue rice terraces in the Philippines. The less visually-striking alder fallows, in
contrast, earned comment from only the keenest observers (Hutton, 1929b, 23, 28-29,
47, 62; 1969, 76).3

e S e

Figure 3-1. Majestic horns extending up from the gables of Angami houses marked the prestige
of their owners. When houses were rebuilt, the horns would be carefully dismantled
and then affixed on the new dwelling. The preferred wood for carving the house
horns was zunha (Cedrela serrata) because of its durability and resistance to
termites. This valued tree was thus often planted on villages’ marginal lands to
ensure its availability (Zhaza [Kigwema village], 2001). Roofs were made of thatched
Imperata grass.

Each village was run akin to a mini-republic, electing its own headman and
assembling villagers to make collective decisions, resembling the gumlao system
described by Leach (1954) for the Kachin of upper Burma, and briefly discussed in
the Preface. Despite this democracy, unfriendly relations often developed between

clans in the same village and disputes were settled by bloody fights, as is not

2 In related ethnographic areas such as the Chin of western Burma, these lavish feasts have been strongly
linked with the accumulation of social and supernatural prestige (Stevenson 1943; Lehman 1963). In
Khonoma, they were certainly linked to accumulation of social prestige.

® That Hutton was a keener observer of Naga land use practices than his predecessors can, in part, be
explained by the length and timing of his service in the Naga Hills (1917-1935). Earlier administrators were
preoccupied with trying to impose law and order. Hutton’s tenure coincided with the ‘heyday’ of British
authority in the Naga Hills. He was able to travel extensively without much concern for his safety, and took
careful note of how the Nagas were managing their resources. (Hutton’s treatise on the Angami Nagas
(1969 [Reprint]) was actually written between 1913 and 1915, but publication was delayed until 1921
because of WWI.)
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uncommon in tribal segmentary systems elsewhere (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard
1940; Sahlins 1968). Early reports present a composite picture of the Angami as a
tall, strongly-built race with great powers of endurance and capable of carrying
heavy loads over long marches. Their character had a “Jekyll and Hyde” quality to it;
while they became known for their intelligence, independence, frankness, honesty,
and good humor [“always ready for a joke” (Hutton, 1969, 39)] - they were also
“blood-thirsty, treacherous, and revengeful to an incredible degree” (Butler, 1875a -
as cited in Elwin, 1969, 301). This needs to be understood in the historical context
that Naga villages were in an almost constant state of war prior to the arrival of
British authority and Christianity. The failure of smaller villages in the Naga Hills
to pay tributes demanded by more powerful villages was met with swift and bloody
punishment. Constant interclan and intervillage feuds meant that there were
always scores to settle and attacks could come at any time. Hostilities were centered
on reciprocal headhunting raids and considered vital to the prosperity of the village.
Revenge was considered a sacred duty and each raid called for a series of counter-
attacks. Blood feuds were thus handed down from generation to generation.

The Social Organization of the Pre-colonial and Colonial Population

If we can accept the remembered account of the opening days of Khonoma’s
settlement, described below in Chapter 4, this set the stage for the social
organization in the village, of which an important part endures today. The original
settlers became the ancestors of the three major clans (khels) that continue to
comprise Khonoma’s Angami population.4 As their descendants multiplied over
successive generations, they branched out in segmentary fashion (Fortes and Evans-
Pritchard 1940) to form new subclans and lineages, eventually creating the present
intricate network of kinship shown in figure 3-2. This was made more complex by

the arrival of later settlers who began new subclans under the original three khels.

In tandem, the land chosen by the original settlers has remained with their
descendants to the present day. According to oral history, the twin assets of food and
military security offered by the site allowed the new village to expand quickly — both
through internal fertility and immigration. As the population of each khel grew,
more land was brought under cultivation and the intricate farming systems
described by this study were developed. Strict inheritance laws were enacted to
ensure that ancestral lands would not be lost, but would continue to be passed down
through the patrilineage (see section on Inheritance in chapter 6). The importance of
land thus grew far beyond simply providing for food needs. It represented the sweat,
the toil, and the history of many generations of ancestors that had gone before. It

became a vital part of their identity; a place of belonging in the larger world.

4 Excluding modern Nepali, Bhutanese and other recent settlers on the outskirts of the village briefly
discussed in Chapter 5, who form no part of Khonoma'’s population as recognized by the Angami.
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Ancestry and land went hand-in-hand in terms of importance to the Angami
— and they were prepared to protect these at all costs. They counted their kinship
and loyalties in ever-widening circles from the family level (kikru), to their
patrilineage (pfutsano), their subclan (thepfii), khel (thino), and ultimately to the
village (riina).? As already noted, villages had historically been the largest unit of
social relations, each acting as an autonomous republic that was virtually self-
sufficient in its own needs. Because of their strong ties to kinship and land, the

Angami usually stuck close to home and were not very mobile as a people.é

Major Clans / Khels (thino)

The entire population of Khonoma is divided into the three patrilineal major clans
descended from the village’s original founders — Merhiimia, Semomia and Thevomia
(map 3-1). The Thevomia clan is descended from the senior Thevomia moiety that,
according to legend, emerged from the earth first. The Merhiimia and Semomia
clans belong to the younger Thekronomia moiety that followed behind.” These clans
are based on male agnatic descent and were formerly exogamous. Descent was
traced through the male line and marriage partners brought in from outside.8 This
meant that males were permanent members of the clans into which they were born,
but the females were impermanent, and would eventually leave the clan through
marriage. Every villager recognizes his or her thino as an extension of the family on
the father’s side. All members can generally trace their descent to one of the
founding settlers or later arrivals. The thino, now more commonly referred to as a

“khel”, is thus a guild or commonwealth of the whole clan.

® See Sahlins (1968) on ‘relative morality’.

® Even today, Angami working for the State Government are often loth to accept postings outside their own
district.

"Moities are discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. See Sanyi, 1987, 100-106, for details of the ancestry of
each of Khonoma's khels

8 A later discussion on marriage will show that the rules of exogamy have changed to increasingly smaller
kinship units as the village’s population expanded over the generations.
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Map 3-1. Distribution of Khels (thino) — Khonoma Village
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Many writers observe that it was the khel — rather than the village — that
was the most important unit of Naga society. Each khel acted almost as an
independent village within the village. Each occupied a definite portion of the
village’s territory and was often separated from its neighbors by fortified walls. Each
khel had its own heavy wooden gates that it swung shut and barricaded nightly to
guard against attack. Khels living side-by-side often had few dealings with each
other. Each of Khonoma’s khels had a clearly defined area of forest land, jhum fields
and rice terraces (map 3-2), and every morning the members of the respective khels
would descend the spur in different directions on the way to their fields. They might
work all day and return home that evening without ever crossing paths with
members of the other two khels. Each khel had its own social system, its own
defense?, its own laws and codes of accepted conduct, its own independent external
connexions, and invariably, its own disputes that were settled by bloody fights. Even
the dialects spoken by Khonoma’s three khels were somewhat different. There was
thus hardly any bond uniting the khels. Each acted as an autonomous republic in its

own right, depending on its neighboring khels mostly for women to marry.

The Angami therefore offered their loyalty to, and identified themselves most
strongly with, their own khel. It was their community, whose history and stories
they had heard countless times as they grew up. These reminded them of their
putative common ancestry, of the path that had brought them to their current
circumstances, and instilled pride in the heroic struggles of their forefathers.
Whenever collective action was needed, khel meetings would be held to formulate
plans. These included special events such as pulling a village gate, bridge, monolith,
or communal bed — all done at the khel level. Allied khels from other villages were

usually invited to attend and contributed cash or materials to the host khel.

While the khel system nurtured a sense of “us” amongst its members, it also
heightened feelings of “them” in their dealings with neighboring khels. The
extraordinary autonomy of the khels, their close geographic proximity within the
village, the extreme pride of the Angami and their love of competition, all conspired
to create an atmosphere of rivalry and distrust. These unfriendly relations often
boiled over into bloody fights and revenge killings. Naga villages were seldom united
communities. Quarreling between khels was the norm — not the exception —
particularly amongst the Angami. Hutton summed it up by stating, “I know of no
Angami village of any size which is not divided against itself by the bitter feuds
which exist between its component parts” (1969). Many of these inter-khel feuds
were kept alive and handed down from generation to generation. This squabbling

further accentuated the solidarity within khels because their members had to stick

® The forts of each of Khonoma's khels are shown in plate 3-147.
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together for the sake of security. It was vital that members always acted in the

corporate interests of the entire khel, rather than as individuals.10

The independence of the khels naturally extended to military affairs. It was
usually at the khel level that raids were both launched and targeted. When one khel
was attacked, its neighbors generally remained neutral and probably even watched
on with a vested interest, in that they probably had their own feuds with the khel
under attack and hoped it might be weakened. Naturally then, it was also at the
khel level that peace treaties and alliances were forged. Not unlike the military
alliances of modern nation states, Naga khels sought to improve their security by
entering into mutual help pacts with other khels and villages. Although such
alliances were aimed primarily at military assistance during times of war, they
would also try to help each other during famines, natural calamities or any other
time of difficulty. If a khel was badly damaged by fire, for example, its allies might
bring materials and assist in the reconstruction. In cases of a dispute with a third
party, these allied khels would often come to inquire and show support.lt Some of
these alliances had their roots in blood relations. When khel members became
dispersed across several villages, they tried to nurture these kinship links and
provide mutual support.’2 Such relations were renewed through a tradition of cross-
visits known as kekinyi. These took place during the Sekrenyi festival season in
February to March. Men from the visiting clan would don full traditional dress and
walk, sometimes considerable distances, to visit an allied khel in another village. It
was meant as an extravagant display of social wealth and military power. The
visitors would spend several days with their hosts, discussing their historical
relationship and renewing their commitment to help each other in times of war or
other need. In this way, they maintained unity within blood relations, even after

they became spread across other villages.

10 Although solidarity was needed within the khels, this of course did not preclude some infighting between
related subclans. But as Pawsey (1938:1) noted, it tended to be less lethal.

A stone monument standing in front of the Thevomia khel fort in Khonoma, for example, commemorates
that khel’s long-standing friendship with Porba village (Chakhesang) in Phek District (plate 3-148).

12 Having relatives in other villages provided Nagas with a network of “safehouses” where, while traveling,
they could rest without having to worry about their security. The Aos described such houses as “nii motong”,
translating literally to “spear — keeping vertically”, or in other words, “a house where you could stand your
spear up”. This expression is a cogent reflection of the insecurity that prevailed in the Naga Hills at that time.
Referring to those days, an Ao colleague observed, “Spear and dao were a must. You could go without food
or without any clothes. But not without dao and spear ... not if you wanted to survive!” (Yaden, 2001)
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This system of khel alliances appears to have had a stabilizing influence in a
couple of ways. Firstly, it made smaller khels less vulnerable to their larger
neighbors; although they might have appeared to be easy targets, aggressors had to
be careful who they attacked if they were known to have powerful backers. Because
fighting was usually at the khel level, it meant that rarely were two villages
completely at war with each other. At least one or more khels in each village would
be neutral in the conflict and might eventually be asked to act as mediators.
Similarly, when khels of the same village were at war, the fact that most villages
had at least three khels was often helpful in mediating a truce. At least one khel
was probably neutral in the dispute and for the wider good of the village, was
expected to intervene and act as an honest broker in bringing the warring parties to

peace talks.

Both their oral history and in later years, British records, confirm the long
adversarial relationship between Khonoma’s three khels. An excerpt from Butler’s
tour diary, written during a visit to Khonoma in 1870, shows how khel feuding
forced villagers to remain in a constant state of readiness against attack, even

whilst they were working in their fields:

“After visiting the old fort, or rather the site on which it used to stand, we
went through the Merhma [Merhtumia] fields where all the lads and lasses
were out at work, and were much pleased to observe the good humour with
which every one of them seemed to be working, tilling up the ground with
joyous song and echoing shout, notwithstanding each man having his shield
and spears close at hand ready for action in case the Semoma [Semomia]
clans might attempt to attack them.”(Butler, 1870b)

British administrators often grew weary of Khonoma’s khels complaining about each
other.13 As described in Chapter 5, when Khonoma was split in the lead up to the
Indo-Naga war, the fractures were very much along khel lines. Today, Khonoma’s
khel rivalries are muted, but still palpable. Most bad feelings are rooted in the
events of the Indo-Naga conflict. These are not openly discussed to avoid the pain of
reopening old wounds, but there has never been a sense of closure. On the surface
though, some now — rather unconvincingly — discount the importance of khels and
claim that villagers now tend to identify their allegiance more with church
membership.* The later discussion on Religion suggests that this is only cosmetic,

and that the old divisions between the khels remain deeply entrenched.

13 Although it was early days in Hutton’s career in the Naga Hills (1917-1935), he appears to have rapidly
lost patience in dealing with the perpetual bickering between Khonoma'’s khels, in which he had to act as
referee (Hutton, 1917).

1 One often sees khel rivalries continuing to play out in village politics. When in 2001, an age group from
Thevomia khel proposed to build a majestic village gate arching over the approach road from Kohima, they
needed permission from Semomia khel, which owned the land selected as the most suitable site. Semomia
initially refused, ostensibly out of concern that the gate might later be used to question their ownership of the
land. The more fundamental reason though, appeared to be the old habit of one khel trying to thwart the
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Subclans (thepfi)

Khels may sometimes have come together in village formation, as in Khonoma as
described in Chapter 4. They are the apex of a classic segmentary system, as
discussed by Sahlins (1968) and many others, that characterizes Angami society.
Progressing down to the next level, each khel is divided into multiple subclans or
lineages called thepfii. These are groups of closely-related families putatively
descended from a common ancestor, by whose name the thepfi is usually known.
The suffix “tsu” that appears on all the subclan names translates literally to
“grandchild”, but refers here more generally to “descendant”’. As shown in map 3-3,
each subclan generally occupies its own geographical area within the khel of which

it is a member.15

Since the relationship is closer, the level of solidarity within the subclan is
normally greater than in the wider khel. They are close not only in terms of ancestry,
but also the proximity of their houses and the fields that they cultivate. Against the
backdrop of warfare and headhunting that prevailed across the Naga Hills in earlier
times, it was the subclan that provided security and would protect a person in times
of trouble. And if a villager was harmed, it would be his subclan that would revenge
his blood, providing a protective deterrent. In fact, a person’s inseparability from his
subclan was such that the entire subclan was often held collectively responsible for
the actions of a single member.16 In the case of murder, for example, if the actual
perpetrator had fled and could not be punished, then blood revenge would be taken
on another subclan member. For all these reasons, the attachment to the thepfi

remains strong.

As populations increased, the subclan also emerged as the most important
unit for exchange of marriage partners. The rule of exogamy that had formerly been
applied to the khel level eventually devolved to the level of subclans.

Patrilineage (pfutsano)

The subclans are, in turn, divided into local descent groups or patrilineages called
pfutsano, meaning “offspring of the same grandfather” (Meyase, S., 2001, 25). They
address themselves as cousins. These are closely-knit groups of families that live
and work on the same ancestral land (map 3-4). If a family has no male heirs, then

its land will be inherited by one of the husband’s cousins, thus keeping it within the

efforts of the other and in this case, prevent them from earning prestige from the highly-visible gate project.
(Semomia eventually relented and the gate has since been built.

' There is more intermingling of subclans belonging to Merhiimia khel because of where families resettled
after returning from exile in the forests (Meru, V., 2003).

6 Cantlie mentions (1920a), for example, an entire khel (unnamed) in Khonoma having to flee in 1920
when one of its members murdered a Merhiimia man. They were fully aware that if the culprit had made his
escape and was out of reach, Merhiimia khel would target its revenge on his relatives. See also Sahlins
(1968).
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patrilineage. Khonoma’s population now comprises 40 such patrilineages (figure 3-2).

If current trends continue and such patrilineages eventually emerge as the new

exogamous groups, then anyone searching for a marriage partner within the village

will theoretically have another 39 patrilineages from which to find a suitable

candidate.

Family (kikru)

This brings us to the family or kikru as the final level of Khonoma’s social

organization. The data on Khonoma’s families presented in table 3-2 were gathered

as part of a household survey.

Table 3-2. Some Basic Data on Khonoma Families, Analyzed by Khel ®

| Merhiimia ‘ Semomia | Thevomia ‘EntireViIIage

Relative Ages of Married Couples:

seniority of husbands over 3.69 3.67 3.27 3.52
their wives (avg. years) ° (102 couples) | (56 couples) | (87 couples) | (285 couples)
Reproduction:
age of women at 1 25.1 26.58 25.7 25.6
childbirth (avg.) © (87 women) (60 women) (112 women) | (259 women)
number of children (avg.) ¢ 3'81. . 3'15. 3'84. . 3'67..
(128 families) (85 families) | (154 families) | (367 families)
Family Size and Type:
number of household 5.17 4.73 5.19 5.08
members (avg.) ° (157 hh) (94 hh) (171 hh) (422 hh)
nuclear families (%) 79.62 88.30 90.64 86.02
(125 families) (83 families) | (155 families) | (363 families)
iz nales @) (3221‘2§i8Iies) (1111‘;}1::?@3) (16 ?a;z?lies) (59%‘2&?;%)

a

Data derived from a household survey undertaken as part of the field research.

o

See figure 3-5 for a graphical presentation of these data.

€ see figure 3-6 for a graphical presentation of these data.

d For calculating average number of children, only women who appeared to be finished bearing children were included.

All live children at the time of the survey were counted and no effort made to factor in mortality issues.
© See figure 3-3 for a graphical presentation of these data.

f Households that included no one beyond parents and their children.

9 Households that do include member/s beyond parents and their children.




Khonoma and its People

Map 3-3. Distribution of Subclans (thepfli) — Khonoma Village
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Map 3-4. Distribution of Lineages (pfutsano) — Khonoma Village
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Angami families are generally of the nuclear type. After sons marry, they
build new houses in that part of the village occupied by their lineage (pfutsano) and
start their own families. Post-marital residence is thus patrilocal, near the
husband’s father’s male patrilineal kinsmen — and thus creating the groupings of
related households seen in map 3-4. Daughters go to their husbands’ houses after
marriage, and leave their descent group of birth. Parents usually value their
independence, and after their children marry and move out to start their own
families, normally live alone as long as they are capable of supporting themselves.
This shows up in about 20.85% of Khonoma’s houses having only one or two
occupants (figure 3-3).17 Although household size is quite widely distributed, the
largest number (37.68%) fall within the range of four to six members per house.

Figure 3-3. Overview of Household Size in Khonoma Village, Broken Down by Khel *

* Data derived from a household survey undertaken as part of field research.
See appendix 3-22 for presentation of these data in table format.

Like all the Naga subgroups, the Angami have a patriarchal ideology and
have quite a clear division of tasks between husbands and wives. As the head of the
family, the man is expected to provide for and protect his family. Although his wife
probably works longer hours in the fields, as we shall see in Chapter 8, he is
expected to shoulder the physically more demanding tasks, such as tree-clearing.
When not busy with fieldwork, men traditionally went hunting and brought back
wild meat to supplement what they were able to produce on the farm. As the British
enforced law-and-order in the Naga Hills, Khonoma’s men became more active as
traders. Slack periods were used to weave baskets, carve wooden platters and
spoons, or make other handicrafts. In addition to providing for their families’

material needs, Angami men acted as the family priests and performed the

Y This is why British administrators had used quite low estimates of the average number of people per
house when calculating Angami population sizes. They knew that the relatively high proportion of houses
with only one or two elderly residents dragged down the average. See also Sahlins (1968).
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customary rites of the family. In the event of his death, the oldest son would then

take over his deceased father’s responsibilities as head of the family.

Amongst the Naga subgroups, Angami women are renowned as particularly
hard workers. Naga colleagues like to joke that their wives are their “Ministers of
Interior”, managing all household affairs. In this, they refer to looking after the
children, cooking the meals, milling the rice, collecting firewood, fetching water,
feeding the livestock, weaving, and the multitude of other domestic chores involved
in looking after a household and family. Moreover, as chapter 8 will show,
Khonoma’s women now do most of the fieldwork. The children assist them with this
work, both lightening the load of the women and, in so doing, learning the domestic
skills that they will need in later life. Perhaps in recognition of their important
contribution to the household economy, women enjoy a fairly high social position in
Angami society. As evidence of this, analysts commonly point out that the wife’s
participation was essential to conducting feasts of merit and she shared in the social

standing thus earned.

The Angami traditionally viewed someone with many children as being
favored by the spirits. Male offspring were particularly welcomed since they
reinforced the strength of the family and its clan. But this attitude has changed
somewhat with education, and numbers are no longer needed for military security.
As already noted from Khonoma’s population pyramid in figure 3-4, many families
have begun adopting family planning and limiting children to the number that they
feel they can afford to educate. The children are taught to be industrious and
independent from an early age. The boys immerse themselves in hunting, trapping
and (formerly) warfare, while their sisters learn how to weave and do other
household chores almost as well as their mothers. They listen to their parents tell
traditional stories that teach their history, values and code of conduct. They learn to

show respect to their elders and work with peers in their age groups.

As explained in more detail in chapter 6, although the oldest son inherits the
largest share of his father’s property after marriage, it is the youngest son who is
expected to look after his parents in their old age. The parental house and plot will
pass to him on their death.18 It is thus the middle sons who are most in danger of
not receiving an inheritance if their parents do not own sufficient property. The
daughters will marry and join another lineage through the laws of exogamy. Under
Angami custom, they are not entitled to inherit ancestral property. This must
remain in the hands of their brothers and continue to be passed down through the
male line of descent. When a daughter marries into another lineage, she will then

manage her husband’s house and cultivate his land.

8 This measure of ultimogeniture reflects the inheritance of chiefly authority in the gumsa societies of
highland Burma, discussed in the Preface. It may or may not have historical significance. See Leach (1954)
for a discussion of the tensions between ultimogeniturre and hypergamy.
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Figure 3-4. Population Pyramid for Khonoma in 2002
(See appendices 3-16 — 3-17 for more detailed breakdowns
of Khonoma villagers’ ages.)

Marriage (kishii kiya)

I have already mentioned the paradox of khel relationships — although they were
frequently at war, they needed one another for the exchange of wives. This
dependence has lessened as the rules of exogamy have been applied to progressively
smaller units of kinship. Angami oral history tells of a time when the Thevomia and
Thekronema moieties were the original exogamous units that married mutually into
each other (Hutton, 1969, 113). This probably underlay the old Angami custom that
newly-established villages should include representatives of both moieties, so
marriage partners would always be available within the same village. But as the

population grew and the moieties branched into numerous thino (major clans), then

these gradually became the level at which exogamy was applied. Much of the
literature on the Angami continues to talk about khel exogamy, but this has long
ago ceased to be the case. In fact, a survey of 342 marital unions in Khonoma found
that roughly two-thirds of them had married someone from within their own khel
(table 3-3)! The rules of exogamy are generally now applied only at the subclan
(thepfii) level??, and there is anecdotal evidence that it may be in the early stages of
shifting to the sub-lineage (pfutsano) level in some Angami villages.2°

19 Paradoxically, the rigid focus on the male line of descent can prohibit marriages between couples even
very distantly related on the father’s side, but allow marriages between couples quite closely related on the
mother’s side.

For example. the Meru patrilineage (pfutsano) of Khonoma's Merhimia khel traces its migration back
through Zeliang territory before arriving in Khonoma some 11 generations ago. The Angami Merus in
Khonoma recognize that they are of the same blood as the Zeliang Merus in Peren District, even though
Indian census reports count them as belonging to different tribal groups. (Meru, V., 2001)

2 For example, it is reported that marriages between lineages of the same subclan are on the rise in
neighboring Jotsoma village. Some are not very comfortable with this trend because marrying within the
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Table 3-3. Overview of Intermarriage between Khonoma's Khels *
?
Merhiimia Semomia Thevomia Entire Village
L 82 17 29 128
Merhtimia (64.1%) (13.3%) (22.6%) (100%)
; 19 51 13 83
Semomia (22.9%) (61.4%) (15.7%) (100%)
S _ 23 23 85 131
Thevomia (17.6%) (17.6%) (64.8%) (100%)
Entire 124 91 127 342
Village (36.3%) (26.6%) (37.1%) (100%)

* Based on 342 marriages. Data derived from a household survey undertaken as part of fieldwork.

Angami men were usually monogamous; they did not take more than one

wife. Beyond limiting their search to those subclans permitted under the rules of

exogamy, there appear to have been no other specific rules for finding a preferred

marriage partner. However, data presented in figure 3-5 suggest a strong preference

for wives younger than the men. Of 285 married couples surveyed in Khonoma, the

husband was older 85.96% of the time, the wife 4.91%, and they were the same age

the remaining 9.12% (see appendix 3-23). Husbands were an average of 3.52 years

older than their wives. Women were giving birth to their first children at an average

age of 25.6 years (figure 3-6), and having an average of 3.67 children (table 3-2).

Figure 3-5. Depiction of Relative Ages of Marrying Couples in Khonoma *

* Data derived from a household survey undertaken as part of field research.

See appendix 3-23 for presentation of these data in table format.

same subclan was earlier prohibited, and considered incestuous. Sometimes such couples become the
target of neighbors’ jokes, possibly as a form of social control. In Khonoma, marriages between lineages of
the same subclan are not prohibited or penalized, but normally an Angami man prefers to marry someone

from outside his own subclan (Aier, 2001).
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Figure 3-6. Age of Khonoma's Women at the Time of their First Childbirth *

* Data derived from a household survey undertaken as part of field research. Calculated by subtracting women’s ages
from those of their first-born children. See appendix 3-24 for presentation of these data in table format.

In searching for a wife for their son, the main concern of parents was the
social status of the girl’s family, and whether its economic status was similar to
their own (Meru, V., 2001). Which khel she belonged to was not considered
important. This has changed somewhat with the village’s conversion to Christianity.
As will be seen in the later section on Religion, the division of membership between
the Baptist and Catholic Churches falls closely along khel lines. The popularity of
intrakhel marriages seen in table 3-3 is probably, in part, a reflection of villagers’
wish to marry within their own church.2? But while Angami society is becoming
more permissive in terms of restricting the degree of relatedness which determines
exogamy, there is also an opposing trend for marriage with outsiders. In the past, it
would have been very rare for an Angami to take a wife from another village, and
even rarer from another tribal group.22 But this has also changed as the Angami
have become increasingly mobile in the pursuit of education and work opportunities

— and broader in their social contacts as chapter 5 will show.

Although young Nagas who have moved to urban centers have undoubtedly
become more Westernized in their approach to courtship and marriage, arranged
marriages continue to be the norm in the villages. The Angami commonly wait until

reaching 25 to 30 years of age before marrying. Some boys develop romantic

2 Now that marriage partners can be found within one’s own khel, it is quite possible that there is a
preference for suitors from within, thus boosting the numbers of one’s own khel, rather than sending a
daughter to contribute to a rival khel. Such reproduction strategies are often related to production strategies
regarding land/population ratios. See Friedman (1975).

2 But there are many stories of Angami fighters sending their sisters to rival villages to gather intelligence
on what they were planning (Husie, 2001). Several such stories are included in the folklore of the fractious
relationship between Khonoma and Mezoma over the centuries.
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interests with particular girls and when it reaches time for their parents to ask
them who they would like to marry, their response is a foregone conclusion. If
parents disagree with their sons’ choices, they may try to persuade them to
reconsider. In other cases, the search for a suitable bride may be left entirely in the
parents’ hands. Whichever the case, after the boy’s parents have identified a
suitable candidate, they then send a negotiator — usually an elderly woman — to
approach the chosen girl’s parents with the marriage proposal. The girl’s parents
then consult her opinion. She has the freedom to decline if she does not approve. If
they decide to turn down the proposal, then they will find an excuse that allows
them to do so in a tactful way. They had a ready opening for doing so in pre-
Christian days when omens were consulted as part of the process for considering a
marriage proposal. This was done by strangling a fowl and noting the position of its
legs as it died.2? Dreams were also carefully examined for any indication of the
likely success of the proposed marriage.24 So, if the girl’s side did not wish to accept
the marriage proposal, it was a simple matter of citing inauspicious omens or
dreams as justification. If the girl’s side was receptive, then the negotiator would
continue to make several visits to finalize the date and marriage price (thema). After
a marriage had been successfully negotiated, it was customary for the suitor to rise
early in the morning and take a brand new spear (code 17.1.1 in appendix 5-7),
along with a cock and hen, and present them to his prospective parents-in-law. The
preferred season for weddings was between November and April, when the

agricultural calendar was at its quietest.

There is no bride price or dowry as such amongst the Angami2s, but the boy’s
side is expected to pay for the marriage feast. The elaborateness of the celebrations
varies according to the socioeconomic status of the two families. Traditionally, if a
boy’s family could not afford to sponsor a feast, they might choose the option of an
informal marriage that avoided any ceremony or costs. Such informal marriages
usually took place in one of three ways: an old woman would escort the bride directly
to the groom’s house (tapfii-kerei); at the end of a day’s work in the fields, the bride
would simply accompany the groom back to his house instead of returning to her
own (also known as tapfi-kerei); or when their parents did not approve of their
intended marriage, a young couple would sometimes elope (ni-kerei) (Meyase, S.,
1985, 33).

2 \While in its death throes, if the cock’s right leg crossed over the left and it defecated, then it was a good
omen (Hutton, 1969, 203).

2 Dreams of weeping, excretion or sex were considered inauspicious (Hutton, 1969, 220).

5 Amongst the Naga tribes, only the Semas have the tradition of paying bride prices. This has a number of
interesting implications. Firstly, Angami traders who dealt in necklaces came to recognize the Semas as one
of their best markets. Secondly, the revenue-earning potential of girls at the time of marriage meant that
Semas welcomed the birth of daughters — whereas the Angami preferred sons that would carry on their
father’s line of descent. It was not unusual for Sema boys to have to delay their marriage until they could
accumulate the required bride price.
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For those who could afford a formal marriage, there were two levels of
feasting from which they could choose, depending on their economic status: Firstly,
theviinyhii, or a marriage celebrated with fowls. This was the most common
marriage in the past, when Angami weddings were simple affairs and the girl’s
parents would demand only a few fowls to distribute amongst close relatives.
Expenditure was small and did not impose a large burden on the marrying couple.
Secondly, thevonyhii, or a marriage celebrated with pigs. If the girl came from a
wealthier family, then her parents might demand grander celebrations, more in
keeping with their prestige. Several pigs would have to be slaughtered to feast a
wider circle of invited relatives (ibid).26 Wealth, labour and land strategies were

therefore closely interrelated.

With livestock provided by the groom’s side, it was the bride’s parents that
arranged the feast in their own house. Larger thevonyhii feasts were attended by all
the bride’s kin, but only the first cousins on the groom’s side. This was later
reciprocated during the next Terhunyi festival, when the bride’s relatives would
send pork and zu (rice beer) to the newly-married couple, and this time it would be

shared with the groom’s clan.

Wedding practices have grown increasingly ostentatious over the past 50
years, during which most Nagas have adopted Christianity. Prior to that, it was
during feasts of merit and funerals that the Angami displayed their wealth by
slaughtering large numbers of animals. Since the missionaries put a stop to that,
weddings appear to have become the only remaining legitimate occasion — in the
eyes of the church — on which many animals can be slaughtered to demonstrate
one’s prestige.2” Angami weddings have thus evolved into very extravagant affairs.
Elaborate arrangements seem to be essential and great numbers of mithun, cattle
and pigs are killed and their heads mounted on the house wall as a statement of
prestige (plate 3-115). Providing for such weddings is usually the responsibility of
the groom, but it may also depend on which side can do it better. It has become the
norm and parents, not wishing to create the impression that their daughters have
less social worth than others, feel obliged to demand that more and more livestock
be slaughtered in exchange for their daughters’ hands in marriage. For most
Khonoma families, an agricultural surplus is therefore still essential to achieve

social status and political power in the community. 28

% Details of the wedding ceremony will not be discussed here due to length considerations, but interested
readers can refer to Hutton, 1969, 219-225; Meyase, S., 1985, 30-38.

z Soaring wedding costs mean that many young Angami that might otherwise be ready to start a family
cannot afford to get married. Some churches have tried to intervene by encouraging their congregations to
limit wedding feasts to one head each of mithun and pork, thus setting an upper cap on costs and keeping
weddings affordable. But the church has no authority to enforce this and it is widely ignored.

% However, spectacularly lavish wedding celebrations are often seen for family members of Naga politicians
and bureaucrats who have their fingers deep in the public till. Instead of being concerned that the public
might wonder how they can afford it on their modest salaries, they view a wedding as an opportunity to
display their assumed importance. Despite guest lists that may number into the hundreds, there are often so
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As already noted above, the Angami generally follow a rule of patrilocal
residence after marriage.?® Young couples often begin their married lives by staying
with the groom’s parents, but maintain a separate hearth. They construct their own

house when they are able, usually nearby on the husband’s clan’s land.

Divorce (Kimianupfi Kevaketie)

Marital unions in the pre-Christian era were not only easily formed, but even more
easily broken — and often.3® The most common reason for a man to seek separation
from his wife was probably barrenness or failure to produce a male heir, since even
in the absence of warfare, male labour was regarded as of primary importance for
economic success and supernatural blesssing. In a patrilineal society like the
Angami, continuance of the male line of descent was accorded immense importance.
The most common grounds for women to seek divorce were their husband’s laziness,
extravagance, excessive drinking, and consequently, the continued poverty of the
family — no matter how hard she might work (Meyase, S., 1985, 37). Spousal abuse
was sometimes mentioned as a factor (ibid), but does not appear to have been very

common.3!

The high rate of divorce was often attributed to the strong social pressures on
Angami women to marry quickly, even if they had not yet found a particularly
suitable partner. In pre-Christian times, Angami girls had to shave their heads until
they married. It was believed that a woman allowing her hair to grow long (thakra
nyhii) before marriage would bring bad fortune upon her brothers and clansmen in
warfare and headhunting. A shaven head was thus associated with adolescence,
and a mature woman having to continue to shave her head, while other members of
her age group were married and having children, was considered shameful. It would
be interpreted that the girl and her family were not of good character and thus could

not find a young man who would agree to marry her.

The practical result was that women had to find a way to get married to

escape the stigma of having to shave their heads. A woman might marry an outsider

many livestock slaughtered that the meat cannot be consumed and must be left to rot. Having this much
wealth is regarded as an impressive display of prestige (Yaden, 2001).

 The patriarchal bias of Angami thinking is evident in the phraseology used for marital unions. When a man
marries, he is said to “take a bride” (thenyulie). But when a woman marries, it is said that “she weds” (nhi
vo). In the unusual circumstances that the groom goes to live with his bride’s family, he becomes the subject
of jokes that “he has wedded”.

% Divorce rates amongst Angami are much lower today than in the past. Within the group of ten households
that collaborated most closely with the research in Khonoma (plate 6-114), there had been no divorces, but
one case in which a man’s wife had died at a young age he had later married her sister.

¥ The Nagas provide an interesting example of social mores discouraging mistreatment of women. They
view anyone who abuses women as not man enough to compete with other men, and therefore attempting
to exert his dominance over the “weaker” sex. Those abusing women are thus viewed with contempt and
found wanting in masculinity — a most grievous charge in the eyes of the Angami.
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or even someone from the plains, with every intention of divorcing him in a few days.
The objective was long hair — not necessarily a lasting union. If this failed, there was
another “escape clause” that would allow her to avoid a lifetime of shaving her head.
In the time of traditional beliefs, large stones and the village gates were believed to
contain spirits and were thus highly respected. If a girl testified in front of the
village elders that she had married one of these village gates or stones, then she
would be permitted to wear her hair long. This practice was eventually abandoned
as more of the village adopted Christianity, but unmarried women with shaven
heads are still prominent in photographs taken in Khonoma in the 1960s-1970s (see
photograph gallery).

Adultery was a common factor in broken marriages, and provides perhaps
the clearest example of double standards between the expected behavior of men and
women. A man’s prowess in extra-marital affairs was admired and earned him the
right to wear a fourth row of cowries on his kilt, like a badge of honor. After his
death, his love conquests would be immortalized by notches on his gravestones32, or
by placing the appropriate number of small stones around his grave site. But a
woman would be harshly condemned for the same behavior. She would be punished
by beating, possibly even to the extent of having the tip of her nose chopped off, and
then sent back to her parents. Hence, adultery on the part of a wife would almost
certainly end a marriage, but seldom so by a man. The alleged monogamy of
Khonoma’s men before Christian times needs to be viewed in the light of this

obvious discrimination.

This inequality extends to the division of property on divorce. If the breakup
is amicable, then the wife will usually receive one-third of the couple’s movable joint
property, but no share of the immovable properties — the house and land. She will
usually retain at least what she brought from her house when she entered into the
marriage. If the divorce is the result of her husband’s indiscretions, this does not
entitle her to any larger share of the assets. This means that even when the fault is
his, an Angami man can always divorce his wife without suffering any loss of
property. However, if the wife’s infidelity is the cause, then she will not receive any
property and will be sent away virtually with only the clothes on her back, and quite
possibly beaten and injured. Regardless of parenting capacity, the children usually

remain with their father since they are considered as part of his clan — not his wife’s.

%2 This Angami equivalent of “notches on the bedpost” can still be seen on some old monoliths at Khonoma.
One of the best known commemorates Danyi Zhiinyd, an historical figure from Semomia khel's Kuthotsu
subclan, who was both a gifted poet (see appendix 3-26 for an example of his work) and a lady’s man. It is
hard to measure to what extent these posthumous records of love conquests were influenced by
exaggeration.
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Remarriage (Kerilakeci)

In cases of either divorce or death of a spouse, remarriage is common. If a husband
dies, Angami customary law acknowledges his widow’s right to continue to live in
his house and use all his properties as her own — until either she remarries or her
own death. In both cases, the properties of her late husband would then return to
his patrilineage. If she remarries, then she will join her new husband in his house
and cultivate his lands. It is considered that a widow should wait a respectable
length of time, usually at least one year, before remarrying. Remarriage of a widow
or divorcee is simple and without any formality. But if a divorced or widowed man

chooses a virgin bride, then he should again sponsor a marriage feast.

Other Traditional Angami Institutions

The kinship groups, as described, provide the foundation for Khonoma’s social
organization — and everything else stems from them. Three more institutions were
essential to Angami society in the early years of British rule — the dormitories, the
sitting places, and the age groups. All were indirectly related to kinship in that their
memberships were based on geographic communities — which in turn, were
determined by who was related to whom, because relatives tended to be neighbors.
These three institutions are of major importance in understanding how Angami

society once functioned.

The Dormitory System

The system of dormitories, commonly known as “morungs”, was once the centre of
social activities in all Naga villages. Morungs generally stood out as the finest and
most ornate buildings in most villages. They varied in number, depending on the
size of the village. S. Meyase (2001, 34) notes that they were so central to village life
that the state of a village could generally be judged by the vigor of its morungs.
Aside from their paramount role in defense, morungs were also institutions for
imparting indigenous education. It was here that elders told stories of the past, and
by listening to the deeds of their ancestors, young Angami came to know the
traditions of their people and the reputation they were expected to uphold in their
own lives (Meyase, S., 1985, 45). They were immersed in the traditional beliefs, the
myths and legends, and the ways of life of their people. They practiced the songs and
dances that their ancestors had passed down through many generations. The
children learned about codes of discipline, responsibility, bravery, services and
obedience (ibid). Morungs therefore played a vital role in shaping young Angami and
preparing them for their future lives. Membership in a morung also determined
one’s circle of close friends and forged relationships that lasted throughout life.

There was no discrimination between rich and poor. In many ways then, the morung
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was one of the most important components of Nagas’ social structure and acted as
the glue that bound villages together. These communal houses were segregated by
gender, their activities and training tailored to the expected roles of men and women

in Angami society.

Male Dormitories. In Angami villages, the male morungs were actually a
combination of two closely-related institutions: the dormitory itself (kichiiki), which
was dominated by a large communal bed where the boys and young men slept at
night, and usually, just outside the dormitory, a circular stone sitting place (thehou).

An example of this combination is shown in figure 3-7.

The Stone Sitting Places Usually Associated with Male Dormitories (thehou). Each
khel was divided into multiple locality-based colonies (kila), most of which were
centered on a common water source.3 As will be seen in the later discussion
entitled Administration and Justice these colonies acted as the smallest
administrative units within Angami villages. Each colony had a thehou that acted
as a focal point for the men folk to meet around a fire, drink rice beer, and discuss
village affairs. Khonoma was composed of 19 such colonies, each with a thehou as its
nerve centre for the distribution of information (map 3-5). The men congregated here
in the mornings before setting out for their fields, in the evenings after returning,
and throughout the day during times of feasting or festivals. This was also the
venue where the elders listened to both sides of any disputes that arose, and tried to
reach just settlements. In discussing the relevant customary laws that applied to
each case, their deliberations exposed the younger generations to the traditional
customs and practices of the village. In that way, these fire-side debates around the

thehous helped to preserve their cultural heritage.

The thehous were also the dissemination nodes for important announcements
such as meetings, deaths, gennas (taboos) or approaching dangers (Meyase, S., 1985,
46). By yelling at the top of their lungs, the men would rapidly relay announcements
from one thehou to the next until the entire village was informed. According to
comments from neighboring Angami villages, Khonoma’s men had a reputation for
spending more time sitting around the thehous and talking than most. This may
help to explain Khonoma’s high level of organization and capacity to involve itself in
events far beyond its own borders. It also sheds light on why the agricultural work

may have been left largely to the women.

s Many of the colonies were named after the water source or, as shown in figure 3-7, some kind of plant or
other distinctive feature of the locality.
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The Communal Sleeping Halls for Young Males (kichiki). Most of the stone sitting
places fronted male dormitories, as exemplified in figure 3-7.3¢ Punytu (1995, 36-37)
counted 16 such male dormitories in Khonoma in 1994 when he was doing his
doctoral research. Some were separate buildings, but they were more often attached
to the house of a reputable villager. An extended room contained long communal
beds (kichiijii) where the boys and young men slept.35 These were men’s clubs, from
which women were strictly forbidden. A woman entering a male dormitory was seen
as inviting bad luck, probably in the form of unsuccessful hunting or losses in war
(Meyase, S., 1985, 48-49). Even worse, if somehow a woman climbed up on the men’s
communal bed, a genna (taboo) would be hastily announced to try to counter such an
ill-boding event. The origins of the male dormitories can probably be traced back to
the headhunting and warfare that had long prevailed across the Naga Hills. In
response to the constant danger of attack, it was routine for the youths to get
together at night to act as sentries and protect the village. Their weapons were
always kept nearby in preparation to repel invaders, and this behavior was
eventually institutionalized in the birth of the male dormitories. They became the
“war rooms” or “barracks” of Naga villages. They were vital not only to every
village’s defense, but it was also here that offensive raids were planned. The morung
members joined their clans or villages during times of war, and all captured heads
were first brought back to the morung to perform the necessary rituals (Meyase, S.,
2001, 33).

_ gl

Figure 3-8. On sunny afternoons, the rice is spread out on bamboo mats for further drying. The
village women keep careful watch, armed with long bamboo poles, to keep the chickens at bay.
With the crops now safely in storage, the atmosphere of the village becomes relatively relaxed as
its inhabitants pause to enjoy the cool clear weather and brief respite in the agricultural calendar.

* The Angami had a different word for circular stone sitting places unattached to male dormitories, calling
them baze (see appendix 5-17). They were usually built as memorials.

= Figure 3-9 shows a good example of a house that doubled as a male dormitory. Note the long communal
bed (kichlju) in the second room. As would be expected, this particular house also has a circular stone
sitting place (thehou) at its front (the one shown in figure 3-8).
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Boys were inducted into morung culture when they became old enough to
participate in manual work, usually at about 10 years of age. Henceforth, they
would help their parents during the day and then retire to their morungs at night.
This pattern would be continued until they married and started their own
households. This meant that only the youngest sons (i.e., up to 10 years) slept with
their parents at home. As they joined morungs, young boys came under the
instruction of more senior members. Seniority defined the hierarchy within the
morungs, with the oldest boys in control. As the most recent arrivals, the youngsters
were expected to make sure that the dormitory remained well supplied with
firewood and to run errands for the older members. This process both instilled
discipline and provided training, not unlike a modern army. Morungs were run
under strict rules known as thehou-moshu (Meyase, S., 1985, 47). They emphasized
the importance of always paying proper respect to elders. When disagreements
erupted amongst younger members, the older group would intervene to settle them.
As the morung members gathered to talk, the choicest middle seats near the fire
were reserved for the elders, while the younger boys remained respectfully on the
fringes (Meyase, S., 1985, 47-48). The proper etiquette of discussion paralleled those
of the seating arrangements. The younger members were expected to sit and listen

patiently, without interrupting, as their elders spoke (ibid).
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Map 3-5. Distribution of Colonies, Each of which Features a Stone Sitting Place (thehou) for
Villagers to Meet and Discuss — Khonoma Village
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In view of their original defensive purpose, it is likely that the training
component of the male dormitories began with the skills of warfare. The more
accomplished warriors would have instructed youngsters on the use of spears, daos,
and shields in battle. Villages’ very survival depended on their ability to defend
themselves.3 But through time, the morungs broadened to become traditional
schools where all aspects of indigenous education were passed down from one
generation to the next (Meyase, S., 2001, 33). This training was considered essential
for moulding young boys into becoming responsible members of the community. Any
boy that did not join in morung activities would, in the words of one Khonoma
villager, “be considered in danger of missing out on manly skills, and becoming more
like a woman” (Zinyt, 2001). Sitting around the fire, the boys listened to the elders
tell stories of their clan history, their traditions, legends, and heroic deeds of their
forefathers.3” The elders’ lectures included lessons on village politics, economics,
religious beliefs and ceremonies, proper etiquette and discipline, love and courtship,
expected bravery and conduct in warfare, and everything else that the boys would
need to know for their adult lives. They learned the arts — wood carving, basket
weaving, and making other handicrafts. They practiced playing their indigenous
musical instruments,38 singing their folksongs, and the steps of their dances. In
addition to their military function then, the morungs functioned as schools that

helped to preserve and perpetuate Angami culture (Punyt, 1995).

If a member got himself into strife, he could seek sanctuary in his morung
and as long as he remained under its roof, his security would be guaranteed until
the clan elders had settled the case (Meyase, S., 1985, 49). Fighting in the morungs
was strictly prohibited.

The morung system spurred its members on to higher performance by giving
them a proud reputation to live up to, and then nurturing keen competition both
within and between morungs. Every Angami boy strove to live up to the ideals
described by his elders, and was not prepared to entertain the idea that he might be
a lesser man than his peers — particularly if the village maidens were watching!s®
Each morung tried to be the first to light its fire in the mornings, to demonstrate to

the village that it was earlier-rising and more industrious than its neighbors

% If a Naga village was known to be crippled in an attack, its perceived vulnerability would invite follow up
attacks by other enemies that had old scores to settle. Like sharks smelling blood in the water, they would
circle for the kill, taking as many heads and as much plunder as they could. In this way, letting one’s
defenses down could have implications far beyond the losses suffered in an initial attack. It could trigger a
series of further raids that would force survivors to gather whatever belongings they could and flee. Godwin-
Austen (1873) mentioned the Nagas’ penchant for targeting distressed villages in his 1873 tour diary.

%" This was likely to have been a very selective version of history that glorified Khonoma and its people.
% For musical instruments see codes 18.1 through 18.3 in appendix 5-7.

%91 am reminded of the words of a Chakhesang colleague who, when asked why the cooperative movement
was not more prevalent in Nagaland, curtly replied “because the Nagas are not cooperative people” (Nakro,
2000). In contrast though, the Nagas’' immense pride — particularly the Angami moshu — pushes them to be
keen competitors and excel in their activities.
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(Meyase, S., 1985, 48). During times of social work, the morungs attempted to
outshine one another (ibid). It was customary, for example, that when a house was
lost to fire, then the rest of the village would pitch in to gather the needed materials
and help rebuild. In such cases, where several morungs joined forces on a single
project, each competed to shoulder the heaviest tasks and give the most help. During

festivals, various sporting competitions were held on the grounds in front of the
morungs.
The morungs continued to be the centre of Angami boys’ social life until

marriage — at which time they became occupied with building a house and starting a
family. After marriage, Angami men would visit their alma mater morungs only
occasionally. Within 10 to 12 years, their own sons would be joining the same

morungs to begin their training.

Female Dormitories. There were also morungs for Angami girls, but with some
notable differences. Firstly, not every Angami village had them, in which case the
girls remained at home with their parents and only their brothers slept in morungs.
Where they did exist, the girls’ kichiiki was not associated with a stone sitting place
(thehou). Sitting and discussing village affairs was the business of men, not women.
The girls’ dormitories were more modest affairs that usually took the form of large
rooms attached to the houses of prominent villagers (Meyase, S., 1985, 49). These
were organized by the girls’ subclans and supervised by elders. Girls usually joined
morungs around the age of menarche (ibid). After spending the day working with
their parents, they ate their evening meals and, with other members of their age

group, retired to the morung for the night.

The girls’ morungs also tried to equip their members with the skills they
would need in later life. Most girls learned from a very young age how to cook, brew
rice beer, weave and perform other domestic work by helping their mothers at home.
The morungs rounded out their education by tutoring them in social etiquette,
discipline, and other virtues that were expected of Angami women. They learned the
folklore of their people, their religious roles and taboos, how to sing and dance, and

other aspects of Angami social life (Punyt, 1995, 41).

As the girls arrived at the morungs in the evenings, they brought along
firewood that they had either taken from home or collected from the forest. They
spent the evenings working near the fire, sometimes spinning cotton, weaving cloth,
or perhaps just discussing their activities over the day. It was decidedly more serene
and domesticated than the testosterone-charged atmosphere of the boys’ morungs.
As all were unmarried, the girls’ thoughts often turned to romance. Some fashioned
gifts for their male admirers. As part of the courtship ritual, Angami men wove
baskets or bamboo fish traps to present to the women of their affections. And as a

symbol of their returned love, the girls twisted cotton into rope necklaces (lophie)4°

0 For the rope necklances (lophie), see codes 16.5.6 and 16.5.7 in appendix 5-7; also plate 3-107.
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to present to their suitors. The girls’ morungs were places of courtship. Groups of
boys often visited to spend the evenings telling stories, joking, and singing folksongs
(Punyi, 1995, 41).4 Sometimes they made plans for the following day, to go fishing,
collecting wild vegetables, or other activities. Rather than speaking directly,
courtship songs were sung between couples to communicate their feelings. The girls’
morungs were thus an important venue for socializing between the sexes, and

relationships often took root there that led to marriage.

Women also gave up membership of their morungs after marriage, as they

turned to their new responsibilities as wives, and soon, as mothers.

Age Groups (thesi)

Another institution that was vital to the functioning of Angami society was that of
the age groups, known as “thesii”. This system operated within each khel, dividing
1ts members into groups of contemporaries, with age spreads of roughly three to five
years. Unlike the dormitories, the age groups were not segregated between males
and females and membership was for life. This provided the Angami with yet
another system in which they could socialize, learn their traditions, work together,
and support one another in times of trouble. Khonoma has 12 such age groups in
each of its three khels (table 3-4).

Table 3-4. Age Groups (thesil) in Khonoma ?

Merhiimia khel Semomia khel Thevomia khel Age Bracket

1) | Kohesie Cayievi Zeruiizo 13-15 yrs.

2) | Sievi Vielu Lhouzoto 15-18 yrs.

3) | Dierhelie Gosakho Yatsievi 19-24 yrs.

4) | Dolhunei Dzivi-u Golato around 30 yrs.
5) | Kievi Dorhi Visie-u 35 yrs. above
6) | Anei-u Ulalhu Rho-u 40 yrs.

7) | Lasie-u Krulhubei Tsielhu 45 yrs. above
8) | Neisalie Sisier Goneiu 50 yrs. above
9) | Miakonyi Vilhiikho Pfiirtiko 55 yrs. above
10) | Kolie-u Lhoudilie Cagwelie 60 yrs. above
11) | Ngabi Khrietsilie Zhasi-u 75 yrs. above
12) | Nido-u Neilhunyi Lhuvir 80 yrs. above

? The age groups are named after their ‘parents’ (kikrakri).

As each clan’s children grew old enough to participate in field work, usually
sixX to seven years, they were formed into small groups of similar ages. These were
precursors of the thesii to which they would later graduate. During this early
formative stage, parents encouraged their youngsters to get into the habit of doing
some kinds of work together. Wealthier men in the village invited them to work in

“ Appendix 3-25 provides two examples of Angami folksongs that typically intertwine themes of love and
warfare.
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their fields, and then repaid them by arranging a feast in their home during the

Thekranyi festival, which marked the beginning of rice transplanting.

As the children reached 12 to 13 years of age, these smaller clan-based
groups were amalgamated into village-based groups of similar ages that were known
as thesi (Meyase, S., 1985, 39). This transition marked a significant milestone in
the maturation of young Angami. Prior to joining age groups, youngsters were
looked upon as children, and their transgressions were forgiven accordingly. But
joining an age group inferred a significant step towards adulthood and increased
accountability for their actions. Thereafter, any youngster who violated customary
law would be held accountable (ibid, 40). As each new age group took shape, a
respected man in the community would be recruited to act as its “host father” (thesu

kru-u or kikra kru-u). He oversaw the group’s activities and opened his home for

them to use as a meeting place. Each age group was thus known by the name of the
man that shepherded it. Participation in age groups provided young Angami with
the opportunity to develop strong relationships amongst their peers, and deepened
their attachments to the village. During Thekranyi and other festivals, the various
age groups got together and spent the evenings singing folksongs, eating, drinking,
and merry-making. They also took turns working in the fields of each member’s
parents, in a system of communal labor known as peli. Young people used these
outings to showcase their skills and try to impress the opposite sex (ibid, 40-41). As
they walked to the fields, the girls dutifully carried the boys’ tools in their baskets.
But once the field work began, the boys then competed with each other to shoulder
the heaviest work, and left the easier tasks for the girls. They often sang as they
worked, transforming dull fieldwork into a fun social activity. Many romances took

root within age groups as they worked and socialized together.

The spirit of competition was very strong amongst the age groups, each
striving to outdo others in taking on specific projects that rendered public service to
the village. This work usually involved improved sanitation or beautification of the
village, or — more popular in recent years — the construction of rest houses. This
latter trend produced a scattering of elaborate rest houses in scenic locations across
Khonoma’s landscape, such as overlooking Dzilikou valley, along the road to Dzulake,
and perched on top of Ketie-u Tsti Kerti peak. Most were made of chiseled sandstone
blocks that were hauled up the mountain sides at extraordinary labor costs. They
now stand as lonesome monuments to the greatness of the age groups that built
them, but see little actual use from one year to the next. At other times the age
groups competed with each other in providing free labor for improving the roads or

other projects for the village’s benefit.

In the volatile Naga Hills, where danger could lurk behind any corner, the
age groups were important for providing yet another security net for the Angami. If
one member of the group encountered problems, then his peers would rush to his or
her assistance (Meyase, S., 2001, 34). They would lend a hand in ceremonies when

members were married, or in times of sickness would help to cultivate their fields.
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In that sense, solidarity within age groups represented another level of alliances,
similar to those forged between khels and villages. Although membership continued
throughout life, women became comparatively less active in their age groups after
marriage. Prior to the arrival of Christianity, it was customary for a bride, on her
wedding day, to present a cock to her age group as her price (thesa) (Meyase, S.,
1985, 43). But her membership continued and her new husband was expected to
show special respect to his wife’s age group. Both sexes thus remained attached to
their age groups until death. The final salute of an age group to a deceased member

was the act of placing a new shawl over the body.
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THE ORIGIN STORY AND EARLY CENTURIES

P rior to British subjugation of the Naga Hills, the Angami were a major Naga
subgroup that had gained notoriety for warfare and headhunting (figure 4-1).

They are of Mongoloid stock and
speak a language classified as
belonging to the Tibeto-Burman
sub-family of the Tibeto-Chinese
family. Their oral history contends
that they originally migrated from
the southeast (Naga Institute of
Culture, 1970; Shimmi, 1988). It is
uncertain  when  these early
migrations took place, but the
official chronicles of the Ahom
Kings (Buranjis) recorded fierce
resistance from the Nagas when
Sukapa brought his army over the
Patkoi Range in the 13th century

Figure 4-1. A Khonoma warrior in traditional dress.
(Basu, 1970, 18; Ramunny, 1993, 5).

Origin of Khonoma
Historical Migrations

The Angami share a story with the Rengmas, Lothas and Semas that their
forefathers migrated together from Burma into northern Manipur and settled in a
Mao Naga village called Mekruma (Shimray, 1985, 26). There, the story continues,
population growth eventually forced them to move again in search of new fertile
lands to cultivate (Punyi, 1995, 10; Meyase, S., 2001, 14). They moved northeast to
Khezakenoma (plate 3-131), where they are believed to have stayed for a long time.
There are other Naga people now living over the border in modern Burma, whose

material culture and migration history are recorded by Saul (2005).
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One legend hints at resource scarcity forcing dispersal from Khezakenoma,
now a Chakhesang village in southern Phek District, just north of the Manipur
border (map 4-1) (Punyi, 1995). The story of migration out of Khezakenoma is
widely known amongst the Angami, Chakhesang, Rengmas, Lothas and Semas, and
appears to confirm their close ancestral ties. Many Sema leaders still consider the
Angami and Chakhesang as their elder brothers. One would not have intuitively
guessed the Angami to be so closely related to the Semas. They are more remarkable
for their differences than their similarities. Amongst these, the Semas have a
system of hereditary chieftains — whereas the Angami practice an extreme form of
democracy; implying in Leach’s (1954) classic analysis that whereas Angami adhere
to the gumlao form of social organization, the Sema follow gumsa practice. (See
above, in the Preface). Moreover, the Semas are semi-nomadic, establishing only
small villages before breaking away to create new ones — whereas Angami villages
persist for many centuries and grow to a large size. Hence, while other Naga sub-
groups tend to be consolidated in contiguous areas, the Semas are more widely
dispersed across Nagaland, often intruding into the territory of other tribal groups
and creating land conflicts. This out-migration has dramatically reduced land use
pressures in Zunheboto District — while the Angami, with their large villages, are

forced to manage their limited agricultural land much more intensively.

Furthermore, land is owned by Sema chiefs, and villagers pay a tax for the
right to cultivate it — whereas Angami villagers usually own the land that they
cultivate. The Angami are famous for their skills in wet rice terracing but the Semas

have almost none.!

The Angami also continue to recognize their close relationship with the Mao
Nagas in northern Manipur. They still practice some of the old customs of the Mao
Nagas, and wait for the Maos to give word before appointing the day for celebrating
important festivals (Punyt, 1995 10-11; Meyase, S., 2001, 13).2 The Angami also
believe they are closely related to the Karen of Burma. This relationship is traced
back to the time when they were still migrating through Burma. They were of the
same tribal group at that time, according to oral history, but a split developed
between their ancestors. One section of the group — known to them as “Kerenomia” —
turned eastward and the ancestors of the Angami turned west towards Manipur
(Ghosh, 1982, 52).

! After their separation as a distinct tribe, all Semas are thought to have originallty migrated from Swemi
village in Phek District. They were originally known as Siimi (or Swemi in Kecha dialect). It was only after
British arrival that the name was anglicized to Sema. Some recent discourse in Nagaland has criticized the
term ‘Sema’ as an inaccurate Anglicization and argued that ‘Semi’ is more correct (Aier, 2001). The
subgroup will continue to be referred to as Sema throughout this thesis, however, since it is still the term
with the widest currency and maintains continuity with the terminology appearing in the historical quotes
from British administrators.

2 See Hutton, 1969, 16-20 for a more detailed discussion of tribal groups related to the Angami.
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Creation of an Angami Homeland

After leaving Khezakenoma, the Angami continued northward and spread over what
1s today Dimapur District and northern Kohima District? (Imnauongdang, 1990, 33)
(map 4-2). Assuming their livelihood and technology to have been the same in that
earlier period, they were quite likely searching for spacious valleys and plentiful
streams that would, later, be conducive to wet rice terracing (Sanyi, 1987, 46;
Punyt, 1995, 45). They preferred the healthier upper mountains that were above
the malarial zone, but still warm enough to grow rice. It was not until the arrival of
the British, hundreds of years later, that this Naga subgroup became known as the
“Angami”’. The name is thought to have been derived from the Zeliang word
“gnamei”, meaning “thieves” or “robbers”. This name stuck, it is said, when the
British were first exploring the Naga Hills and asked the Zeliang who lived in the
neighboring territory. As intimated in the opening quotation of this chapter, the
Zeliang had long suffered raids from Khonoma, and so replied with disgust that the
“gnamei” or thieves lived over there (Punyt, 1995, 19; Meyase, S., 2001, 19)4. This
was eventually anglicized to “Angami”, although it had no meaning to the Angami
themselves. Rather, they referred to themselves as “Tenyimia” — together with other
closely-related Naga subgroups, the Chakhesang, Rengma and Zeliang in current-
day Nagaland, and the Mao and Maram in current-day Manipur. Saul (2005: 17)
remarks that the tribal divisions of the Naga people were largely a British
administrative fiction and that village organization seems to have been primary.
The homeland that the Angami eventually settled was largely surrounded by these
other Tenyimia tribal groups — the Chakhesang to the east (Phek District), the Mao
in the south (now northern Manipur), by the Zeliang in the west, and by the Rengma
and Sema (now Zunheboto District) in the north.5

1t is generally believed that Negroid aboriginals inhabited the Patkoi Range before the Nagas arrived.
Hutton referred to them in this 1928 diary entry:

“Not far from Gunjong is the site of the ’jungle men‘ whom the Kacharis destroyed by driving them
into a cave and piling a fire against the mouth of it. They are described as little men who used bows
and arrows and lived entirely in the forest. The Kachari name for them is Hagrasa which appears to
be a synonym of the Angami Horotsu, the name of a clan in Kohima descended from one of
these ’jungle men’ who was caught near that village.” (1928, 8-9)

As Hutton traveled around the Naga Hills, he often commented in his diaries about some villages having
particularly strong Negroid features and postulated that they exhibited a lot of blood of their aboriginal
predecessors. See also Choudhury, 1987, 79-81.

4 According to one Zeliang story, the Angami returned the favor by providing the British with a name for
them. According to this story, a British officer indicated the territory of the Zeliang and asked an Angami
interpreter the name of the tribe that lived there. Since the Zeliang area was heavily forested and its people
were considered to be forest inhabitants, the Angami replied that they were all ketsa — meaning “forest”. .
The British officer heard it as “kacha” and thus this group came to be known as the “Kacha Nagas” (Sanyi,
1987, 39).

° Nagaland has an ongoing boundary dispute with Assam, based on the question of how far Angami territory
extended into the plains around Dimapur. The Angami claim that large tracts of reserved forest that now fall
within Sibsagar and Jorhat Districts in Assam were originally part of their tribal territory and unfairly
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Moieties

Angami moieties were briefly introduced in Chapter 3, but they are mainly
significant in the historical context. This discussion draws chiefly on Hutton’s
writings (1969, 109-117). According to legend, the Angami descended from two men,
sometimes described as brothers or cousins, who emerged out of the earth. These
men became the forefathers of two divisions in the Angami tribal group, called kelhu.
The older man (thevo), is the ancestor of the division known as Thevomia
(Kepepoma or Kepezoma), and from the younger (thekrono), sprang the other

division, known as Thekronema (Kepepvuma or Kepepfiima). This created a division

of Angami social structure into Thevomia (elder) and Thekronomia (younger)
moieties. To which moiety somebody belongs can easily be detected by how he or she
addresses his or her parents. Those belonging to Thevomia call their fathers “apo”
and their mothers “azo”, while Thekronema members call their fathers “apvu” and
their mothers “apfii”. Since Thevo emerged from the earth first, and was therefore
older, his descendants are entitled to precedence in eating at community feasts,

before those of the younger Thekrono. The Thevomia and Thekronomia moieties

were originally exogamous, marrying mutually into one another. But as the Angami
grew in number, the kinship unit to which the rules of exogamy were applied

gradually shifted from the kelhu to the thino, and then more recently to the thepfi.¢

Founding of a New Angami Village Called Khwinoria in 1300-1400 A.D.

Some care is needed in relating the story of Khonoma’s settlement because there are
conflicting versions as to the identities of the original settlers and it is an issue to
which villagers continue to attach extreme importance. Although the stories of
Khonoma’s settlement have now been passed down through the generations for 600
to 700 years, villagers continue to heatedly debate the details as if they happened
only yesterday. The disagreement over the original settlers can be found chiseled in
two stones in the village. One, erected in Merhiimia khel (plate 3-145) credits only
Khwiikha, Khate (both Merhiimia) and Ratsa (Semomia) as the original founders,
while a second stone at Thevomia khel (plate 4-146) acknowledges not only these
three, but adds Keviso, Kelhiekha (both Thevomia) and Viikkha (Semomia) to the list.

transferred to Assam by the British rulers (Government of Assam, 1985; Angami Public Organization,
undated).

® See Das, 1993 for more details of Naga social organization.
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The families of the founding settlers are honored on particular days. In most Naga
villages, the descendants of the original settlers will usually occupy residential sites
in the nucleus of the village. They usually also own more and better land. These can
provide practical pointers on whether a particular family was amongst the original
settlers or a later arrival (Aier, 2001).7 It is tempting to simply avoid this
controversy by telling the story without going into the disputed details of the
original settlers. But that would compromise an understanding of the village’s
formation and how this influenced the kinship groups that we see today. The
following narration draws upon many interviews and written accounts, and

differences are footnoted where they occur.

The story begins at Kigwema, an old Angami village just northwest of
Khezakenoma (map 4-1). Kigwema, along with nearby Viswema village, are thought
to have been settled about 1100 years ago, as the first new villages established by
the Angami as they began their push northward from Khezakenoma (Punyi, 1995,
13-16). Most Angami villages today trace their ancestors’ migrations back to one of

these two villages.®

Discovery of an Ideal Site for Settlement

One day, some 600 to 700 years ago, three Kigwema men by the names of Khwiikha,
Khate and Ratsa, were out hunting with a dog.? Khwiikha and Khate were brothers
belonging to the Merhtiimia clan, and Ratsa to the Semomia clan. When the dog
disappeared, their search eventually found it feeding on a stag at a place that was
breathtakingly beautiful and fertile. A spur descending down from the mountains
offered a highly defensible site for a village (plate 4-1). Precipitous cliffs rising up
behind added to its natural defenses. The spur jutted out into a riverine valley that
provided large scope for cultivation, and rivers dissecting the valley on both sides of
the spur provided ample opportunities for irrigation. As the hunters explored the
site, they grew excited about its potential for both food and military security. They
were so impressed that they began to discuss plans to return to the site and

establish a new village.10

" As von Firer-Haimendorf (1936) noted, the houses on the village edges were comparatively more
exposed to attack than those in the village centre. Later arrivals thus provided a security buffer for the
original settlers. This provided an added reason, after a new village was settled, for the original founders to
encourage others to join them there.

® Although Naga names generally have meanings, it is noteworthy that most Khonoma surnames have no
meaning in the Tenyidie language. They are common, however, with Khezakenoma and other Khezha-
speaking villages along the Khuzha Thede (or Khozha Range), providing more evidence that the oral history
is correct, and Khonoma'’s ancestors did descend from there (Hiese, 2001).

® The oral histories of many Naga villages begin with the sites being found during hunting expeditions. This
is entirely believable considering the likely importance of hunting at that time, and that hunters in pursuit of
game would traverse considerable distances.

" There is a general belief in Khonoma that before the arrival of their ancestors, the village site had already
been occupied by an ‘ancient people’, but that they had left for some unknown reason. The discovery of
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Moving to and Settling the New Site

As the settlers (phesemia) made plans for moving to the new site, they agreed that
they would all carry the same articles, be clothed in the same manner, and members
of the group would be forbidden to go against the norm (Terhuja et al., 1997). They
reasoned that all people could live in equality in this new village if the settlers
abided by this conformity. Before proceeding on the journey, they arranged their
hair-knots neatly and rechecked that their clothes were worn properly and their
weapons carried in the proper manner (ibid). On the first day, the three men
stopped at Sechiirie village and rested at Merhiese’s house, before continuing their
journey. They camped in the forest that night and as they settled down to sleep,
agreed that whoever had the best dream would be the first to bless their new

settlement.

On comparing notes the next morning, they concluded that Ratsa had had
the most auspicious dream. But as they were preparing to continue on their journey,
they discovered that Ratsa’s pack of salt was missing.1' A search found the missing
salt amongst Khwiikha’s belongings. Moreover, despite their agreement that all
would carry the same articles, they noticed that Khwikha also had an extra
goatskin attached to his shield.12  Feeling embarrassed at these discoveries,
Khwikha mumbled that during their stopover at Sechiirie the previous day,
Merhiese must have mistakenly repacked Ratsa’s salt amongst his belongings and

stuck the extra goatskin on his shield.13 They pressed on with their journey.

When they reached the village site, Ratsa asked his companions to stay back
and walked on alone. Setting down his basket, he lifted up a large rock and found a
crab with many young underneath. He saw this as a good omen and thought to
himself, “In this place, the population will settle and multiply and it will become a
great village.” (Terhuja et al., 1997) Then he declared loudly:

“Land of human habitation, land of joy and goodness,

land that knows no plague or disease.

pottery shards of a design unfamiliar to the Angami was cited as evidence of this. Sanyl (1987, 87) quotes
one Khonoma elder as suggesting that the village had actually received its name from settlers who had
preceded the current inhabitants, but that they had moved on after finding that the climate was too cold for
growing rice.

" Salt was scarce and highly valued during those days. See the later section in this chapter on historical
trade.

12 Sanyl (1987, 93) points out that goats were sacred to the Angami. Goat hair was thus considered
precious and carried as a symbol of good luck. Sanyli speculates that Khwiikha's purpose in secretly taking
extra goat hair along may have been to bolster his good fortune.

'* These incidents led to several prophecies about the settlers and the new village that they were preparing
to establish. The recovery of the pack of salt led to the prediction that although thefts would take place in
this new land, the culprit would always be caught. The extra goat hair discovered on Khwiikha's shield led to
the prophecy that his descendants would be blessed and many heroes would arise from his clan (Sanyd,
1987, 93). Another less generous interpretation of the prophecy is that while Khwiikha’s clan would excel,
they would also have many hidden things — such as illegitimate pregnancies.
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The land we sought, whose warriors will excel, is here.

Come forward people.” (ibid — translated by E. Iralu)

Khwiikha and Khate chorused their agreement, “O”, meaning “Yes”. Then his
companions gathered around him and Ratsa pronounced the blessing on the new

village:

“The spirits have granted us this land for our habitation.

We will live here and prosper.

May married women be found here crouched over their weaving,
children fill the open with their tholi-khwiitho play.4

We will harvest and consume rice and brew.

We will prosper and be happy simultaneously.

Village victorious in war,

the generations of people will flourish and overpopulate [??]the village.
Village that will know no disaster in war,

nor unnatural calamity and no ill fortune,

its people will fare as well as or excel others.

The dwellers of this land will grow to become female ancestors and
grandfathers together,

and have a good long life.” (ibid — translated by E. Iralu)

The blessings of the spirits were thus invoked for the good health, growth and

prosperity of the people who would live in this new land.

It was then time to consecrate the founding of the new village by performing
a ritual called ‘phesevu’ (Sanyi, 1987, 94). Each settler had brought along a cock for
this purpose, but when released, the cocks immediately began to fight amongst
themselves. This was taken as an omen that there would be interclan feuds and they
would never be able to live together in harmony.’* Heeding the warning of this
prophecy, they decided that it might not be a good idea to settle together at the same
spot. They instead spread out on the spur, each searching for a favorable location.
Khate decided to settle on the hilltop so that if fighting broke out, he would have the
military advantage of the highest ground.

In this way, each settler selected the site for his house. Then each chose the

site for the village gate that would protect his clan, and laid down a foundation stone

“A game played by spinning peg-tops so that they collide, one upsetting the other (see Hutton, 1969, 104).

'*> Another incident that is often related as part of the story of Khonoma’s founding also prophesized testy
relations between the clans. As the settlers traveled toward their destination, they herded along all their
cattle, pigs, cocks, dogs and other livestock that they would continue to rear in the new village. As night fell,
they made camp down in the valley somewhere below present-day Khonoma. The livestock escaped into
the forest in the darkness and discovering this, the Angami pioneers quarreled bitterly over who was to
blame. This experience led to the prophecy that the residents in this newfound village would fight fiercely
amongst themselves (Sakhrie, 2000).
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(kiputsie) next to it (Terhuja et al., 1997).16 Single access paths were cleared
through the entrances marked for the village gates and then on to the house sites.
When the gates were later erected, they would need only to be swung shut and
barricaded to block access to approaching enemies.” These traditional sites have
remained with their descendants to the present day. The water sources were then
investigated and cleaned in preparation for use. A new village called Khwiinoria!s
thus took root on a rugged mountain spur in what is today the extreme western

frontier of Angami territory.

Recruiting Representation from the Priest Clan

The village was still not complete according to Angami traditions. Although the
timing in relation to the events just described is not clear, some versions of the story
describe the settlers consulting a wise elder amongst the Mao Nagas to seek his
advice on how a new village should be settled. He reportedly counseled them that
every strong village must have members from both the Thekronomia and Thevomia
moieties, because according to Angami custom, one moiety alone could not form a
village. Each had different roles to perform in the village’s ritual life. For example,
members of the Thevomia moiety were needed to be the first to partake of food

during religious and social functions.!®

The Khonoma settlers were, up to that point, all from the Thekronomia
moiety, and so had to recruit someone from Thevomia to join them to make the
village complete. They went first to Mejathi village and invited Kelhiekha to
represent Thevomia in their new village.20 Kelhiekha had to decline however,
because he was suffering from a battle injury, and Angami custom forbids those
recently wounded in war (terhtirhapfi) from settling a new village or performing the
associated rituals. Kelhiekha suggested that they approach his brother, Keviso, and

'® The kiputsie were symbolic totems for worshipping the creator deity. It was forbidden to touch or move
these stones.

' For a detailed discussion of village gates and their significance to the Angami, see Archer, W., 1947.

® The village name was derived from the ‘khwiino’ bush (Gaultheria fragrantissima Wall. — see plate 4-21)
that was abundant on the site at the time of settlement. The “ria” suffix means, in Khonoma’s dialect, “place
or area where people live” (spoken as “ra” in most Angami dialects). Hence, “Khwiinoria” translates literally
to “the khwiino bush settlement”. When reference is seen to “Khwiinomia”, the “mia” ending means “man” or
“people”, i.e., “the people of the khwiino bush”. Historically then, “Khwtinoria” referred to the village and
“Khwiinomia” to its people. With the arrival of the British, “khwiino” was anglicized to “khono” and “mia” to
“ma”, hence its current name “Khonoma”. Although this should technically translate to “Khono people”, it is
now widely used as the village name (Meru, V., 2001).

19 Amongst both the Angami and Chakhesang, only the Thevomia clan is considered a priestly clan.
(“Thevo” translates literally to “high priest” in both Angami and Chakhesang [Chokri dialect] languages.) Any
village that was newly establishing thus had to recruit a representative of the Thevoma clan to act as its
religious leader. A group of people could move to a new site, but until the Thevo arrived to perform the
necessary rituals, it would not be considered a proper village, nor would it be given a name.

% Other accounts have Kelhiekha living in Jotsoma village.
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invite him to join them. But Keviso was living comfortably in Mezhachaphi village
and was reluctant to move. They offered preferential treatment for the Thevomia
clan if he would change his mind and join them. Keviso finally agreed to go, with a
number of concessions: Keviso and his descendants would represent Thevomia in
performing the ritual first tasting of food in all religious or social ceremonies.
Moreover, in undertaking ceremonial feasts and rituals, Thevomia’s burden of
responsibility would be lightened. In case of theft by a Thekronomia against a
Thevomia, the culprit would be fined seven times the value of the stolen object, but
in a reverse situation, the fine against a Thevomia offender would be reduced to only
five times the value of the stolen items. Finally, in case of a Thevomia causing

accidental death, the duration of punishment would be shortened.

With both the moieties represented, Khonoma finally became a fully-fledged
village capable of performing its ritual obligations. These first settlers went on to
“flourish and overpopulate the village”, as Ratsa’s prayer entreated, and became the
ancestors of a village that was later to earn much infamy in the Naga Hills. There

are various versions of this story, told by members of different khels.

The Pre-British Era (up to 1832)

We have only oral history, backed up by British records of what their first
expeditions found, to hint at what happened in Khonoma between the founding of
the village and the arrival of the British some 500 years later.2! Most indications
are that Khonoma prospered, reaping the dual benefits of strong defense and high

agricultural potential that originally attracted settlers to the site.

Early Land Use Systems as Khonoma Began Converting Forests into Fields

As Khonoma’s founders settled into their new surroundings, they would have
gradually cleared jhum fields from the forested valley below.22 The original forest
was dominated by Phoebe and Michelia spp, but it was alder that colonized jhum
lands when left to fallow. Surrounded by forests (ketsa), hunting and gathering
would have contributed greatly to the diets of those early settlers. Sambar and
barking deer, monkey, wildfowl and an abundance of other wildlife would have
satisfied much of their protein needs. And wild vegetables such as Porana racemosa
(garibu), Gynura sp. (lievino), Diplazium esculentum (tsiekhriiga), Polygonum

' examining the stories that Khonoma has handed down from generation to generation, one should be
mindful that they will present a very selective version of history aimed largely at glorifying Khonoma. Elders
interviewed during the fieldwork readily admitted that stories showing Khonoma in a negative light were not
repeated and thus eventually slipped from the village’s collective memory. To get a more balanced picture, it
was thus important to look beyond Khonoma’s own borders and interview other villages in search of stories
relating to Khonoma.

= Although converted into wet rice terraces for centuries, the valley area to the west of Khonoma is still
known as ‘Katsaju’ (meaning ‘wooded place’), hinting at its previous forest cover.
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plebeium (gagie), Girardinia heterophylla (lovie), Oenanthe linearis (gakra) and wild
yam could be gathered daily for mixing with their rice. With such abundance from
nature, the needs from agriculture would have been modest — mostly grains as a

staple and for brewing alcohol.

As time passed, Khonoma’s ancestors continued to modify the landscape to
meet the agricultural needs of their growing village. The Angami are today
renowned for their skills in carving terraces into steep hillsides and channeling
water from miles away, so the gently-sloped valley flanking Khonoma, dissected by
perennial streams, might have been foremost in their minds when they chose the
site for settling. There was thus a two-step process, 1) first clearing fields from
forests for jhum cultivation (nhalie), and 2) then as time and labor permitted,
gradually converting these jhums into irrigated terraces (tekhulie). In that sense,
jhum cultivation was an intermediate phase in transforming wild forests into highly
managed wet rice fields.2? Some elders claim that most of the surrounding basin had
been terraced by the year 1700, both for wet cultivation on the valley bottom and dry
on the adjacent slopes.

The sedimentary stones that littered the valley floor were put to good use in
building strong terrace walls that continue to stand firm today.2*+ This probably
continued for hundreds of years, starting immediately below the village and backing
steadily away as the population grew. It extended down the valley in a northeast
direction to the extent of Khonoma’s territory, where its terraces now merge with
those of neighboring Mezoma village (map 4-3). Moving in the opposite direction, the
terracing was pushed up the valley to the base of the cliffs that rise up to embrace
the picturesque Western Dziikou valley. But although terraced, this upper area
(essentially the southern jhum blocks shown in map 4-4) remained unsuitable for
wet rice. The streams here originate from about 2500-3000 m asl in the upper
catchment area of the Dziikou valley above, and are still too cold for wet rice by the
time they drop to the first terraced fields, at about 1800 m asl, below. Only after
descending further to about 1450 m asl, do these waters warm up sufficiently to
accommodate native rice cultivars. Climatic limitations thus keep these upper

terraces under dryland cultivation.

According to oral history, before making a final decision on choosing the site
for establishing a village, Vakha (an ancestor of Semomia khel) cleared a field in the
area that is still known as lietsapfii (translates to “grandmother of terraced fields” —
see map 4-5) and made a trial planting of rice to see if it would prosper in this new
land. It is said that he rested on a large boulder (now known to villagers as Keriizia)

that he found along the Khurii River, and that the stone he used as a pillow can still

2 For a Bornean example of incremental conversion of swidden fields into ponded rice fields, see Padoch et
al., 1998.

% see Hutton, 1926c¢, for a discussion on the use of stone in the Naga Hills, with many examples from
Khonoma.
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be found there. When he returned to the spot that October, he found the rice bearing

well and was thus convinced of the site’s suitability for settlement.

Tracing Land Holding Patterns Back to the Earliest Days of
Khonoma’'s Settlement

As the founding clans spread out on the mountain spur, the site that each chose to
settle was to have long-lasting implications for the farming systems of his
descendants. This issue bears strongly on the historic and present-day ownership of
Khonoma’s land, discussed in chapter 6. As the story goes, 1) Chatsu and Kotsu
clans, both of Thevomia khel, settled on the southwest side of the spur near
Merhiimia khel — so all three descended that side of the hill together in search of
land to cultivate, and their cattle and mithun wandered together in the forests there.
2) Phetsu clan of Thevomia khel and Kuthotsu clan of Semomia khel similarly
settled on the northwest flank of the spur and began cultivating the land on that
side. 3) And Sonyino and Riilho clans of Semomia khel settled the eastern side of the
spur and farmed the land on that side together (see map 3-3).

It is Naga tradition that the moment someone starts to clear the jungle on a
spur, all land that flows beneath it will belong to him, and no one else will come to
cultivate below him (Angami, T., 2001). Rather, they will open up land on another
spur. In this way, the landscape was gradually sub-divided and inherited by the
descendants of the original cultivators. The division of land does not fall strictly
along khel lines, but is more mixed as a reflection of where the early settlers chose
to construct their houses.  Although the khels are clearly clustered together, map
3-2 shows some intermixing of clans that is a legacy of settlement patterns 600-700
years ago. This has created three groupings of land holders, each dominated by a
particular khel. As the village grew, their descendants continued to develop fields in
those same directions and the agricultural land was de facto divided between the
clans. From the outset then, the clans were moving in different directions on the
landscape and this has played itself out in the division of land that we see today (see

arrows in map 4-6).25

% Some speculate that this early land distribution may have initially disadvantaged Merhiimia khel and its
Chatsu and Kotsu co-owners. Their allocation was at the very end of the valley where the thickest virgin
forests had to be cleared to make way for cultivation (map 4-6). Felling even one of those large trees could
take several days with the tools available at that time. Nobody was very eager to open virgin jungle because
it required so much labor, and left little time to grow food crops. Furthermore, this area was surrounded by
wild lands that would have made its crops hard to protect against wildlife predation. And on top of all this, it
was too cold for rice to grow well. These drawbacks have largely disappeared in the intervening centuries,
and this area is now considered Khonoma'’s best agricultural land.
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As long as Khonoma was a young village with few people occupying a vast
land, there were probably few territorial disputes. As the villagers grew intimately
familiar with the landscape on “their” side of the village, the men hunted for wildlife
and the women gathered wild fruits and vegetables, medicinal plants and other
forest products. The clans were thus physically segregated in their livelihood

activities and there was little chance for them to clash.

This gradually changed as the village grew and more people competed for the
same resources. As populations pushed against boundaries, disputes would have
become more common between individuals, clans and neighboring villages. The
village elders had to pass increasing numbers of resolutions to try to ensure

equitable use of resources and to keep the peace (see appendix 4-33).

It is unlikely that kitchen gardens (kihiekimhuze) were ever of much

importance to Khonoma’s agricultural systems. Both Khonoma’s oral history and
early British records agree that the village had grown to roughly 700 houses by the
time the British first arrived in 1840.26 In these crowded conditions, most livestock
roamed freely within the village residential area. While accompanying Hutton on a
visit to Khonoma in 1922, Henry Balfour noted: “Everything is filthy, ankle-deep in
muck; cattle, pigs, fowls, etc. wander in and out of the houses at will, and after the
heavy rains, the filth is indescribable.” (Balfour, 1922).27 Livestock (ukhurino) were
kept largely for feasts of merit, funeral sacrifice and other ceremonial purposes

associated with traditional religion.

In an unknown period, the village’s strong natural defenses were reinforced
with an elaborate system of stone walls, palisading and trenches that made it
extremely difficult to attack. Khonoma’s fighting readiness was undoubtedly honed

by constant hostilities with neighboring villages.28 The Western Angami area gave

% This must be regarded with care because seven is a favored number among the Nagas and many villages
talk about a bygone era when they had up to 700 houses. Sanyi points out that the number seven appears
frequently in Angami folklore (1987, 55), such as Khonoma'’s settlement 700 years ago, its growth to 700
houses, or in the case of crimes, banishment from the village for seven years as punishment for wrongful
death, or levying a fine of seven times the value of any amount stolen.

T Cattle were reared in much greater numbers then. Many houses would join together in hiring a boy to take
their cattle to graze during the day. Upon returning to the village in the evening, the cattle would separate
and return to their individual owners’ houses and spend the night in the first two rooms (kipfikhro and kilo
rooms — see figure 3-8). Livestock and people shared accommodations then. When a holler announced the
arrival of a night-time visitor, he would often be greeted with a yelled caution to be careful in picking his way
through the cattle, lest he trip over them on his way to the fireplace in the third room (miphubu — a combined
kitchen and bedroom). (Meru, V. 2001)

Another factor has helped to end the traditional practice of sharing accommodation with livestock. Khonoma
was burnt by the Indian army and its people dispersed into the forests at the start of the Indo-Naga war in
1956 (Iralu, 2003, 164-180). When survivors finally began returning from the forests several years later and
rebuilding the village, most of the new houses were too small to use as night-time corrals for the cattle as
they had in the past. But traces of the old system remain in parts of Thevomia khel, where traditional religion
persists and pigs and poultry can still be seen wandering in and out of the older style houses (plate 5-60).

2 These hostilities were manifested not so much in large-scale warfare, but rather in small ambushes and
limited revenge attacks.
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rise to some of the most powerful villages in the Naga Hills and none could afford to
be weaker than its neighbor. During that era of constant warfare and headhunting,

the Naga Hills were ruled by the laws of survival of the fittest.

Land Use Intensification

There are strong indications that at some point, Khonoma became a victim of
its own success, by outgrowing its resource base. Early British records confirm
Khonoma’s acute shortage of land and claim that by the early 1900s, fully one-third
of the village’s population were landless (Mills, undated, 5). At a time when most
Naga villages existed as independent republics, sufficient in their own needs,

Khonoma was struggling to feed itself.

Scrutinizing the information available from that era, Khonoma appears to
have made a multi-pronged response to its land shortage problem. The increasing
village population meant not only that there were more mouths to feed from its
limited land base, but also that there was more labor available to work the land. So
there existed both the need and the means to intensify land management. The valley
bottom was carved into the expansive rice terraces that, after pacification of the
Naga Hills, were to earn much admiration from early visitors.2® The hill slopes had
the combination of contour barriers and dispersed alders that became the focus of
this study. In parallel with these technical innovations, Khonoma also relied on
ritual interventions to increase the productivity of its farming systems. Heads were
brought home to bolster the village’s supply of “soul force”, monoliths were erected
(figure 4-2), clay models of breasts were placed overlooking the rice terraces (figure

4-3), and many other rituals undertaken for the purpose of enhancing fertility.

Figure 4-2. Rows of menhirs line
many of the paddy fields, erected
as monuments or commemorative
of big feasts given by rich men in
the distant past.

? See King's comments in appendix 3-12, for example.
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Figure 4-3. One of probably many practices that have faded into obscurity with the
arrival of Christianity, Archer (1946) described encountering breast-like formations,
sculpted from earth, that overlooked Khonoma’s wet rice terraces. They were
reported to be built every year during the first day of the Tsunyi festival, apparently
as a fertility symbol. (lllustration is an artist’s rendition of a photo taken by Archer.)

Central to the Nagas’ conception of the world was their belief in ‘aren’ — the
soul substance thought to govern the vigor of crops, the fatness of livestock and
general prosperity of the village. Inadequate levels of this life force could be
manifested in disease epidemics, fires or other calamities. Headhunting and warfare
were not only about blood feuds and honor, but were also inextricably linked with
status and the pragmatic need to ‘top-up’ aren levels by securing heads from outside
villages, thus assuring continued prosperity. This fertility cult permeated every
aspect of Naga society, and was integral to mortuary practices, erection of monoliths,

giving feasts and seeking status and selection of marriage partners. 30

Raiding and Looting

Khonoma also began looking outward for additional resources. By the time the
British took control of Assam in 1826, Khonoma was already known as one of the
most powerful and warlike villages in the Naga Hills. Even by Angami standards,
Khonoma’s people had a reputation for being stubborn and crude (ujieshose) to the
extent that other villages were wary of them, and preferred to send representatives
bearing gifts of spears and to seek peace treaties rather than risk conflict with
Khonoma. Its feared reputation allowed it to exact widespread tribute from many
villages of neighboring tribal groups — and weaker Angami villages — in exchange for
their safety. Khonoma was undoubtedly often the aggressor and bullied whatever it

could from smaller villages.3!

30 For more on Naga headhunting practices and their underlying beliefs, see Pandit, 1896; Mills, 1935a,
1935b; and Gohain, 1977.

¥ The consequences of refusing to accept allegiance to Khonoma could be severe. An entry by Mills in a
1927 tour diary illustrated the degree of carnage that Khonoma raids could inflict:
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“All the small villages are subject to the large villages of Mozumah [Mezoma],
Konomah [Khonoma], Kohemah [Kohima] and Jopshemah [Jotsoma], and
they are obliged to secure their own safety by paying them an annual tribute
of cloths, fowls, cows, pigs, etc. according to their means, or as much as will
satisfy the rapacity of the free-booters.” (Mills, A.J.M., 1854)

Since Khonoma abuts against Zeliang territory, it was they who suffered most from
Khonoma’s depredations — as reflected in the Zeliang saying quoted at the beginning of
this chapter.32 Khonoma warriors passing through Zeliang villages often helped
themselves to any rice they encountered spread out on mats to dry in the sun — while
the owners watched on helplessly. In other cases weaker villages sought Khonoma’s
help in neutralizing threats from troublesome neighbors.32 These subject villages
would, in turn, be expected to send their own contingents of warriors if summoned by
Khonoma to assist in an attack. Khonoma’s sphere of influence thus expanded
exponentially. The more it was feared, the greater the number of villages that agreed
to submit to Khonoma’s suzerainty — increasing, in turn, both the tributes paid to
Khonoma and the pool of warriors that Khonoma could draw on in times of need. The
raiding and plundering was, of course, not confined to the hill country. The
geographical closeness of the Assamese plains made villages there easy targets for
Angami looting expeditions. Khonoma often led raids into the plains in search of slaves,
iron and other goods that were scarce in the hills. It thus appears that Khonoma’s

economy probably became heavily subsidized by tributes and the spoils of war.

Predatory raiding and headhunting characterized people in many lands,
asfar apart as Borneo, New Guinea and Amazonia in pre-modern days. There is a
substantial literature seeking to explain these practices which were often associated
with well-developed agricultural economies. A sample of this literature would
include Gardner (1968) and Heider (1996) for the Grand Valley of central Irian (New
Guinea), McKinley (1976), Rosaldo (1980) and Hoskins (1996) for different parts of
insular Southeast Asia and Chagnon (1968) for the famous Yanomamo of Amazonia.
Explanations proposed include conflicts over women as well as emerging conflicts

over land and its product, as in the Angami case.

“The village [Semkhor] is in a very strong position on a spur with steep sides. Nevertheless,
Khonoma once raided it and took 80 heads.” (Mills, 1927, 7)

%2 Hutton commented that Khonoma'’s influence over its Zeliang neighbors was so great that it was difficult
to distinguish what customs were actually traditional to the Zeliang and which had been imposed on them by
Khonoma (1969, 16).

3 Seiyhama, one of the last Angami villages in the Northern Angami area (map 4-7), was not a big village
by Angami standards and was frequently attacked by its Rengma and Sema neighbors. Realizing that it
needed help if it was to survive Seiyhama sought assistance from the largest Northern Angami village,
Chiechama, only to be turned down, with a suggestion that it seek help from the Western Angami side
where warriors were said to be “as numerous as bees”. Seiyhama representatives journeyed to Khonoma to
explain their predicament and Khonoma agreed to be their “parent village”. Sending some of its warriors
back to the Northern Angami area, they let it be known that any village attacking Seiyhama would thereafter
face Khonoma'’s wrath. Seiyhama was never attacked again. (Narrated by Dolie, 2001.)
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It was Angami raids on British subjects in Assam and the North Cachar Hills
that eventually forced the British to keep returning to the Naga Hills to try to pacify
the Angami. As described by Hutton (1969), the British found the Angami to be

divided into four distinct subgroups:34

« the “Khonoma group” — consisting of six large villages and their offshoots,
considered to be Angami par excellence;

o the “Chakroma group” — comprising villages nearer the plains, and derived
chiefly from the Khonoma and Kohima groups;

« the “Kohima group” — composed of Kohima and surrounding villages; and

« the “Viswema group” — encompassing those villages south of Kohima.

Map 4-8 shows the location of Khonoma and a compared secondary study village,
Tsiesema, within the context of Hutton’s subgroups. These groupings continue to be
used today, but are now more commonly referred to as the “Western Angami”,
“Chakhro Angami”, “Northern Angami” and “Southern Angami”, respectively.
Amongst them, the Western Angami group is noted for having the highest
population pressures, and for having — earlier in history — dominated in warfare and
more recently, played a leading role in commerce and Naga politics. (See appendix 3-
14 for a list of the 62 villages that currently fall under the four Angami subgroups.)
Although each village has a slightly different dialect, all can speak Tenyidie as a

common language.

Since they were almost constantly at war, military security was of
paramount importance in choosing village sites. They therefore settled in large
villages, built in commanding positions on hill summits or ridges, which were
strongly fortified. From these positions, they could keep vigil against approaching
enemies and swing the villages’ heavy wooden gates securely closed at night. The
need to be able to defend themselves demanded at least a minimum size or they
would be find themselves at the mercy of all larger villages (Meyase, S., 2001, 21).
Small villages could survive only by seeking the protection of a larger “parent”

village, which would demand tributes in return.

% Another group known as the “Eastern Angami” was originally classified as part of the Angami tribal group
by early writers, but in 1948, it was officially designated as a separate tribe — the Chakhesang, occupying
present-day Phek District. When the name was coined, the Chakhesang were composed of the Eastern
Angami (Chakru and Kheza) and Eastern Sangtam (Puchori). The name derived from a combination of the
names of the three member subtribes, i.e., Chakrii + Kheza + Sangtam = Chakhesang. The Puchori were
recognized as a separate tribe in 1984. They similarly received their name from the three member clans —
the Pu, the Cho, and the Ri (Sanyu, 1987, 41).

The continual reformulation of both tribal classifications and political boundaries makes it difficult to trace
population growth and densities of specific tribes over recent history because the units of analysis have
been continually changing. Census records for the Nagas were kept in Guwahati while the Naga Hills
remained a district under Assam, but in 1963, when Nagaland gained statehood, it began keeping its own
records in Kohima.
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Implications of Angami Propensity for Warfare

Hostilities in the Naga Hills at that time thus indirectly encouraged intensified land
use. Since safety in numbers required larger villages, this meant that many people
had to be supported by the nearby land base. There appears to be a strong causal
link here, in that not only were the Angami considered to be the most warlike of the
Naga subgroups, but they also settled in the largest villages and were noted to be
the most advanced in cultivation. While other subgroups in contemporary Nagaland
still rely almost totally on jhum cultivation, the Angami (and Chakhesang) are
remarkable for their well-developed system of terraced rice fields, which are
skillfully irrigated. Angami elders interviewed during the fieldwork thought that
their ancestors probably brought their terracing skills with them when they arrived
in present-day Nagaland (Punyt, 1995, 45; Meyase, S., 2001, 108). That would mean
that they were already wet rice cultivators by the time they arrived in
Khezakenoma. But if the Angami, Lothas and Semas did not divide into separate
tribes until after they left Khezakenoma, then how did the Lothas and Semas lose
their rice terracing traditions? It seems far more likely that terracing was a later

development.

Allen, in particular, pointed to population pressures as having driven the

Angami to develop terraces:

“Sometimes the terraces are simply dug out of the earth and are not faced
with stone, but near Khonoma, they even go so far as to build low walls
across their jhum land to prevent the soil from being washed away by the
rain. This system of terraced cultivation was probably introduced from the
south, and without it the large and populous Angami villages could not exist,
as they have not sufficient land in their vicinity to support them by the
wasteful system of jhuming.” (Allen, 1981 [Reprint], 44) Some of the larger
villages like Khonoma are positively pressed for land, and the people have
carved out into terraced rice fields the most precipitous and unlikely looking
slopes.” (ibid. 80-81)

With their rice needs provided by the irrigated terraces, the Angami opened
only small jhums on the hillsides to grow secondary crops. Management of their
jhum fields was of a much higher order than that found amongst other Naga
subgroups, particularly amongst the larger Angami villages at the base of the Japfi
Mountain Range. Although this study focuses on Khonoma as a particularly striking
example, many of these villages also had the combination of pollarded alders and
stone contour walls in their jhum fields, and had shortened their fallows to only five

or six years.35 These intensification measures were developed to support the high

% Many of the Angami villages surrounding the Japfii Mountain Range had terraced their jhum fields similar
to Khonoma'’s, but when roads were being constructed around 1910, the stone walls were removed for use
on the roads. Many of the jhum terraces in neighboring Jotsoma, in Kohima and Zubza (also called Secu) in
Northern Angami area, and in Viswema, Phesama and Jakhama in Southern Angami area, were destroyed
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population pressures of these large Angami villages — whose size, in turn, was

pushed by the need to be militarily strong.

Another implication of the propensity for warfare among the Angami was
that it discouraged travel and trade between villages. Anyone venturing away from
the relative safety of his own clan could easily fall victim to a neighboring village
looking for some heads to settle an old feud or to ensure a bountiful crop, or perhaps
to a young warrior keen to earn his ornaments and the admiration of the village
maidens. This increased the isolation amongst Angami villages, and led to
differences in dialects, 3¢ dress and traditions. It is therefore difficult to make
sweeping statements about Angami culture, since it cannot be assumed that it will
be found in precisely the same form in all villages. It also decreased the likelihood of
anyone finding a marriage partner outside his or her own village. Even today, when
Angami government officials meet fellow tribesmen on the streets of Kohima, they
can usually identify their home villages by noting their facial features and dialect
(Kevichusa, 2000).

Village Fission

There are numerous stories of villagers breaking away from Khonoma to settle new
villages elsewhere, but it is unclear how significant this might have been in terms of
reducing land use pressures in Khonoma during the pre-British era. Mezoma, just
across the valley and its nearest neighbor, is the most prominent example of a
breakaway village from Khonoma, but that took place long before land shortages are
likely to have become a problem.3” There were isolated cases of villagers getting into
strife and being forced to flee Khonoma. But most people would have been loth to
forfeit their membership of such a strong village in exchange for the uncertainties of
beginning anew. Even when Khonoma’s khels dispersed while at war with each
other, they always returned to the old village site after the conflict ended, sometimes

years later.

in this manner (Kevichusa, 2000). The arrival of roads thus struck the first blow against the alder terraces.
Kohima grew rapidly after Nagaland was declared a state in 1963, and the flood of money from Delhi
contributed to the further decline of the dispersed alder system as neighboring villages neglected their fields
and instead sought ways to tap into the lucrative federal funds.

% The Nagas’ monosyllabic languages evolved rapidly under conditions of isolation. McCabe noted a rather
remarkable example of the speed at which this could happen:

“As an example of how rapidly isolation produces dialectical change, | would mention the fact that
the Rengma Naga families who migrated some seventy years ago from Themokedima to the hills
along the Koliani, are now almost unintelligible to members of the parent stock.” (cited by Hutton,
1969, 9)

%" Mezoma residents say that about 17 generations have passed since the village was established (Husie,
2006). If each generation was approximately 30 years, that would make Mezoma about 510 years old. At
that time, Khonoma’s own population might still have been small and land relatively plentiful.



The history of the Angami Nagas and Khonoma before Indian independence 149

The birth of Dzulake as a satellite settlement in 1848 — a time when land
shortage was acute in Khonoma — seems to be the clearest example of Khonoma’s
population spreading out to exploit nearby pockets of land suitable for agriculture.
Dzulake’s growth to over 50 households prior to the outbreak of the Indo-Naga war
eventually played a significant role in reducing population pressures in its parent

village.38

Amongst their many responses to land shortage, it was the penchant of the
Angami for raiding and plundering in the plains and North Cachar Hills that first
captured the attention of the British and forced them to attemp to pacify the Nagas
(see map in appendix 1-2). Since Khonoma was quickly identified as one of the worst
offenders in these attacks on British subjects, it may not be overstating the case to
draw a direct causal link between Khonoma’s shortage of agricultural land and the

eventual annexation of the Naga Hills as a district under Assam!3?

CONTACT, CONFLICT AND CONQUEST

Phases of British Relations with the Nagas

Analysts generally divide British relations with the Nagas into the following four
phases (Joshi, 2001, 47-81):

Attempted Control from Outside. The 1832 to 1846 period of attempted control
from outside was characterized by frequent Naga raids to claim heads and slaves
from surrounding plains villages and the tea gardens of the East India Company in
Upper Assam. Determined to protect their subjects, the British responded with
punitive military expeditions into the hills. Offending villages were usually burnt, or
when they yielded to superior British firepower, were forced to pay pigs and
mithuns as fines. During this volatile period, a grouping of six powerful Angami
villages west of Kohima — including Khonoma — quickly earned a reputation as the
main perpetrators of many of the predatory raids. They became known as the
“Khonoma group” and were considered Angami par excellence — particularly in

warfare.

By 1838, Khonoma was becoming infamous as one of the main Angami
aggressors in attacks on British subjects in the North Cachar Hills. In attempting to
put an end to the raids, the British first tried a conciliatory approach. While leading
the fifth British expedition into the Naga Hills in 1841, Captain Bigge (Principal

Assistant in Nowgong) visited Khonoma in an attempt to build friendships and

% See later section on Dzulake Valley in chapter 6 for further details.

%9 Although there are no detailed writings about the Nagas in the pre-British era, some oblique references
can be found in literature about Assam prior to its annexation by the British in 1826 (Basu, 1970; Gogoi,
1986; Choudhury, 1987; Bhuyan, 1989; Trivedi, 1997). These deal mostly with the Nagas’ relationship with
their neighbors in the plains.
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encourage peaceful intercourse with the lowlands. This appeared to be yielding
positive results when, the following year, the British Political Agent was able to
mediate between Khonoma and Mezoma in settling an old quarrel. However, any
illusions that the Angami might be easily tamed were soon shattered. They were
defiant when in April, 1844, Browne Wood (Sub-Assistant of Nowgong) returned to
collect tribute. Both Khonoma and neighboring Mezoma refused to pay tribute or
acknowledge the authority of the British Government (Changkiri, 1999, 43-44). As if
to emphasize its stance, Khonoma followed up in October by taking part in an attack
on a police post near Semkhar, killing three Shan soldiers and wounding another.
This clear challenge triggered what was to become the first of many punitive
expeditions against Khonoma. That December, Wood led a detachment of the 2»d
Light Infantry in burning down part of Khonoma and retrieving four muskets that
had been stolen during the raid on the police outpost. Khonoma responded by
immediately burning down Mezoma in retaliation for its assistance to the British.
This appears to have achieved its intended effect, albeit temporarily. When Captain
Butler (Principal Assistant of Nowgong) returned to the area in the winter of 1845-
1846, he was warmly received by the chiefs of both Khonoma and Mezoma, and

presented with tributes of ivory, cloth and spears.

Establishing Outposts. When the strategy of repeated British promenades into
the Naga Hills did not achieve the desired results, outposts were established there
as a brief experiment between 1847 and 1850. A military post was established at
Samaguting in 1847, and placed under the command of Bhogchand, an official who
had earned government notice for his bravery and intimate knowledge of the
Angami. He was given authority over the entire Angami tribal group. Khonoma and
Mezoma were locked in a serious land dispute at that time. Eager to enlist the
British as an ally, Mezoma asked that a police outpost be established there to
prevent further attacks by Khonoma. Bhogchand proceeded to Mezoma in April,
1849, to oversee construction of a stockade there for the requested police guard. But
while there, he began interfering in the internal quarrels of two rival chiefs of
Mezoma and, in trying to be impartial, he made arrests on both sides and managed
to infuriate everyone. While escorting his prisoners back to Samaguting,
Bhogchand’s group was surrounded at Piphema where they had camped for the
night on August 3, 1849, and attacked by a combined force from Mezoma and
Khonoma. Bhogchand was speared to death, along with some of his police guard. In
retaliation, in December 1849, Lieutenant Vincent (Junior Assistant at Nowgong)
led a detachment of troops to occupy Mezoma. He then continued to march to
Beremah, where he hoped to arrest the murderers of Bhogchand, but ill health
forced him to turn back and Lieutenant Campbell took command of the detachment.
Shortly afterwards, the expedition had to be aborted after hostile Angami burnt
down Mezoma for its loyalty to the British, and all the detachment’s provisions were

destroyed in the fire.
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Vincent returned in March, 1850 to recapture Mezoma and, using it as a base,
set about putting down a threatened Angami revolt. Judging Khonoma to be the
most likely source of the trouble, he established an advance post there and decided
to remain there during the 1850 rainy season. However, his meager force of 46 men
dwindled even further as several soldiers fell victim to Khonoma’s spears. Judging
their position to be precarious, Vincent finally burnt down part of Khonoma and fell
back to the stockade at Mezoma. Alarmed at rumors that 5000 Angami were
preparing to attack his position, Vincent sent an urgent call for reinforcements from
the plains. Major Foquett was hastily dispatched to Mezoma with a strong force of
500 men from the 2rd Assam Light Infantry. Captain Reid was also directed to
advance to Mezoma with an Artillery Division. Both Foquett and Reid arrived in
Mezoma on December 7, 1850. Three days later, in what was to become known as
the “First Battle of Khonoma”, the combined British forces attacked. (See Butler
1874, as cited by Changkiri 1999: 59 for details). After finally seizing Khonoma, the
British forces continued to attack and burn other hostile villages in the

neighborhood.

Non-Interference. At this juncture, the British Government then decided its policy
of limited engagement to be untenable, withdrew its troops, and from 1851 to 1865

instead adopted a policy of non-interference with the Nagas.

The Angamis took full advantage of the slack and from 1854 to 1865, launched 19
unanswered raids in which 232 British subjects were killed, wounded or carried off
(Sir Alexander MacKenzie as cited in Allen, 1981, 18).

Permanent Pacification and Annexation. As the situation grew intolerable, the
British again reversed policy and in 1866 began a process of permanent pacification
and annexation of the Naga Hills. As Allen (1981) pointed out, it was a decision
made with reluctance. (Allen, 1981 [Reprint], 21). The British had realized that
their post at Samaguting, in the foothills about 10 km from Dimapur, was too far
away for effective control of the troublesome villages. This prompted Deputy
Commissioner Damant to relocate British headquarters in November, 1878 to
Kohima, in the heart of Angami territory. The decision was hastened by a bitter war
brewing between Khonoma and Mezoma that threatened to bring more trouble. By
May of 1879, rumors were rife that Khonoma was acquiring arms and ammunition
on a large scale. In an ominous foreshadowing, Khonoma’s Semomia khel sent
emissaries to Damant to pledge that they would not participate if the other two

khels engaged in hostilities against the Government.

Khonoma Leads an Angami Uprising

Events came to a climax on October 13th, 1879, when Damant was ambushed and
killed at the gates of Khonoma, along with 35 of his troops. Nineteen more were
wounded. The 118-man garrison at Kohima was then besieged by an estimated

6,000 Nagas, including contingents from nearly every Angami village (Whitehead,
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1989). After an 11-day standoff, Colonel Johnstone arrived with a strong force of
Manipuris and the Nagas dispersed (Johnstone, 1987). Determined that the Nagas
needed to be taught a lesson, on November 22, 1879, Brigadier-General Nation led a
strong force consisting of the 44th Sylhet Light Infantry, a detachment of the 43rd
Assam Light Infantry, two mountain guns and a rocket battery to assault Khonoma
and hostile neighboring villages. Thus began the “Second Battle of Khonoma”.

Anticipating the attack, the villagers had transformed Khonoma into one of
the strongest fortresses that the British had ever encountered (map 4-9, appendix 3-
4). Despite what was later described as “the severest fighting ever known in these
hills” (Mackenzie, 1880, 137), the British forces managed only slow progress and
suffered heavy casualties.40 Accounts of the battle sound eerily similar to its
predecessor 29 years earlier (Allen, 1981 [Reprint], 14-15). Khonoma managed to kill
or wound 49 of its attackers during a single day of fighting, before retreating under
cover of darkness to its fallback position at Chakka Fort. Angami fire had
strategically targeted their attackers’ commanding officers, killing a Subedar-Major
and two British officers.4t The British chose not to pursue the battle to Chakka Fort,
recognizing that its position on a steep ridge made it difficult to attack and it could
not be taken without heavy losses. Instead, they left a garrison of 200 men at
Khonoma to finish demolishing the village and sent the rest of their forces to attack
neighboring villages that had participated in the siege. Despite stubborn resistance,
one Angami village after another was destroyed — until only the Khonoma men

continued to hold out from their mountain stronghold.

The British planned to force the Khonoma rebels to surrender by blockading
Chakka Fort and denying them access to provisions. But this was not easily done.
The rugged Barail Range provided effective cover for the Angami to evade British
forces and visit neighboring villages to gather supplies. Nor had Khonoma given up
fighting. On the 26t of January, 1880, Lieutenant MacGregor marched with a force
of 150 rifles to Paplongmai village (also called Kenoma or now, Poilwa) to stop its
flow of supplies to Khonoma and drive out any of its people found to have taken
refuge there. Watching the expedition’s progress, Khonoma fighters quickly
descended from Chakka Fort and attacked its rear guard. Khonoma also made
frequent retaliatory attacks on the Samaguting outpost, including three in one week,

killing and wounding nearly 50 on the British side.

4 Eighteen years after the battle, another British officer visiting the site marveled at Khonoma’s natural
defenses and the task that his predecessors had faced in trying to capture the village:

“Marched along the path up which the village was attacked by General Nation in 1879. For an
outsider, unaware of the reasons for attacking from this direction, it is difficult to understand why
the attack was delivered from the south. Even denuded of its fortifications, the approach to the
village is most formidable, and one wonders not at the heavy losses, but that it was possible to take
the place at all. (Cole, 1897, 1)

“' A memorial for these three fallen officers and Damant was later erected near the highest point of the
Khonoma hill (see plates 3-156 and 3-157).
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Map 4-9. A Sketch Map of the Fortifications Encountered by the British when they Attacked
Khonoma on Nov. 22, 1879 (See also appendices 3-2 and 3-4 for related maps.)
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With their blockade leaking like a sieve and Khonoma fighters continuing to
launch raids at will, the British were forced to change their strategy. On the 27t of
March, the British attacked Chakka Fort and finally managed to cut off all supplies.
The Khonoma defenders were forced to surrender the following day.4 The Angami

rebellion led by Khonoma was finally put down.

The surrendered Chakka fort was destroyed. Khonoma itself, and its fields,
were confiscated. The village site was not to be re-occupied; the fields offered to
neighboring villages. Khonoma’s men were dispersed. (Yhome, 1880) The once-
proud Angami fortress was never to be allowed to arise from its ashes (see Elwin,
1997, 22). The official attitude towards Khonoma eventually softened, and the
village was allowed to resurrect itself, step-by-step. A force of military police
remained stationed in a fort on the crest of the spur where they could keep a
watchful eye on the surroundings and enforce government orders. After wandering
homeless for a year, in 1881 the villagers were permitted to reoccupy their land —
but not to rebuild their houses on the old village site. Instead, the three khels were
segregated and told to build their houses on separate sites designated by the
Political Officer in the valley area. On January 4th, 1888, the Chief Commissioner of
Assam promised the people of Khonoma that, conditional upon their continued good
behavior, they could rebuild on their old site after another five years. This penance
was later reduced by one year in recognition of assistance given by Khonoma during
the Manipur revolt in 1891.43 In 1892, Khonoma was finally granted permission to
reoccupy its old house sites on the hill. It was not until 1923 — 44 years after the
uprising — that Khonoma’s khels were finally allowed to rebuild their forts44 and the

village resumed normalcy. 45

Placing Shifting Cultivation in the Naga Hills into Historical Context

Our earliest source of detailed comment about the period between the
founding of Khonoma and the arrival of the British comes from the records of the
British as they began to penetrate the Naga Hills from 1832 onwards. Early reports
tend to be preoccupied with matters of military concern, such as the ongoing
struggle to pacify the Nagas, and surveying their countryside. It was not until 1878,
when the British relocated their headquarters from Samaguting (now called

Chiimukedima), near Dimapur, to Kohima and Deputy Commissioners began

2 See appendices 3-5 for a more detailed account of the British assault on Khonoma, and 3-6 for the terms
of surrender. Appendix 3-7 provides some observations on these events from the perspective of a Khonoma
elder.

4 Although it was only 11 years since the British had put down the Angami’s own revolt, the larger Angami
villages now assisted their conquerors in defeating the Manipuris.

** The khel forts (dahu) were rebuilt under Hutton’s tenure as Deputy Commissioner of the Naga Hills. See
appendix 3-9 for Hutton’s account of the rebuilding, and plates 3-8 to 3-10 and 3-182 for his photographs.

5 Although forced to submit to the superior military power of the British, Khonoma continued to assert its
authority over weaker Naga villages during this period.
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touring the hills regularly that we find in their reports rich insights about how the
volatility of those pre-British years played out in the Nagas’ day-to-day lives. These

will be heavily drawn on in the following discussion.

The Constant Threat of Famine and Disease

The tour diaries create an overwhelming impression of the vulnerability of life in the
Naga Hills at that time. Life could easily be lost by a crop failure, by attack from a
neighboring village wanting to settle an old score, or from the ravages of smallpox
and other diseases that found their way into Naga villages more often as intercourse
with the lowlands increased. The British reports reveal the seriousness of these
threats and how the Nagas tried to mitigate them.

Crops were sometimes laboriously nurtured throughout an entire growing
season, only to be destroyed in the final weeks before harvest by predators (usually
elephants, rats or birds) or storms (heavy rain, winds or hail). Bumper crops that
promised full granaries thus evaporated overnight and were replaced with the
specter of famine. A diary entry by Hutton in 1922 confirms that food shortages
were claiming high mortality in some villages. (Hutton, 1922b, 1) The failure of one
crop could have a domino effect on the next as the villagers, now weak and sick,
could not muster sufficient strength to maintain their fields properly. Although not
specifically stated, there are some indications that women may have suffered
disproportionately in times of famine. Later in that same year, Hutton recounts
visiting Phegwema where he “... found many sick and all the women but 4 (in about
17 houses) dead” (Hutton, 1922b). Villages were sometimes decimated to the point
that British administrators brought in outsiders to try to keep them at a viable size.

A specific case was described by Pawsey (1939Db).

As Pawsey noted, one of the Naga strategies to mitigate the threat of
starvation was to fall back on the forests for wild foods when their farms failed to
produce enough to eat. The mithun wandering in the forests could also be rounded
up in an emergency and sold to fund the purchase of rice. This strategy was
problematic however, in that every village would be trying to do the same thing in
widespread famines, pushing the price of mithun down and the cost of rice up
(Hutton, 1922b). Cultivating both jhum and wet rice fields was seen in itself as a
way of spreading risk since both were unlikely to fail in the same year. And no doubt,
scarcity would have also increased the rate at which more powerful villages like

Khonoma helped themselves to the resources of their weaker neighbors.
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The Influence of Religious Belief

Other strategies that the Nagas pursued to fend off disaster fell within the realm of
ritual and their understanding of the spirit world. The Nagas’ relationship with the
spirits was mediated by a series of rituals throughout the agricultural calendar (see
Cairns et al., unpublished), starting with those of the first-sower, who placed the
first seeds of the new cropping year in the ground. As grains bent low under the
weight of filling panicles, this was the most vulnerable time when disaster could
visit, perhaps in the form of a freak hail storm or passing herd of hungry
elephants.46 This was thus a period of frequent rituals aimed at appeasing the
relevant spirits and warding off bad events. Harvests were both preceded by first-
harvest rituals and concluded with festivals that thanked the spirits for their

benevolence.

Throughout the year, gennas were strictly observed to ensure continuing
smooth relations between the human and spirit worlds. Hutton explains that ‘genna’
1s a general Nagamese term that refers to something forbidden. It is used to convey
the meaning of the following Angami words: kenna — a prohibition applying to a
person or household; penna — a non-working day, similar to a Sabbath, on which it is
forbidden for the entire village to work in the fields or interact with strangers; and
nani — a taboo and the entire ceremony connected with it (Hutton, 1969, xviii).47 All
three are lumped together as “genna” and commonly used in reference to incidents

of magico-religious observance.

The rigidity with which gennas were observed — and the lengths to which the
Nagas went to avoid breaking them — is worthy of comment. There were times when
the demands of gennas could not be balanced with those of survival, and some
compromise was necessary. Village elders described one such case that occurred in
Tsiesema’s distant past. After a death, it was traditionally genna for other members
of that clan to stop work in their fields for the next five days. During a troubled
period when warfare, epidemics and famine were decimating Tsiesema, this
regulation became untenable since the regularity of deaths prevented them from
working in their fields enough to feed themselves. To lessen this burden, the Mere
clan divided itself into two groups, Mere I and Mere II. They resolved that if
someone died in one group, then only members from that group would abstain from

working in their fields for the full five days, while the second group would stop for

“* The Nagas were careful never to tempt fate by speaking admiringly of a developing crop — for fear that
they would jinx it and something would go wrong. Bor appears to have been referring to this in a 1942 diary
entry:

“To Chizami. The first fine day for many weeks — not a cloud in the sky. Crops look splendid
everywhere but the nearest admission to satisfaction that | can get is that they are not too bad.”
(Bor, 1942, 1)

" See Puny, 1995, 90-103 for a detailed discussion of these terms and how they applied to Angami life.
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only a single day. This compromise allowed them to maintain tradition while

recovering some degree of food security.

Temporary Jhums (ragu tei)

Another emergency measure was sometimes used when the village population had
grown to the point where it was struggling to feed itself on its available land. It was
called rigu tei (meaning ‘stolen cultivation’). This entailed clearing patches from
communal forests not ordinarily used for agriculture, and dibbling cold-hardy
varieties of millet directly into the soft soil.48 The upper slopes cultivated under riigu
tei were too cold for other jhum crops. The seedbed was not hoed and weeds were
few. The fields were left to revert back to forest after harvesting only a single crop.
The name was likely derived from the fact that riigu tei was considered exempt from
the usual rules of genna and could be cultivated at any time. This may have been a
concession to the plight of poorer families who could not produce sufficient food from
their jhums and wet rice terraces, and thus relied on riigu tei to help make up the
deficit. The granaries of these families would have been empty several months
before the next year’s crop was ready to harvest. Extra fields of millet would have
helped alleviate their food shortage since it is ready to harvest by July or August —
several months ahead of other cereal crops — and thus would have helped bridge the
hungry period until the other crops were ready.4* As will be detailed in Chapter 5,
the population pressures that necessitated riigu tei disappeared literally overnight
when Khonoma was attacked by the Indian military in 1956, and its people were

scattered across the countryside. Riigu tei has not been practiced since.

Respect for the Spirit World

When villages failed to prosper, the Nagas sought explanations within their
understanding of the spirit world and its influence on their physical world. Their
interpretation of this was rich with symbolism. Women, for example, were forbidden
to spin or weave while their men folk were out on a raid out of fear that “if she were
to handle thread at such a time, they would trip over creepers and fall into the
hands of their enemies” (Mills, J.P., 1934, 6). In Khonoma, even if a woman was
returning to the village with an empty basket, when she passed through the village
gate, the basket strap must be braced against her forehead as if carrying a heavy

8 The millet varieties normally planted in jhum fields (appendix 5-11) were reportedly not cold-hardy enough
to plant on the higher slopes opened for riigu tei, and would not bear fruit.

9 In another example of similar planning, in times when villagers in Viswema recognized that a food
shortage was imminent, they would quickly plant a particular millet variety called “Khrusele” (translates
literally to “three months”) that could be harvested in the exceptionally short time of 90 days (Kikhi, C.,
1997).



158 Chapter 4

load.5 Failure to do so was thought to risk offending the spirits, and that henceforth,

all baskets returning from the fields might likewise be empty — bringing famine.

As the British finally began to make progress in pacifying the Nagas in the
late 19tk century, the improved law-and-order allowed villagers to move around more
freely, but this brought a new threat — disease epidemics. When villages were struck
down by disease, usually brought back by someone who had been traveling,
neighboring villages quickly piled branches to block the pathways and warn others
away from the stricken village. But those inside the quarantined village desperately

turned to the spirit world for help.

The Influence of Headhunting on Land Use

Symbolism carried over into the headhunting practices that were deeply rooted in
the soil and considered vital to each village’s prosperity. A particularly vivid
example of the perceived linkage between taking heads and crop performance is
provided by Mills:

“On one occasion they captured an Angami from Tophema, and kept him till
the young rice began to sprout, when his fertilizing influence would be most
valuable. Then he was killed and his head, hands and feet were hung from
the head-tree, as if they were those of an enemy killed in war. But the
sacrifice did not turn out well. The wretched victim, in his death agony,
swept the ground with his hand, and this caused the crops to be damaged by
wind that year.” (Mills, J.P., 1982, 161)

Working in the fields was laden with risk, especially distant jhum fields
where a quick retreat to the village was less possible. When attacks against fortified
villages failed, raiders would often try to pick up a few heads from cultivators

working in outlying jhum fields as easier targets.

“From the hill near Yangtung we saw beneath us, in a clear field on the left
bank of the river, a large gaily-dressed body of warriors, escorting some
women with loads; on seeing us, after many demonstrations of defiance, and
dances up and down the field by each of the warriors in turn, they prudently
retired to the other side.” (Woodthorpe, 1876, 14)

Woodthorpe’s account shows that cultivators had to be prepared for attack at all
times, and moreover, that women did much of the agricultural work while the men

stood guard over them (figure 4-4).

The British tour diaries cite numerous examples of how the Nagas’ continual
warfare influenced land use. This began with selecting their settlement sites on
ridges and spurs that were highly defensible. The need to be able to defend
themselves militarily encouraged larger villages. Or if they were small and
vulnerable to attack, then their survival depended on forging alliances with more

% Otherwise, empty baskets were more easily carried with the strap hanging casually in front of the wearer.
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powerful “parent villages”. This, in turn, created a need to produce agricultural
surpluses that would have to be paid as tributes to their protectors. Cultivation was
concentrated in fields near the relative security of the village. An excerpt from an
Assam Administration Report in 1899-1900 provides a clear example of how the

threat of attack limited cultivation:

“The biggest raid which was reported was a raid by Yajim on the village of
Kamahu. Yajim took sixty heads, mostly women and children. Nearly all the
villages are very strongly defended, and on account of the hourly dread of
attack, very little cultivation can be done, except in the immediate vicinity of

the villages.” (Anonymous, undated-a)

The most distant fields were, of course, the most risky to cultivate, and thus often
left idle. There are frequent references to “no man’s lands” left as buffers between
warring villages, which neither side dared to cultivate for fear of provoking attack.5!
The net effect of all this was an artificial shrinkage of the pool of land available for
cultivation, and increased use pressures on lands closest to the village. Although
walking time always limits how far away it is practical for a shifting cultivator to
open fields, the added threat of losing one’s head would have been a compelling

reason for staying close to home!

Although fields were selected with security in mind, there was still no
guarantee that they would be able to cultivate them unmolested. Along with the
usual threats of bad weather or predator damage that make shifting cultivation a
gamble in ordinary circumstances, Naga farmers had the added uncertainty of
whether fighting would interfere with proper management of their crops. Kennedy

cites one such example from the Southern Angami area:

“Khuzama 1s still afraid of another attack from Sopvoma. All the crops out
here look well, except the Khuzama sali dhan [rainfed lowland winter rice],
which was planted out too late, as they were afraid to go to their fields for

some time after the row with Sopvoma.” (Kennedy, 1900a, 1)

Sometimes the crops themselves were the targets of punitive raids, as mentioned in
a 1934-1935 report:

“Across the frontier, the village of Choemi raided the fields of the British village,
Laruri, owing to the latter not having paid tribute as demanded by the former, and

did considerable damage to the standing crops.” (Anonymous, undated-b)

5! When British administrators were out on tour, it was difficult for them to travel between warring villages, as
neither paths were opened nor could coolies from one village carry their loads all the way to the next.
Hutton (1926d, 14-15) provides a glimpse of the negotiations involved.
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It was well known that damaging its food supply was one of the severest
punishments that could be inflicted on an enemy. In other cases, fighting was so
severe that they had to give up trying to cultivate their fields. 32 This was
particularly true if the fighting was between khels within a single village. These
were often the bitterest disputes — and the close quarters of the quarreling parties
meant that anyone straying away from their khel to work in their fields could be
quickly noticed and attacked. Here, Tuensang provides a good example of the effects

of such internal fighting on a village’s ability to feed itself:

“Tuensang seems to be at peace with its neighbors for the moment but the
“khel” feuds are still bitter. Once the whole of Tuensang was involved in such
civil war; they could not even look after their fields for a whole year and in
the end were near starvation.” (Mills, J.P. 1936, 63)

Weaker villages that did not dare to cultivate their fields were sometimes forced to

abandon their village sites altogether to avoid starvation.

Outside players had also added to conflicts over land. Meithei Rajas
(Manipur) had long followed a policy of recruiting the nomadic Kukis for their army,
and settling them to form a buffer against the troublesome Nagas. Later, in the 19th
century, the British continued this same practice when the expansion of tea
plantations in the foothills brought them into increasing conflict with the Nagas.
They intentionally encouraged the settlement of Kuki tribal groups adjacent to
British territory, particularly in the North Cachar Hills, with the hope that it would
reduce Naga attacks on British subjects (Changkiri, 1999, 64). This effectively pitted
the Kukis against the Nagas.53 The newly arrived Kukis had guns that allowed
them to bully weaker Naga villages and push them off their land. Dundas’ diary
from a tour through Eastern Angami (now Chakhesang) area in 1907 documents

many examples of Nagas suffering at the hands of the Kukis .

The proliferation of guns in the Naga Hills became pivotal in the balance of
power between villages and, as noted by Pawsey in 1939, emboldened their owners

to expand their lands under cultivation:

%2 An example of the almost total diversion of labor from farming to fighting during times of war is provided
by an 1876 diary (Badgley, 1876, 17).

% This old practice of playing one tribe off against another eventually erupted in a Naga-Kuki ethnic conflict
that raged between mid-1992 to 1996, mostly in northern Manipur, and claimed over a thousand lives, many
burnt villages, and created tens of thousands of internally-displaced on both sides. Since India’s
independence, Naga insurgents have fought for an independent Naga homeland called “Nagalim”, which
would encompass not only current-day Nagaland state, but also parts of neighboring states including
Myanmar where large populations of Nagas have traditionally lived. The Nagas accuse the Kukis of siding
with Delhi in opposing Naga independence. For their part, the Kukis also seek an autonomous (though not
independent) Kuki homeland. But their history of settlement as a buffer against the Nagas has left the Kukis
widely dispersed and forming a majority in only a few pockets of land, primarily in Manipur. Some of the
areas of Manipur that the Kukis wish to include in their territory contain large Naga populations, areas that
the Nagas consider as part of Nagalim. And so the seeds of conflict were sown by the policies of first the
Manipur Rajas and later the British, in using the Kukis as a bulwark against the turbulent Nagas.
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“All the villages to the east of the Yangmun now have large numbers of guns.
The result is that they are able to cultivate right down to the river whereas
there is a thick belt of heavy jungle to the west of the River, as the villages in
the Control area who are not armed, dare not stand up to them.” (Pawsey,
1939a, 24)

These effects on land use were later confirmed by changes that were observed after
the British began enforcing law-and-order across the Naga Hills. Not surprisingly, it
was the weaker villages that were most eager to throw themselves under the mantle
of British protection. Maitland (1880) noted that the increased security that villages
enjoyed by becoming British subjects allowed them to bring more distant lands

under cultivation that previously would have been too risky:

Not only the more distant fields, but also the “no man’s lands” that had
previously been set aside as buffers between hostile villages, could now be added to
the pool of cultivable land. (Porteous, 1890: 7-8) noted that settlement patterns
became more dispersed after peace, as strong village fortifications and safety in

numbers were no longer necessary for survival.

The process of gradually pacifying the Naga Hills continued and ten years

later, at the turn of the century, Allen surveyed the results with obvious satisfaction:

“One is glad to think that their material prosperity has greatly increased
since our advent to the district. ... Their lives being secure, they can cultivate
at greater distances from their villages than formerly. Their cattle, too, are
safe from hostile raids, and can be pastured on the best grazing grounds,
however far from the village. Judging from the anxiety of tribes outside our
border to be brought under our control, our rule appears to be popular among
Nagas, and I think the older men enjoy the security of life and property
which now obtains. It is, however, inevitable that the younger men should
regret that the paths of glory are closed for them.” (Report of the Deputy
Commissioner in 1901-1902, as cited by Allen, 1981, 56)

The picture that emerges is thus one of expansion of communities, cultivation, and

grazing lands as the threat of attack abated.

The Influence of Warfare on Agricultural Labor

We have already seen that although villages were fashioned as fortresses, people
became easy targets as soon as they ventured out to work in their fields (figure 4-5).
Their attempts to mitigate this threat were essentially threefold. Firstly, they
opened up joint cultivations since working in groups was the only method that
offered any safety to individuals. Secondly, they placed panjis- spikes placed in the

ground -around their fields that would slow down and possibly injure any enemy
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that, lurking in the adjacent forest, tried to rush them by surprise.5* And finally,
escorts of armed warriors accompanied working parties to the fields and stood watch
over them as they worked. This created a natural division of village labor, with men

as the fighters and women as the farmers.

The Division of labor, between Men and Women

The reluctance of Naga men to pick up a hoe and work alongside their wives was

eloquently captured in a small story recorded by Godwin-Austin in 1873:

“In going down the hill we walked along with a Tangkol and his two wives,
they carrying the hoes and baskets. I was rather amused in the abrupt way
he stopped on arriving at a field on the roadside and motioned to them with a
grunt to commence their hoeing work which they quickly began without
saying a word, their lord and master apparently not having the slightest

intention of doing anything in that line himself.” (Godwin-Austen, 1873)

Even as they returned from the fields, it would be unthinkable for the men to
burden themselves by helping the women to carry their heavy loads of tools,
harvested crops, firewood, and often a toddler or two. They had to walk
unencumbered, their shields and weapons held ready to repel any attack. Many
British officers remarked on the hard work of Naga women and its toll on their
health (See Butler 1875b, 303). It was uncertain if even death would allow the
women to escape the drudgery of their daily lives. When a Naga woman died, “her
basket in which she carried her loads, her rice-pounding mortar and her weaving

sticks” (Waddell, 1986, 24) were placed on her grave for use in the next world.

Interestingly, some writers seemed to equate women’s hard work with a high
status in Naga society. One can not help but suspect that Woodthorpe was writing

“tongue-in-cheek” in 1881, when he noted:

“All the weaving, a good deal of the work in the field, such as preparing the
soil, &c., carrying wood, and pounding rice, is done by the women. In fact,
women’s rights are fully recognized, the men doing very little besides
drinking and fighting.” (Woodthorpe, 1881)

5 Kennedy, in 1900, cited an example of how fields were routinely booby-trapped to slow down would-be

attackers

“Kyeku’s son, Peto, complained that one of his people had been wounded by a panji placed in the
fields of Ghukui’'s (Sakhai’s son) village. Ghukui was present. It seems that both villages, which
are beyond our boundary, panji their fields, and one of Ghukui’s people was wounded before by a
panji placed by Kyeku’'s people. As both parties are beyond our jurisdiction, | could only
recommend them to give up the practice of panjiing their fields. The whole difficulty arises from the
old land dispute between the two villages, which has not yet been settled.” (Kennedy, 1900b, 3)
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Figure 4-5. “Kyéku’s people congregated in concealment above a jhum, where numbers of
unsuspicious men and women were at work, and suddenly charging down the jhum dispatched
the seventeen persons in a few minutes. In their efforts to escape, the unfortunate people threw
away their baskets and other encumbrances, which were still lying in the jungle close to the

jhum.” (Cole, 1897, p. 3)
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This positive appraisal might, in part, be due to inevitable comparisons with
even grimmer conditions of women in the Indian lowlands. When (usually) outsiders
advocate a “women’s rights” agenda in Nagaland, Naga (usually) men like to point
out, with some justification, that the Naga Hills are not like the Indian plains and
Naga women do not have to deal with a caste system, do not have to pay dowry to
their husbands’ families, or worry about their saris being set on fire if their in-laws

are not satisfied with the amount received.

More recent writers have proposed other explanations for how work is
divided between Naga men and women. Das proposed that it is the tool that
determines who picks it up and does the job. “By and large work involving the use of
the dao (a long-bladed, thin-handled, broad-fronted chopper) or the spear (as in
hunting) is mainly done by men” (Das, 1976, 9). Alternatively, Souza suggests that

the location of the work determines who does it:

“Forests are the realm for the work mainly of men, while fields are the arena
where mainly women toil. Thus there is a fairly clear division of roles in the
work of men and women, with men concerned about forests and women about
fields, including terraced fields. Although the two spheres, namely forests
and fields, are not mutually exclusive, the separation between them is clear.”
(Souza, 2001, 54)

There is, of course, a great deal of congruence in these two assertions, since the
forests, that Souza claims as the domain of men’s work, is the site of most cutting
(dao) and hunting (spear). It also raises interesting questions about how, through
the centuries, the gradual shift in emphasis from forests to fields has affected the
division of labor between the sexes. Both explanations ring true to a large degree,
but the division of labor between the genders that we see in Nagaland today is

firmly rooted in its headhunting past.

KHONOMA UNDER BRITISH RULE

Trading replaces Raiding

The defeat of Khonoma in 1879 was a turning point in British efforts to
administer the Naga Hills. The process of pacification and extension of British rule
over the Naga Hills continued steadily and by 1905, the Angami had largely ended
headhunting and warfare. However, even with the British enforcing law-and-order,
Khonoma was still able to exploit its feared reputation and demand tribute from
weaker villagers for many more years.?> But as looting and raiding dried up as

sources of off-farm income, Khonoma had to find other ways of supplementing its

% Notes written by Mills while touring through Zeliangrong area in 1927 — almost half a century after the fall
of Khonoma — show that Merhumia khel, in particular, still retained a remarkable ability to intimidate its
neighbors (Mills 1927: 5, 11, 15).
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agricultural production.. With the expansion of cart trails and suppression of
warfare, it was both easier and safer to move around the Naga Hills. As Khonoma’s
raiding dwindled, its trading expanded to fill the gap and by 1904, its villagers were
traveling as far as Bombay, Calcutta and Rangoon for trade. By the time Hutton
was writing about the Angami (1913-1915), he estimated that almost half of
Khonoma’s economy was based on off-farm income (1969, 102). Trading was

replacing raiding as the relief valve for Khonoma’s land shortage.

Trading Prior to the Arrival of British Administration

Before the imposition of British law and order, there had long been extensive
trade between the villages of the Naga Hills, and far beyond. But it was a trade that
went hand-in-hand with conflict. The first British patrols into the Naga Hills
returned with stories of a savage people living in fortress-like villages on lofty
mountain ridges. No overarching system of tribal government bound them together.
Rather, each acted as a republic, largely self-sufficient in its own needs. They were
separated not only by rugged mountains, but also by constant warfare and
headhunting. Despite this suggested isolation and subsistence economies, it would
have been a mistake to view Naga villages as “islands” entirely disconnected from
the wider region. For instance, many of the necklaces used by the Angami as part of
their traditional dress were made from cornelian sourced not only from Bangladesh
but also from Gujarat, on the opposite side of the Indian subcontinent. This shows
that trading links had existed for a long time. Further evidence of this are the
cowries and other shells that featured so strongly in Angami dress. They had to

have been imported from coastal areas.56

Indeed, evidence dating back to the late centuries B.C. shows that the
Brahmaputra valley was one of the earliest overland routes for socio-economic and
cultural relations between China and the Indian subcontinent (Mukherjee, 1992).
Amongst the products that North East India itself exported were silk, black aloes
wood, sandalwood, cinnamon, gold, ivory, cotton and rhinoceros horns. Some of these,
such as the highly-valued aloes wood, were procured from the hill forests and
supplied to traders in the plains — who then exported them through the valleys to
other parts of India and the outside world (ibid, 92).

Militarily powerful villages like Khonoma were able to demand tribute from
weaker villages over wide areas. It could be argued that this was essentially a trade
in goods for the protective services of the more powerful village. These tributes,
along with the spoils of war, must have made a significant contribution to

Khonoma’s economy. This was supplemented by raids on the plains in search of iron

% Mukherjee (1992, 59) cites evidence that cowries were imported from the Maldive islands to the coastal
area of what is today south-central Bangladesh. From there, he speculates, the cowries were taken to the
Brahmaputra valley where they would have been traded to Nagas and other hill-dwellers. Cowries were
used as currency in the kingdom of Kamridpa in the proto-mediaeval age (ibid).



The history of the Angami Nagas and Khonoma before Indian independence 167

and other commodities in scarce supply in the Naga Hills. Prisoners captured could
also be held for ransom or sold as slaves. There was reported to be a brisk trade in
such kidnapped children, usually Angami or Lhota, to Kuki buyers (Anonymous,

undated-a).

But apart from the plunder of warfare, commodities were also being
exchanged under fairer terms of trade.?” Khonoma’s war expeditions had exposed
them to a wide area of surrounding countryside and propagated extensive contacts
in allied villages. These were cultivated as markets. Significantly, Khonoma’s feared
reputation provided a mantle of protection that allowed its traders to move more
freely with less fear of attack. Attacking a Khonoma trader would have been a
suicidal move, in view of certain retaliation by his clansmen! There may also have
been positive feedback from Khonoma’s trading to its ability to wage war.
Khonoma’s trading expeditions into the plains allowed it to develop relationships
with Manipur and Assam Rajas, who are believed to have provided Khonoma with
guns before other Naga villages, and even with military cooperation. Naga villages
were designed for protection against attack by dao and spear, but many were
vulnerable to musket fire. Early access to guns thus helped reinforce Khonoma’s

hegemony over the Naga Hills.

Trading often continued side-by-side with fighting. This was possible because
entire villages were seldom at war with each other, but rather hostilities were
usually at the khel level. Each village’s component khels were sufficiently
independent in their affairs and alliances that while some khels of neighboring
villages might be locked in bloody combat, the other khels often remained on
friendly terms and continued to trade. In other cases, fighting erupted over trade
itself. This usually started with villages on the outer slopes of the Naga Hills that
overlooked the plains below. Those strategically located along the main travel routes
profited by acting as middlemen in the flow of goods between the plains and
mountains. But fighting often broke out when interior villages tried to bypass the
middlemen and trade directly with the plains. The most powerful villages were able
to monopolize trade and force smaller villages to deal through them. In his 1841
writings Robinson, 1975, 384 [first published in 1841]) described the various Naga
sub-groups jealously guarding their trade routes.

A later Assam Administration Report in 1884-1885 pointed out the hegemony of

larger villages over trading amongst the Ao Nagas:

ltis suggested that the Kukis may also have sometimes facilitated this by acting as middlemen in the flow
of goods between Naga villages that were hostile and would not otherwise trade directly. The semi-
nomadism of the Kukis positioned them to play this role. They are not part of the Naga ethnic group, and
thus would have been outside the fray of internecine quarrels that divided Naga villagers. This, and the fact
that the Kukis had guns before the Nagas and were feared, allowed them to travel between villages without
being attacked. This allowed them to see and take advantage of trading opportunities that the Nagas could
not.
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“The smaller villages are not allowed to trade direct with the plains, but are
compelled to purchase salt and other imported articles from the more

powerful trading communities. (Anonymous, undated-a)

Attempts to monopolize trade continued to be a common source of conflict for many
years to come. Almost half a century later, Hutton cited trading conflicts as still

being one of the three main causes of war amongst the Sema Nagas.

Expansion of Trading After Arrival of the British

The Khonoma-led revolt against the British in 1879 and the village’s surrender from
the heights of Chakka Fort the following year marked a turning point in Nagaland’s
history. Almost a year later, in February 1881, the British administration decided to
retain its position in Kohima, setting the stage for the progressive establishment of
peace and order and the quiet submission of the Nagas (Anonymous, undated-b).

With Khonoma subdued, other less powerful villages quickly fell into line.

Although those villages that had enjoyed privileged positions in the local
pecking order no doubt resented the British intervention, the peace that followed
was welcomed by many Nagas. Even the turbulent Angami were aware that fighting
was keeping them from advancing economically. When, in 1870, after observing the
spacious houses, large herds of cattle and full granaries of Merima, John Butler
commented that it appeared to be far more prosperous than any of his boasted

Angami villages, the shrewd retort of his Jotsoma companion was telling:

"Merheemah [Merima] has been conquered by Munipoor [Manipur] and is
protected by Manipor and the spear to them is almost forgotten, but who
protects us? The Angamee is always at war and has scarcely lived either to
sow or to reap. How can he be rich? Let the Sahib stop our fighting and then
see." (Butler, 1870b)

As tribal fighting was suppressed, a security hitherto entirely unknown fell over the
Naga Hills and battlefields were gradually turned into marketplaces.?® This was
hastened by the construction of cart roads as arteries of communication that allowed
trading excursions between the hills and plains throughout the year. The Angami
left behind their old habits of levying blackmail and turned eagerly to trading. Many
spent enough time visiting the plains that they even picked up a fair degree of

fluency in speaking Assamese.

%8 Hutton described an interesting example of this transition from fighting to trading in a 1926 tour diary:

“Ukha, across the river, arranged to hold a bazar with Hukpang, Pongu, Yungphang, etc. on this
side under our aegis and a number of villages who could normally never venture to have visited
one another turned up in force in the river bed and bartered daos for salt, etc. The Ukha women
even came down and the river bed was filled with a most picturesque concourse of hostile people
in their best clothes trafficking in a perfectly friendly way — probably the first meeting of its kind ever
held at all in this neighborhood.” (Hutton, 1926e, 8)
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Exports from the Naga Hills. Cotton was overwhelmingly the major export from
the Naga Hills, along with small amounts of other crops (chillis, ginger, oranges)
and forest products (rubber [tapped from Ficus elastica], cane, lac and agar). Cotton
was grown mostly by the Lhotas, Rengmas, Semas and Mikirs on the warmer lower
hills. It was estimated that 1200 maunds?® of cotton were brought down to Golaghat
in 1882-1883 alone (Anonymous, undated-a). Both the Nagas and their trading
partners in the plains appear to have quickly picked up the finer points of sharp
trading practices. The Assistant Commissioner eventually took steps to establish a
cotton market to regulate trading and try to protect the Nagas from being cheated
(Anonymous, undated-a). Although significant amounts of cotton were used by the
Nagas themselves for weaving, these local markets began to dry up under
competition from cheap mill-made yarn imported from outside As transportation
became easier, cloth was amongst the commodities that could be imported cheaper
from outside areas that enjoyed the advantages of more mechanization, a cheaper
labor force, and economies of scale. Even before WW 1II, outside producers were

already imitating Naga patterns and flooding the market with cheaper copies:

“Visited Ghakwi. In the afternoon, heard some miscellaneous cases. There is
nothing of any special importance, excepting that Kohdo DB reports that
Semas are frightened that shops in Kohima and Mokokchung are going to
sell machine made cloth, according to Sema patterns, and so undersell
theirs.” (Lambert, 1938)

Labour also became a major export from the Naga Hills, as large numbers
came to the plains to seek work every cold season — a time when their own farms
were less busy. Many laboured in tea plantations, mostly clearing the jungle and
building huts (Anonymous, undated-b). Some worked at coal mines, although they
refused to enter the underground galleries (Anonymous, undated-a). Large numbers
worked for the Public Works Department in building or repairing cart roads, and
others cleared jungle for the railway (Anonymous, undated-b). Iron rails and other
iron railway materials often disappeared from the Assam Railway and Trading
Company’s collieries and were spirited back up the mountains where they were

hammered over Naga anvils into tools and weapons (ibid).

To some degree, the Nagas’ visits to the plains were encouraged by the need
to earn cash to pay their annual house tax. With the major exceptions of cotton and
some oranges, their farms produced only for their own needs and cash had to be

sought off-farm.

Imports from the Plains. As this uplands-lowlands commerce developed, the

commodity that most Nagas prioritized in carrying back up the hills with them was

% A “maund” is a unit of weight used on the Indian sub-continent, with a value that varies from place to
place, but is often equal to 37 kg.
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one in great demand but that could not be produced on their own farms — salt.60
Illustrating the importance of salt, one of the first confidence-building measures in
efforts to pacify the Nagas, as early as 1841, was to comply with their request that a
salt depot be established at Dimapur (General Staff, India, 1930, 4; Hazarika, B.B.,
1987, 282). As an Assam Administration Report observed in 1882-1883, the cotton
that the Nagas brought down with them was often bartered directly for salt:

A notation in a 1944 diary indicates that in the Naga interior, salt continued to be a

more widely-accepted form of currency than cash, even up to WW II:

“To Chingmei (16 miles) — met the Chingmei Scouts en route. The Scouts are
complaining that they have so much work for government these days that
they cannot do their own cultivation, and that they cannot get people to go to
their fields for money. This is true, and the only solution is to pay them in
salt instead of money — with salt they can get hired labour.” (Adams, N.N.,
1944)

Large quantities of rice were also carried back (Anonymous, undated-a),
seemingly pointing to rice deficits in some Naga villages. Other items on their
shopping lists included iron, daos, beads and ornaments, fish, cattle and to the
concern of British officials, guns. The same Assam Administration Report remarked
in 1882-1883 that “both the Angami and Lhotas are active traders, though the
former export hardly anything” (ibid). The Angami appear to have acted more as
middlemen in buying and selling, rather than as primary producers for the market.
Table 4-1 shows the steady increase in salt, cattle, and beads and other ornaments

imported by Angami traders in the years after the fall of Khonoma.

Like other Naga subgroups, the Angami were also heavy importers of salt.
Evidence of this can be found in an observation in the Assam Administration’s
Report of 1882-1883: “The twelve Kohima traders imported Rs 77,000 worth, chiefly
salt” (Anonymous, undated-a). But the Angami also engaged in internal trade with
neighboring Naga subgroups. Cattle imported from the plains and mithun, usually
bought from the Zeliang, were in turn sold to the Semas and Lhotas (ibid). The large
purchases of beads and ornaments were traded mostly with the Chakhesang, for
which they received fowls, pigs and dried fish in exchange (ibid).6!

¢ There were brine wells in many parts of the Naga Hills that were highly coveted and fought over, but the
supply was not nearly sufficient to meet demand. These wells were dug in areas where the groundwater had
a slightly saline taste, and lined with hollow tree trunks. Brine drawn from the wells was placed in bamboo
containers and heated over mud stoves until all the water had evaporated and only salt crystals remained.
(Anonymous, undated-b)

®" The barter system continued to take precedence over cash payments for many years to come, particularly
in the more remote areas. Hutton referred to this in 1923, while explaining how Naga villages paid fines:

“14th [February, 1923]. ... There is very little coin in circulation here [Thachumi, on the eastern
frontier]. Mithun is of course everywhere recognized as suitable medium for the payment of fines,
but one was paid in cloths and another payment started in rupees, proceeded with spear heads
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Table 4-1. Intended Purchases by Angami Naga Traders Leaving the Naga Hills District, 1882-1887

1882-3 1883-4 1884-5 1885-6 1886-7

Number of Passes’ 425 394 475 339 186
Number of Nagas 2,491 2,136 2,722 1,864 3,122
Imports Value of Imports (Rupees)

salt 20,000 8,027 n.a. 6,469 10,850

cattle n.a. 4,610 7,890 10,327 14,765

beads/ornaments n.a. 7,800 n.a. 22,037 28,000

all other goods n.a. 6,367 n.a. 4,550 4,427
Gross value (Rs.) 35,662 26,804 40,965 43,383 58,842

Source: Extracts on Nagas from ‘Assam Administration Report’, 1882-1891
T At that time, the British enforced a regulation that the Angami had to obtain passes before leaving the district for trade.
Those records are the source of these data

Nagas living close to the plains of Cachar and Manipur were in constant
communications with the plains and had long ago lost the ferocity of their cousins in
the more distant hills. Trade quickly followed as both roads and peace-and-order
were pushed into the interior hills, and by 1892, an Assam Administration Report
observed of Sema villages in the Doyang valley, “... cash, of which three years ago
they had none, is now to be found in most villages, a sign that habits of trading are
being developed in the country” (Anonymous, undated-b). With the increased flow of
goods in the 1880s, prices also began to fall and become more affordable. Potatoes
that sold for Rs 15-40/maund in 1883-1884, for example, had fallen to Rs 6-10 by
1886-1887 (Anonymous, undated-a).¢2 In 1887-1888, an Assam Administration
Report noted the increased use of lowland products in the Nagas’ everyday lives:

“Here and there, one finds a Naga who has replaced the rude and uncleanly
earthen or wooden vessels in almost universal use for eating and cooking
purposes by metal utensils. In the large villages near Kohima, such articles
as umbrellas and matches are in fairly common use, while the steel needle
has taken the place of the primitive bamboo implement with which all sewing

was formerly done.” (Anonymous, undated-a)

By 1920, transfrontier Naga villagers outside British territory were traveling to
shops at Mokokchung and Kohima to buy iron, salt, cooking pots and other
necessities of life (Cantlie, 1920Db).

and concluded with a pair of red cane leggings. The payee took it as a matter of course.” (Hutton,
1923a)

Trade wars were also known to sometimes break out between the producers of various commodities (see
Bor 1942:2).

2 To provide a measure of the value of money at that time (1886-1887), the wages for a day’s work in
Angami country were eight annas (Anonymous, undated-a). 1 Rupee = 16 annas.
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As trade expanded, it became an increasingly powerful way for the
government to exert nonmilitary pressure on unruly villages. If they committed any
outrage, the pass used by the offending village or tribal group in their descent to the
plains could easily be blocked, thus debarring the Nagas from visiting the bazaars in
the plains until they made amends with the government. The topography and
system of mountain passes that all Nagas depended on in visiting the plains made
these economic blockades relatively easy to put into effect. The British had in fact
been using this strategy since the mid-1800s, at a time when they had withdrawn
from the Naga Hills.

An 1884-1885 Assam Administration Report concludes, with evident

satisfaction, that:

“The introduction of a settled Government into the Naga Hills has been
followed by the development of trade, the cessation of intervillage wars, an
extension of cultivation, and marked improvement in the condition of the
poorer classes. A taste for the luxuries of civilisation has also been
engendered, and Angami Nagas now invest in umbrellas, tobacco, and sugar.
The great demand for labour has caused a large sum of money to pass into
the possession of the inhabitants of the district, and this has been invested in
cattle and in the opening out of new land, all tending to the increase of

general prosperity.” (Anonymous, undated-a)

Yet in contrast to these rosy assessments, a 1931 report by the then Honorary
Director of Ethnography to the Government of Assam, J.P. Mills, outlined in rather
stark terms some of the negative consequences that followed the opening of the
Naga Hills to outside influences. Mills lamented, amongst others, the disappearance
of Naga culture in favor of all things foreign, the breakup of the family unit as
Nagas began working away from their villages as casual laborers, the substitution of
rice beer with hard distilled liquors, the introduction of diseases, the spread of
opium use, prostitution, and other social vices, and that young Nagas were receiving
the wrong type of education that left them unfit to work in either their fields or
Government service. This essay contains so many interesting observations little

reported elsewhere that it has been included in its entirety in appendix 3-11.63

The Arrival of Christianity

As well as the British administration and its achievement of peace and order, the
other major catalyst that brought tremendous change to the Naga Hills was the

arrival of Christianity in the late 19t century.

% In the later years of his career, Hutton also wrote widely about the perilous future of minority groups as
they were incorporated into the wider Indian nation and exposed increasingly to outside influences. Many of
his comments drew on his long years of experience with the Nagas. See Hutton, 1927-30; 1938; and 1941.
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Traditional Religious Beliefs

Before this, the Angami had their own religious beliefs that permeated every aspect
of their lives. They honored a supreme God known as “Ukepenopfii”, translating
literally to “she who bore us” (Meyase, S., 1985, 59). The soul was believed to not
perish with the body at death but to continue on to a higher place, possibly becoming
a star (Meyase, S., 1985, 91).6¢ Ukepenopfii was viewed as benevolent and too
powerful to bother interfering in the day-to-day affairs of mankind. Of more concern
were the many spirits and deities, called terhomia, that were thought to be

everywhere in the environment and play a direct role in people’s everyday lives.65

Terhomia could be either good or evil. The Angami were constantly aware of
the power of these spirits and the need to appease them through ceremonies and
offerings.% The benevolent spirits were appeased to obtain more blessings, and the
evil spirits to ward off disease, death and crop failure. In the absence of alternative
explanations, almost all suffering, illness, misfortune and death were ascribed to the
influence of evil spirits (Meyase, S., 1985, 59). Likewise, any event seen as unusual
or ominous (table 4-2) would call for a genna (taboo), during which work in the fields
and contact with the outside world were forbidden, and special ceremonies were
performed to appease the spirits. Village priests called zievo-u were the religious
leaders and conducted most magico-religious functions and announced the dates of
public religious ceremonies. Most of these religious ceremonies were designed to
protect the crops in the field and warriors in battle. Their religious beliefs were
central to almost every aspect of Angami lives — and changes in those beliefs would
have profound socio-cultural impacts.¢” Traditional rituals associated with first
sowing (tsiekrii) and first harvesting (liedepfii) of jhum fields have already been
described in chapter 2. Different rituals were associated with wet rice cultivation.

6 Khonoma's only remaining zievo-u (traditional priest) explained that after death, there are several different
paths that the soul may travel, depending on his or her conduct in life. There are separate paths for those
who had done mischief in the world, for those who had been honest, and for those who had done good
things. There may be some kind of court, he suggested, to decide which path should be taken (Chase, D.,
2001). ltis unknown how much these beliefs have been influenced by the teachings of Christianity.

65 Large or unusual stones were often believed to be inhabited by spirits. A rock formation with an uncanny
resemblance to a human face can be found high on a cliff behind Khonoma (plate 4-12). Before the spread
of Christianity, Khonoma'’s ancestors knew it as shiikhie-u — the spirit that controlled all wild animals. When
setting out for the forests, hunters would pray for shiikhie-u’s blessing, promising it a share of the meat if it
granted them success. Successful hunters would then cut an ear off their kills and leave it in the forest as an
offering to shiikhie-u. Failure to do so, it was believed, would cause the meat to shrink or not taste good.

% See a selection of prayers in appendix 3-10.

7 Further readings on the traditional religious beliefs of the Nagas can be found in Hutton, 1969, 177-186;
Longchar, 1995; Terhuja et al., 1997; Epao, 1998, 37-88; and Lotsuro, 2000, 19-27.
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Traditional Rituals for Wet Rice Cultivation

After the laborious days of field preparation and puddling of the wet rice terraces in
April and May, there was a brief hiatus as the old man appointed as “first sower”
performed the necessary rituals. This usually took place on the second day after the
Thekranyi festival, in late May or June, but would be delayed if there was a death in
the village — in which case the village would first have to observe a one-day genna
during which work in the fields was prohibited. Only then could the first sowing
ritual be performed. Like all festivals and rituals, it would be announced in the

thehou the evening before and the news then yelled from one thehou to the next.

Table 4-2. Unusual Events that were Deemed Inauspicious and Required Compensatory Gennas*

¢ A death in the village;
e The deaths of two people in the village on the same day;

e Somebody that has gone to the field to cut firewood receives a leg injury sufficiently serious
that he can no longer walk and must be carried back to the village (riiza zha);

¢ A person being shot by mistake (themou zha) (If the wound is fatal, then the shooter and his
entire family must move away from the village for 7 years.);

¢ Accidental shooting of cattle or mithun (mistaken for deer);

¢ Accidental burning of a house (kiru kitho);

o Accidental burning of graves (mekhru kerie);

o Accidental burning of grain (cadi kerie);

¢ A roof being blown off;

¢ A girl climbing up on the communal bed (kishtzh() in a morung;
o Cattle or pigs clambering up onto the bed in a morung;

¢ While transplanting paddy, seedlings are accidentally dropped into the river and swept away in
the current (thichl kepeju);

o While harvesting paddy, a field accidentally catches fire and burns some of the paddy crop
(thibie kerie);

¢ While drying paddy spread on mats in the sun, strong winds arrive and blow the paddy away;

o Excessive rain;

¢ Destruction of crops or houses by fierce winds;

¢ Unusual darkening of the skies during the day;

¢ Drought, or other harsh weather;

e Damage to fields by landslides (cadi keme) or floods (dzu lieva);

¢ An eclipse of the sun or moon (should not do anything for two days, not even collect firewood);

¢ A big landslide;

e The appearance of a comet; or

® An earthquake.

* Sources: Dovihu Chase, Khonoma zievo-u (plate 3-224); Terhuja et al. (1997)

An elder of Merhtimia khel, 74 year-old Theyiehezo Zetsuvi, was the first
sower for the entire village at the time of the field studies.®® Theyiehezo was

elected as first sower by those in the community still following traditional beliefs

68 Many Naga elders are uncertain of their exact age, but Theyiehezo recalled his birth as the year before
the old Merhiimia khel gate was pulled into place. This event provided him with a historical signpost for
calculating his age. The date is corroborated by an entry in Hutton’s tour diary (Hutton, 1929a).




The history of the Angami Nagas and Khonoma before Indian independence 175

since, in his words, “there were no older men available”. Amongst the Nagas, the
first sower was usually a man and the first reaper a woman. This was probably
related to the widely-held perception that “men are the seeds; women are the soil.”
Being construed as “seeds”, it then followed that the first sowing should be
performed by a man. And since women were the nurturers, then this was ritually
represented in women being the first reapers (Aier, 2001). There was also a saying
amongst the ancestors that less food would be eaten when it was served by women —
so their food reserves would last longer. This was sometimes cited as an additional
reason why it should be women who did the ritual first reaping and preparation of
the food.

There were also ecological reasons underlying the division of ritualistic
responsibilities between the khels. The first sowing ritual (tekhusekhrii) was
performed by a representative from Merhiimia khel, while Semomia khel took
responsibility for the first harvest ritual (liedepfii). The explanation for this lay in
the position of each khel’s paddy fields on the landscape. Most of Merhiimia khel’s
rice terraces lay in the upper end of the valley (known locally as the Ketsaju Valley),
where rice grew more slowly in the colder conditions. If transplanting was done too
late, then the rice would fruit less because of the cold weather. Hence, Merhiimia
khel farmers had to begin transplanting earlier than their neighbors, so the timing
of the first sowing ritual had to accommodate this ecological limitation. It thus made
sense that responsibility for the first sowing ritual should lie with those who nature
compelled to plant first. But in the warmer area further down the valley where
Semomia khel had its terraces, the rice developed more quickly and ripened earlier —
even though it was planted later. Thus harvesting always began with Semomia khel
and the first reaping ritual had to accommodate its timetable. If the roles had been
reversed and Semomia khel forced to wait until Merhiimia khel’s rice was ready to
harvest before the first reaping ritual was performed, then Semomia khel’s crops
would have become over-ripe and damaged by lodging, shelling out, birds and so on.
Conversely, if Merhiimia khel had been obliged to wait until Semomia khel was
ready to transplant before the first sowing ritual was performed, it would have been
past the best time for Merhiimia to be transplanting and their yields would have

fallen.

The first sower would rise early in the morning on the selected day, and
hasten alone to his rice nursery to pull up a handful of rice seedlings. These he
would take to his paddy field and transplant while incanting a prayer to the
supreme power, Ukepenuopfi (also known as Terhuo Riisuo). This day of first

sowing was genna and those who followed traditional beliefs refrained from any
work. The first sower was constrained to remain quiet and avoid conversations with

outsiders. It was believed that if he conducted the ritual properly, then the
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transplanting would progress smoothly that year.¢® The rest of the village could
begin transplanting the following day. Some would also whisper prayers as they

worked, but this was not considered necessary.

The exact timing of transplanting from year-to-year was of course dependent
on when the rains arrived.”™ If they began at the normal time, transplanting usually
began about May 20th. Most of the transplanting might be completed before the end
of May in years when the rains began early — but it could be delayed until June by

their late arrival.

The other major ritual associated with wet rice cultivation occurred at the
other end of the growing season, when the village would again pause to seek the
blessings of the spirit world. By now, the village would be abuzz with conversation
about when harvest should start. At their collective nod, it was then the duty of the
first reaper of paddy (Terhiiliede) to hasten to her field to perform the necessary
rituals.”? This was announced through the thehou system on the evening before the
chosen date. A pig was also sacrificed on the day before the first reaping ritual, and
a piece distributed to every family in the village. A front leg of the slaughtered
animal was given to the first reaper. She would rise early the next morning and
gather the needed tools — a sickle (zhiekhwino), the bamboo flail used in threshing
(lieda), a winnowing tray (jari) and a basket (khodi) (see appendix 5-7). Covering
her head and avoiding any conversation, she would move silently down the stone
pathway to the terraces, a lone figure. Arriving at her terraces, she would begin by
unwrapping some cooked rice that she brought along and tasting a small amount.
The remainder was then mixed with one of three ingredients — earthworm castings
(tsochii), soil from a termite mound (riipu), or leaves of Urena labata L. (kuchii)? —

% But if something had happened that could have been interpreted as ominous, then more gennas would
have been required to try to appease the spirits and enlist their help in changing the course of events. If, for
example, while performing his duties, the first sower inadvertently dropped some paddy seedlings into the
water and they were swept away with the current, then this would have been seen as a sign that part of the
rice crop would be lost that year.

® As well as the ritual first sower, some Angami villages also appointed a ritual specialist as their “rain-
maker” (Raseo), to ensure reliable rainfall. Kikhi (1997) describes this in her home village of Viswema,
where the ritual, known as Terase, was performed on May 18" every year.

| refer to the first reaper as a female because this was traditionally the case. But Khonoma is now in the
rather unusual position of having a male elder as its first reaper. There were apparently no suitable female
candidates available within Semomia khel’s dwindling population of believers in traditional religion. Dolhuvi
Kimovi of Semomia khel has been performing the first reaping rites for paddy since his election by followers
of the old traditions four years ago. There were also ritual requirements for his induction to the post. This
normally would have involved the newly-appointed first reaper replacing the roof thatching on his house. But
since his house roof was made of tin sheets, he instead went through the symbolic motions of collecting
some thatch and tying it to his roof. A clean cock was then sacrificed by the zievo (village priest), piercing its
neck with a sharp bamboo lance and trying to hit an artery. A strong flow of blood was viewed as auspicious.
After then throwing the wings and kidney onto the road, the zievo took the rest of the bird to eat and
returned to his home without speaking to anyone.

2 The Angami view these as having “good names” and symbolic of qualities that they hope to see in the
harvest. The earthworm castings are associated with abundance and fertility; the termite mounds rise from
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and then wrapped in a banana leaf. Praying that the harvest would be blessed, she
carefully tied the package to one of the rice bundles. This particular rice bundle
would then be set aside until the entire village had finished harvesting. Her prayers
would continue as she finally picked up her sickle and began harvesting. If her crop
was still not ripe, she might harvest only a symbolic amount for the purpose of the
ritual. But if it was ready, she could continue work until the entire field was

harvested.

The rest of the village began their harvest the following day.™ As for the
first reaper, she had to remain close to her house and keep her head covered for the
following three days. At the end of the harvest season, marked by the Tiekede
festival, she would return to her field to harvest the solitary remaining rice bunch to
which she had tied the package. As a final enactment of the ritual, she would
present a full basket of rice to the first sower of paddy — as he was the one who had

initiated the crop.

Only a dwindling community of believers in traditional religion these days
continues to observe the first reaping ritual. The Baptist church has replaced it with
a special thanksgiving service every September 25t But regardless of whether they
know their supreme being as “God” or “Ukepenuopfii”, and regardless of their form
of worship, the significance of the event is the same for all. Much of the former ritual
elaboration of wet rice cultivation has slipped steadily into obscurity since the
arrival of Christianity. Archer, for example, described a visit to Khonoma in 1946,
during which he encountered earthen models of breasts erected to overlook the
terraced valley during the Tsilinyi festival in late August or September. They seemed
to be intended to boost yields (figure 4-3).74 Interestingly, the rice would have been
around the milk stage at that point — a time critical to determining its future

yields.?

the ground in tall piles of pure soil, like the anticipated piles of newly-harvested rice; and Urena lobata is
notable for its copious seeding, like the heavy panicles of a bumper rice crop that they hope to soon be
harvesting.

7 Anyone beginning their harvest before the Liedepfii had completed the ritual was committing a very
serious offence. Hutton (1969, 456) noted that the penalty was expulsion from the village for seven years.

™ That Hutton saw the same thing on a visit to Khonoma at the same time of year, but almost 20 years
earlier, seems to confirm it as an annual ritual:

“Outside the Semoma gate was a row of pointed cones of red earth on platform of the same. They
represented breasts and were apparently intended to increase the fertility of the fields. Opposite
were tiny miniature morungs beautifully built and miniature stepped pyramids in clay.” (Hutton,
1928, 1)

" Hutton (1922b, 177-178) described another Angami Naga ceremony that entailed erecting two posts of
phallic design in front of the ritual performer’s porch and then throwing a young dog down from the top of the
house roof. Before hurling it from the roof though, the unfortunate pup was given human attributes in the
form of a spear and a piece of cloth. Tradition stated that this ceremony had been performed generations
earlier by casting down a human being rather than a dog, and Hutton speculated that it had originally been a
form of human sacrifice. He reasoned that the casting down of a victim from above may have been to
encourage the fall of fertilizing rain.
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After a Slow Start, Christianity Gains Rapid Momentum

The Angami are often described as a people who are slow to believe in something,
but then after they have accepted it, equally reluctant to give it up. This seems to
have held true in their reaction to Christianity. The first missionary to work
amongst the Angami was Rev. C.D. King of the American Baptist Mission. His
arrival at Samaguting in 1879 coincided with the outbreak of the Angami rebellion,
forcing a delay in his work. The Angami proved to be unreceptive to Christianity
and Rev. King earned few converts during those early years. It would have been
surprising if it had been otherwise. The American Baptists were particularly strict
in their expectations of Christian behavior. This included what can only be described
as an obsession against the consumption of any type of alcohol — to the point that
teetotalism was viewed as the ultimate measure of a good Christian (Mills, 1932).
This alone would have been a large adjustment for Angami fond of drinking rice
beer as part of their daily diet. But more seriously, the Church’s insistence that
everything relating to traditional beliefs was bad and had to be discontinued meant
that the Angami essentially had to reject much of their own culture as a
precondition to accepting Christ. They had to exclude themselves from communal
rejoicing — the singing and dancing, the drinking and feasting which took place

during festivals and were central to their identity as Angami.

Nevertheless, the first Khonoma villager accepted Christianity in 1897 — 18
years after the Baptists opened their mission in Kohima.”® By 1904, Rev. Rivenburg
was employing two evangelists, one based in Khonoma and the second in Jakhama
village. The missionaries’ eventual success probably owed much to their use of

education, and often dispensaries, as a way to convert the Nagas to Christianity.””

Both education and medical services undermined the Angami’s traditional
religious beliefs. Most obviously, education provided alternative explanations for
many of the natural phenomena that the Angami had previously attributed to the
spirit world — planting seeds of doubt in their long-held beliefs. Medical science dealt
traditional religious beliefs a further blow. The Nagas had long viewed sickness and
death as punishment by the spirits for some wrong-doing. In their world view,
religion and illness were inseparable (Meyase, S., 2001, 102). Sickness therefore had
to be treated by the village priest, by sacrificing chickens or performing other rituals.
When it became clear that modern medicines were both more effective and often
cheaper in treating illnesses, this again shook the very foundations of Angami
religious belief. This, in turn, undermined the role of the traditional priests and

their influence within village life.

® The Khonoma Baptist Church consequently celebrated its centenary in 1997.

" Not only did the missionaries open schools and provide the means for villagers to receive education, but
Christianity also provided a compelling reason for wanting to be literate. Some older folks who were unable
to attend schools taught themselves to read so that they could use the Bible and hymn books.
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Adopting Christianity thus became seen as an effective route to access
education’®, improved health?, and generally an improved standard of living. This
perception reflected similar trends in many other Asian minority groups which
received Christian missions (Tapp 1989). It was reinforced when the first
Christians in Khonoma became the village elite by virtue of their education. Some
even became government officials. The villagers thus came to view Christianity as a
stepping stone to a higher social status (Sanyid, 1994). S. Meyase adds: “It is
regarded as fashionable to get education and become a Christian because [the]
majority of the educated population are Christians” (1985, 127). Therefore the
missionaries’ success rate grew not so much because of promised rewards in the

afterlife, but rather because of substantial economic benefits in the present life.

Sweeping Changes that Christianity Brought to Village Life

Whatever their reasons for conversion were, the pioneers of Christianity in any
village faced daunting consequences. Many were ostracized and driven away,
sometimes by their own families and clans. Their neighbors feared that the entire
village would suffer the spirits’ wrath if the Christians were permitted to discard the
rituals and violate all the old beliefs. Any misfortune would be blamed on them. It
was thus common for fledgling Christian communities to have to break away from
their main villages and resettle nearby. These tensions appeared to have mounted
as Christianity gained momentum in Khonoma, and by the second quarter of the
1900s, the Deputy Commissioner increasingly had to mediate between the two
groups. A diary entry by Hutton in 1926 reveals the difficulties of trying to reconcile

the two religions:

“Much talk at Khonoma about Christians and gennas. The Christians having
gone to the fields on a genna day recently, the millet has begun to die

mysteriously, though it was looking extremely well before. It is true that

"8 The links between Christianity and education are very clear in Nagaland. The Ao Nagas are probably the
most commonly-cited example. They were the first of the Naga tribes to receive Christianity when Rev. E.W.
Clark began preaching in Molungyimsen village in 1876 and opened a school soon afterwards. This gave
the Aos a head start in education that, 130 years later, continues to give them an advantage over other
Naga tribes. A disproportionate number of professional and government positions in Nagaland are filled by
Ao graduates. The high frequency of Aos in government jobs was undoubtedly also aided by having an Ao
Chief Minister [S.C. Jamir] for two consecutive terms.

Others draw comparisons between Khonoma and its neighbor, Mezoma. Although these two Angami
villages have much in common, a striking difference is that Christianity gained a foothold in Mezoma (1943)
46 years later than Khonoma (1897). Interestingly, Mezoma also did not have its first university graduate
(1971) until 47 years after Khonoma (1924).

Within Khonoma itself, Merhiimia was ahead of the other two khels both in adopting Christianity and getting
educated and continues to hold that advantage.

& Many Naga health problems at that time were related to poor hygiene. Christianity encouraged better
hygiene because it meant that believers would get scrubbed up and change their clothes at least once a
week — before attending the Sunday church service. Education played a similar role as students were taught
to at least wash their hands and faces before leaving for school in the mornings (Meru, V., 2001).
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something has happened to the millet. It is not a visible insect but looks like
too much sun, which under the circumstances is impossible, also it is
affecting the lower leaves which are turning yellow whereas the sun would
probably catch the tops first. (Hutton, 1926b, 14-15)

Religion had become an issue sufficiently divisive that Khonoma’s Christian
community was facing the prospect of having to move far enough away from the
village to be outside its spiritual jurisdiction. As Christianity gained more converts,
they were increasingly able to promote their new religion® and shrug off the
prohibitions of the 0ld.8! In time, the tables turned, and the Christians were the
dominant majority, able to dictate terms to those who declined to give up the old
beliefs. The rate of conversions to Christianity rose rapidly in the years leading up
to and after departure of the British.82

In a 1931 paper, Mills described at length the dramatic changes that
Christianity was imposing on the very fabric of Naga society at that time. “As

religion plays a part in every Naga ceremony”, he wrote, “and as that religion is not

8 In 1929, Hutton cited an interesting example of the Christians’ attempts to recruit more followers in
Khonoma, while adherents to the old beliefs fought to maintain the status quo:

“There is trouble about the school. The owner of the site at present occupied by the school has
announced his intention of building his house there, and as sites in Khonoma are very valuable, he
must be allowed to do so. It is the village’s business to provide a site for the school and | have told
them that if they do not do so, | have no objection to the school’s being closed. They have,
however, but cannot agree on a site. The question is complicated by the schoolmaster having
turned Christian and the non-Christians complain of evangelization and moral pressure put on their
children — under cover of secular teaching. The schoolmaster of course, denies it, but if it is
believed that he is proselytizing, that is as bad as if he really does so, as far as the peace of the
village and the progress of the school is concerned.” (Hutton, 1929a, 1-2)

81 A clear example of this was young women who, after converting to Christianity, refused to shave their
heads until marriage, according to the earlier custom (see plate 3-101, for example, and eralier section on
Divorce). Hutton again provides insights on this debate in Khonoma in the 1930s:

“A fuss is going on in the village [Khonoma] because one or two Christian girls have refused to
shave their heads till marriage according to the immemorial custom of the village. They like to grow
their hair to put the come-hither on the boys, but the ancients say it is taboo, and of course the
Christians cannot pretend that it is a matter of conscience for them to grow their hair, so | have
ordered them that they must obey the village custom or live outside the village. It is a clean and
seemly custom and St. Paul would certainly have been on my side.” (Hutton, 1934b)

83, Meyase (2001, 129-130) makes an interesting point that the rate of conversion to Christianity was not
the same amongst the Naga tribes. The fastest growth in Christianity took place amongst the autocratic
Semas and Konyaks. In these cases, if the Aung (Konyak king) or village chief (Semas) was converted, then
the entire village would convert en masse. But for the Angami, famed for their extreme democracy,
individualistic thinking and resistance to change, conversion to Christianity was an individual or family
decision and the church grew more slowly. As evidence, Meyase points out that although the first Angami
adopted Christianity in 1885 and the first Sema not until 1906, by 1936, there were reportedly 6,500 Sema
Christians while the Angami lagged far behind with only 630. This gap had widened even more dramatically
by 1950, with Christians numbering 1,500 Angami and 16,000 Semas. However many of the old ideas
persisted. See Archer, W. (1947); Aier (2001).
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Christianity, every ceremony must go” (Mills, 1932).83 This effectively suppressed
the ceremonies, festivals, and feasts of merit that were the main occasions for the
Nagas to don their full traditional finery, to dance and sing, and retell the stories of
old. The implications were far-reaching. The history and traditions that had been
handed down through songs and stories were rapidly forgotten. Wealth was no
longer redistributed, or prestige earned, through feasts of merit. The standards of
wealth changed from the land, livestock, and full rice granaries that had
traditionally marked success, to how much money had been accumulated. This new
form of wealth was not perishable and could be kept indefinitely. Instead of sharing
it through feasts of merit, it could instead be accumulated. The Nagas began
wearing western dress, encouraged by missionary teaching that somehow equated
more completely-covered bodies with higher morality and Christian values. Many
analysts blame the Mission’s strong prohibition policy for pushing drinking behind
closed doors, away from the prying eyes of the church, and fostering alcoholism
(Sanyu, 2001).84

While all this social upheaval was taking place, the morungs (male and
female dormitories) that had been the social centre of Naga villages, were also being
systematically undermined. It was in the morungs that Naga boys and girls learnt
the behavior and skills that were expected of them, listened to the stories of their
ancestors (Shishak, 1990), and practiced their songs and dances (Takatemjen, 1990).
During the earlier days of constant warfare and headhunting, the men’s morung had
also played an important role in village defense as the young bachelors that slept
there served as sentries. But in the eyes of the missionaries, these activities made
morungs places of vice and to be discouraged. The importance of the morungs
declined as more families turned Christian and forbade their children from spending
time there. They disappeared altogether from villages that had turned entirely

Christian, and the church replaced them as the new centre of social life.

The demise of the morung was abetted, in part, by the schools that were
opening at the same time, many of them also operated by the missionaries. They
replaced the former teaching role of the morungs. Young Nagas began depending
more on teachers for their knowledge, and less on their parents and peers (Punyd,
1995, 113; Meyase, S., 2001, 99). As the economic benefits of having an education
became apparent, the respect that Nagas formerly accorded to their elders was
instead shifted to the educated. Those who received even a smattering of education

were no longer interested in the hard labor of cultivation, but aspired to what Mills

8 The full text of the Mills paper (1932) is provided in appendix 3-11. This is followed, in appendix 3-12, by a
short paper by Rev. C.D. King (undated), the first missionary to work amongst the Angami. The latter is
included both for its contrasting optimism about the changes that were occurring in the Naga Hills and its
specific references to Khonoma. The two papers clearly show the antagonism that existed between British
administrators and American missionaries over their respective roles in the Naga Hills.

8 Or, as Mills notes (1932), since drinking alcohol was condemned as sinful, some villagers began using
opium instead. This was uncommon, but not unknown, amongst the Angami.
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(1932) called “sitting and eating” jobs - characterized by sitting behind desks, white
shirts and soft hands.

British administrators described a drabness that descended over Naga
villages after pacification and Christianization. The colorful ceremonies and
festivals that had previously broken up the monotony of the agricultural year were
fading from use. The old system of gennas was discarded, instead replaced by
observing Sunday as a single genna day when work in the fields would stop and
people would attend church to conduct a new set of rituals brought by the white man.
The Supreme Being was no longer known as “Ukepenopfii”, but now as “God”. Even
the first-sowing and first-harvesting rituals were replaced by special church services.
The artistic outlet of the Nagas withered as they had fewer opportunities to dress in
their traditional finery, to sing and dance, or to retell stories that had been handed
down over generations. Wood carvings had been amongst the most important of
their material arts, used mainly in decorating morungs and houses of those who had
given feasts of merit. But as the arrival of Christianity pushed both morungs and
feasts into disuse, the ornate carvings disappeared along with them.

Hutton noted that Khonoma tried, without good result, to fill this vacuum
with “litigation, gambling and drunkenness” (1921a, 13).8%  Wrestling took a
dramatic jump in popularity amongst the Angami, Chakhesang and Zeliangrong8¢ at
that time, seemingly as an alternative way to prove one’s manliness, settle disputes,

or defeat another village or tribal group.

All in all, the combination of British administration and Christianity
wrought tremendous social changes on Naga society (Maitra, 1991, 152-154). It
destroyed much of what was central to their identity as Nagas and replaced it with

attempts to emulate all things western.

Birth of Naga Political Consciousness

Despite the fundamental changes wrought by British administration, Christianity
and education, what emerged was something that was to have larger repercussions
than any one of those influences ... the rise of Naga nationalism. Again, Khonoma
was at the centre of political activities that were to shape the future of the entire
Naga Hills. Before modern times there was no concept of a larger “Naga nation”8’

that united the Angami with other subgroups. This wider sense of identity did not

86 Zeliangrong refers to an amalgamation of the Zemai, Liangmai and Rongmai tribal groups.

8 1t is still vague as to what distinguishes Nagas from the many other tribal groups found in Northeast India.
While geography stands them out, other issues like their independent and warlike spirit differentiate them
from others. Hutton considered “Naga” to simply be a useful term for denoting groups living in a particular
geographical area (1922a, xvi), but Elwin claimed “there is an atmosphere, a spirit, in a Naga which is
unmistakable” (1997, 5). Today, which groups fall under the Naga umbrella can easily be influenced more
by politics than ethnicity, especially given the separatists’ agenda to create a united homeland
encompassing all Naga subgroups.
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begin until after the Naga Hills had quietened down under British rule and people

began traveling more widely.

Role of World Wars in Creating Naga Unity

Nagas’ awareness of the outside world expanded rapidly in the early 1900s. A
significant number could read and write by that time. They interacted with British
officials for matters of state, and American missionaries in the church. Some had
joined the government service or become evangelists themselves. Others,
particularly from Khonoma, traveled widely in the region on trading missions.
Khonoma was viewed as one of the most progressive villages at that time, and the
British administration often relied on its skills for developing the Naga Hills
District. Some Khonoma villagers were recruited by the Government to live amongst
other Naga subgroups to teach them about wet rice terracing (Sema, 1992, 105).
Some were hired as stone masons, to build roads. Others were provided with new

skills, such as grafting, and sent off to extend them amongst other villages.s8

The Nagas’ exposure to global affairs took a dramatic lurch forward in 1916
and 1917 when 2000 of them were sent to France as part of the Labour Corps
(Yonuo, 1974, 121-126). There they witnessed warfare on a scale that made their
own intervillage raids seem like innocent fun in comparison. They must have
wondered why the white man felt justified in condemning the Nagas as barbarians
(Nibedon, 1983, 23). But the horrors of the WWI battlefields forged a sense of
political unity amongst the many Naga subgroups that participateds®. The alien
surroundings made their own intertribal differences seem inconsequential and for
the first time, they saw themselves as part of the same Naga nation. This, in turn,
fostered concern about future developments and the constitutional status of their
own homeland. In 1918, after the end of the war, the Naga Club was formed with
chapters in Kohima and Mokokchung. Its members were mainly government
officials and leading headmen of villages. Their purpose was to represent all Nagas
and assist British officers in understanding their social and administrative problems
(Changkiri, 1999, 198-199). It also began infusing a political consciousness amongst
the Nagas. When India was in turmoil in the 1920s and Mahatma Gandhi was
leading the Indian National Congress (INC) in trying to overthrow British rule, a
Statutory Commission was formed in November 1927 under the chairmanship of Sir
John Simon to study the workings of the administration in India and to recommend

reforms. When the Simon Commission arrived in Kohima in 1929, the Naga Club

 The government’s heavy recruitment of extension agents from Khonoma probably had several reasons.
Most obviously, it was geographically near the state capital and its infamy ensured that it was visited often
by District Commissioners; Khonoma’s well-known skills in rice terracing and stone masonry were in high
demand; and Khonoma continued to command high respect and other villages were prepared to listen to its
people. It may also have been an intentional strategy to keep Khonoma occupied and out of mischief!

8 There were no participants from Khonoma.
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presented it with a memorandum demanding that the Naga Hills not be included in
the proposed reforms. It stated Nagas’ preference to remain directly under British
government, but if the British were to quit India, then they asked to be left alone to
decide their own future, as in days of old. This is usually considered to have been the

Nagas’ first formal demand for independence.

By 1942, Burma was engulfed in war as Japanese troops advanced westward
towards India. The Japanese strategy was to invade India through Nagaland and
Manipur, and from there, to launch attacks on the plains. They were being
supported by the Indian National Army (INA), which hoped to take advantage of
British vulnerability to liberate India from its rule. At that time, two Khonoma men
were living in Rangoon — Angami Zapu Phizo? and his brother, Keviyalie, from the
Gwizantsu clan of Merhiimia khel (figure 3-2). A.Z. Phizo had gone to Burma after
his tyre retreading business in Dimapur had failed and he had been unable to repay
his debts. Ultimately, his property was confiscated and he was expelled from the
Naga Hills. Phizo had long been staunchly anti-British. Now, faced with the
indignity of being exiled from his own homeland by the white rulers, he had added
reason to dream of liberating Nagaland. He saw opportunity in the arrival of the
Japanese army. In 1943, Phizo and his brother offered to assist the Japanese and
the INA in exchange for their promise to recognize Nagaland as an independent
sovereign state. On April 5th, 1944, an estimated 12,000 to 15,000 Japanese troops
laid siege to Kohima. After 64 days of fierce fighting, during which an estimated
4000 Indian, Gurkha and British defenders were killed or wounded and not a
building was left standing in Kohima town, the Japanese were finally defeated and
their invasion of India brought to a standstill (Rooney, 1992). Unlike Phizo and his
brother, most Nagas remained loyal to the British and contributed enormously to
the Japanese defeat.?? With the defeat of his allies, Phizo fled back to Burma where
he was arrested by the British.

With major battles this time being fought on their own doorsteps, WWII had
an even more dramatic impact than its predecessor in exposing Nagas to the outside
world and developing their sense of solidarity as a people. Roads and
communications were improved as part of the war effort. The foreign armies brought
with them many modern weapons and other equipment that the Nagas had never

seen before.?2 The myth of British invincibility was also crushed. It may have been

% A.Z. Phizo was the grandson of Pelhou, the noted Khonoma leader who negotiated surrender to British
forces in 1880 (see appendix 3-6). It is not known if this helped to drive Phizo’s hostility to the British.

" Khonoma's involvement in the war was limited to a 4-day visit by a platoon of Japanese soldiers.
Marching from the Zeliang area (west), they arrived in Khonoma on April 14" 1944. Although my
understanding is that there was no fighting between British and Japanese forces in Khonoma, Ganguli (1984,
40) describes a grand battle there. The accuracy of Ganguli’s story seems doubtful.

92 Money flooded into the Naga Hills to finance post-war reconstruction. Many Nagas who received
government contracts to participate in the rebuilding became quite wealthy (Sanyd, 1987, 186). Even the
war dead contributed to the economy:
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partly in response to this unprecedented invasion from outside that, in 1944, the
Khonoma Riuffiino was established to unite Khonoma’s khels in pursuing the
village’s interests (Kruse, 1994).93

Formation of a Naga Political Lobby, Spearheaded by Khonoma

As the dust of war settled, Deputy Commissioner Charles Pawsey proposed to the
Nagas that they organize themselves to reconstruct their sociopolitical life according
to modern democratic lines. In response, the Naga Hills Tribal Council (NHTC) was
formed in April 1945 and, for the first time the Nagas were united in a single socio-
political organization. Its secretary was a bright young intellectual from Khonoma’s
Merhiimia khel, Theyiechiithie Sakhrie. T. Sakhrie was actually the cousin of Phizo,
who by this time was incarcerated in Rangoon. As it grew clear that India would
soon receive its independence, the Nagas became increasingly worried about their
political future. In February 1946, the council renamed itself the Naga National
Council (NNC), with the main objective of fighting for a separate Naga country and
developing it according to their own wishes. The NNC had 29 members,

representing the various Naga subgroups.

At this time, Naga political activities began centering more and more around
Khonoma. An officer of the Assam Civil Service who was instrumental in setting up
the NNC was Nagaland’s first university graduate, A. Kevichusa (Ramunny, 1993,
18)94, T. Sakhrie was the NNC’s first secretary (plate 3-70). When Phizo (plate 3-71)
was released from detention in June 1946 and returned to the Naga Hills full of
political ambitions, T. Sakhrie recruited him to join their efforts. Later, Mosievile

(Mowu) Chase (plate 3-72) was to become Commander-in-Chief of the Naga Army.

“A large number of dead bodies, particularly the Japanese soldiers, were lying scattered and
unattended in the jungle. Many of those dead soldiers had a weapon, one or two gold teeth as well
as gold rings, wrist watches and other valuables on their persons. These were taken away from the
dead bodies by the local people which formed a part of their amassed wealth.” (Meyase, S., 2001,
120)

% Kruse (1994, 34) explains that “Rufflino” means “army”, but is usually used in referring to the
“congregation of a highly potent, dynamic and an ever-prepared body consisting mainly of the ablest and
most experienced warriors of a village or a people for any defensive or offensive purposes against the
enemies”.

®  Khonoma villagers still chuckle over the story of A. Kevichusa’'s application for government service.

Apparently he was being tested by Hutton and had proven his capabilities in everything except horse riding.
But Khonoma had no horses that would have allowed him to acquire such skills. Probably liking what he saw
in the young man, Hutton motioned for A. Kevichusa to get up behind him on the horse and hold on tightly.
Hutton then spurred the horse and galloped the length of the sports field. As A. Kevichusa dismounted,
Hutton check-marked the box for horse riding ability on his application form and he was accepted into
government service (Meru, K., 2000).

Hutton’s faith was not misplaced, and A. Kevichusa, and later his sons, went on to make important
contributions to Nagaland’s political development. It was one of his sons, Khrieli Kevichusa, who first took
me to Khonoma village in 1995 leading to this research. Another two sons were tragically assassinated by
the underground. Many of Nagaland’s most promising leaders have died in this way.
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All were from Khonoma’s powerful Merhiimia khel. A close friend of T. Sakhrie,
Jasokie Zinyu (widely known as J.B. Jasokie) from Thevomia khel, became the
Information Secretary (plate 3-70). Just as Khonoma had historically led resistance
to outside invaders, it was again leading the way in forging Naga unity and

providing a voice for their political aspirations.

In the final months under British rule in 1947 there was a flurry of activity
as the NNC tried desperately to avoid being subsumed into the Indian Union.% The
council resolved in February that the Naga Hills should cease to be a part of India
when India received its independence. In June, the Governor of Assam, Sir Akbar
Hydari, went to Kohima and spent three days negotiating a 9-point agreement with
the Naga leaders. The final point was vague (probably purposely), but seemed to
hold open the possibility of Naga independence:

“9. Period of Agreement: The Governor of Assam as the Agent of the
Government of the Indian Union will have a special responsibility for a
period of 10 years to ensure the due observance of this agreement; at the end
of this period, the Naga Council will be asked whether they require the above
agreement to be extended for a further period or a new agreement regarding

the future of the Naga people arrived at.” (Ramunny, 1993, 23)

However, Sir Akbar Hydari died suddenly of a massive stroke on December 28th of

the following year, and the agreement died with him, unimplemented.

The month after negotiating the Hydari Agreement, Phizo led an NNC
delegation to Delhi to announce that the Nagas would declare their independence on
August 14th, 1947, one day before India received its own independence. %
Jawaharlal Nehru, then Prime Minister, vehemently rejected the Nagas’ right to
separate from India. During a July 19* meeting, they received a much more
sympathetic hearing from Mahatma Gandhi who encouraged them to remain within
the Indian Union, but assured them that regardless of their decision, India would

not use force against the Nagas:

“Nagas have every right to be independent. We did not want to live under the
domination of the British and they are now leaving us. I want you to feel that
India is yours. I feel that the Naga Hills are mine just as much as they are
yours. But if you say that they are not mine, the matter must stop there. I

believe in the brotherhood of man, but I do not believe in force or forced

% The British were not unsympathetic to the Nagas’ wishes. Several British administrators proposed the
creation of a Crown Colony comprising the Naga Hills area of Assam and the tribal area of upper Burma, but
the Nagas opposed it (Ramunny, 1993, 20-21). This could easily have provided an intermediate step
towards complete independence, at such a time that the tribal groups felt prepared to administer their own
affairs. In retrospect, rejecting the Crown Colony idea was probably a serious blunder on the part of the
NNC.

% That no fewer than three of the seven-member delegation representing the Nagas were from Khonoma
(A.Z. Phizo, Khrisanisa Seyie and T. Sakhrie) illustrates the village’s leadership role at that time.
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unions. If you do not wish to join the Union of India, nobody will force you to
do that.” (Gandhi, 1947 as cited by Nibedon, 1983, 33)

When his Naga visitors related Sir Akbar Hydari’s threat that India would use its
military to force them to submit to its rule, Gandhi reportedly exclaimed:

“Sir Akbar is wrong! I will ask them to shoot me first before one Naga is
shot!” (ibid)

But Gandhi was assassinated by a Hindu extremist on January 30th, 1948, and
another promise to the Nagas was to remain unfulfilled. So it was that after a
presence of about 450 years, the curtain drew to a close on British colonialism in
India without the Naga issue being resolved. On August 14t 1947, the Nagas sent
cable messages declaring their independence to the United Nations Secretary
General and the British High Commission, and India celebrated its independence

the following day.9

 For further reading on the Nagas under British administration, see Owen, 1844; Butler, 1847; Mills, 1922,
1973 [Reprint], 1982 [Reprint]; Smith, 1925; Majumder, 1925; Bower, 1950, 1953; Hutton, 1968 [Reprint],
1969 [Reprint], 2002 [Reprint]; von Furer-Haimendorf, 1969; Michell, 1973 [Reprint], Waddell, 1986;
Hazarika, B.B., 1987; Anonymous (Ed.), 1988; Ao, T., 1993; Kumar, 1994; Sany(l, 1994; Changkiri, 1999;
Allen et al., 2001 [Reprint]; and Meyase, S., 2001.
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INTRODUCTION

The change from British to Indian administration marked the beginning of a
nightmare for the Nagas that would drag on into the next century. It remains
unresolved to this day. Although it is a fascinating story, this section must be
limited to a brief contextual overview of events in the wider arena of Indo-Naga

relations and focus more closely on the central role that Khonoma played.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The Gathering Clouds of War

The Nagas had a grace period of four years, from 1947 to 1951, because India’s new
government was preoccupied with the aftermath of partition and other priorities. It
was the calm before the storm. The NNC used the time to formulate strategies on
how to get India to accept its claim for independence. The Hindus and Muslims had
carved out their own separate countries. Why not the Nagas? As Phizo’s influence
grew within the NNC, he became increasingly convinced that its policies were too
moderate to succeed. He saw armed revolt as the best possibility for shedding the
specter of Indian rule. However, Phizo’s ambitions were temporarily delayed in July
1948 when, on the way back from meetings with the Government in Delhi, he was
arrested in Calcutta for possessing incriminating documents that were prejudicial to
the security of India. While he was in jail in Calcutta, personal tragedy struck
Phizo’s family. An accident on the road between Khonoma and Jotsoma left his wife
critically injured and a two-year-old son dead. Phizo was therefore released on

parole on December 18, 1948 on compassionate grounds. India was later to regret
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this humanitarian gesture towards the Naga leader (Ramunny, 1993, 33-34). They

never succeeded in taking Phizo into custody again.!

Phizo returned to Khonoma and continued his tireless campaigning for Naga
sovereignty.2 His prominence within the NNC grew to the point that he was elected
its president on December 11, 1950.3 This gave him the authority he needed to push

forward with his agenda for independence.

A number of events over the following years are worthy of notice for stoking
the fires of impending conflict between India and the Nagas. On May 16t, 1951, the
NNC held a voluntary plebiscite aimed at demonstrating to Delhi that Nagas spoke
with a unified voice in their demand for freedom. According to Phizo, the results
showed 99.9% support for Naga independence. On January 25t of the following year,
the Nagas reinforced this message by boycotting India’s first general elections.
Tensions rose dramatically on October 18t of that year when, during a public
protest in Kohima against the use of undue military force against civilians, an
Indian soldier unaccountably shot dead a respected judge from the Angami Tribunal
Court who had been participating in the peaceful march (plate 3-67). Indian security
forces thus drew first blood in what was to become a long and violent struggle. The
door slammed shut on the final opportunity for dialogue when Indian Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru visited Kohima on March 30th, 1953, together with his
Burmese counterpart, U Nu. The Nagas gave them a rousing reception initially, but
turned furious when informed that they would not be permitted to read a prepared
statement to the Prime Minister. The roughly 10,000 Nagas who had come to listen
to Nehru walked out of the meeting in protest and left the Prime Minister to address
empty places (Horam, 1988, 51). This incident stiffened the resolve of both sides. To
further distance themselves from India, the Nagas then began a civil disobedience
movement that boycotted Indian schools, colleges and hospitals. Angered by the
Nagas’ belligerence, the Government responded by ordering the arrest of the NNC
leaders and their supporters. Widespread police operations began with village raids
to make arrests. As part of these operations, 1200 troops raided Khonoma on
November 30, 1953, and the village was ransacked. Many villagers were beaten up
in the process (Iralu, 2003, 165). But the NNC had already gone underground and

easily evaded its pursuers. Determined to put down the uprising, India sent in the

! One is reminded of the old adage that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter. When in 1931-
1932, Gaidinliu led a revolt among the Kabui and Zeliang Nagas against British rule, Jawaharlal Nehru
saluted her as a great patriot and bestowed her with the title “Queen Rani of the Nagas” (Yunuo, 1982, 121).
But when Nehru later came to power and, a mere 10 years later, Phizo played a similar role in leading a
Naga revolt against Indian rule, it failed completely to earn Nehru’s admiration.

2 intentionally avoid using the term “separatist activities”, out of deference to the Nagas’ fundamental
argument that they have never been a part of India, so it is not an issue of seeking to secede from the union
because they never belonged to it in the first place. Rather, the Nagas argue that they were independent
just as soon as the British left, and to them, the difficulty has been getting India to accept this historical truth.

% Phizo was to remain president of the NNC for the next 40 years, until his death on April 30™, 1990.
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army in 1955 and passed the Assam Disturbed Areas Act that gave it extensive
powers (Vashum, 2000, 82).

How Khonoma became Politically Divided

While the Naga Hills were edging closer to the brink of war, a more personal drama
was unfolding in Khonoma. Phizo and Sakhrie came to work closely together under
the NNC in the late 1940s because of their common conviction that the Nagas must
exist as a free nation. The two cousins from Merhiimia khel had complimentary
skills that made them a potent team. Phizo had the energy and zeal — some would
say the obsession — to tirelessly push forward the independence agenda. But it was
Sakhrie who took Phizo’s ideas and honed them into eloquent statements that
argued the Nagas’ case. Sakhrie was a leading intellectual, and a gifted musician
and poet as well. He was the brains behind the NNC. Communications released by
the NNC were invariably drafted by candlelight by the thoughtful Sakhrie. The
many books that have since been written about this era of Naga politics
unanimously stress Sakhrie’s exceptional brilliance and that he was a vitally

important asset for the Naga people.

Emergence of a Struggle between Moderation and Extremism

As time went on, the two leaders’ ideas about how their common goal should be
achieved began to diverge. Phizo became more extremist in his views and was intent
on setting his people on a collision course with India’s military. Singh quotes Phizo
as often remarking to his trusted lieutenants, “Tell me which country has never
suffered from a war!” (1987, 83). He was adamant that unless they struck “while the
iron was hot”, the Naga case for independence would be lost. Sakhrie held a more
moderate view, shaped greatly by Gandhi’s doctrine of non-violence (Maitra, 1998).
He moreover saw it as suicidal to provoke a war, for which the Nagas were 1ill-
prepared, against the infinitely more powerful India. Sakhrie also doubted the
Nagas’ readiness for independence. He had worked as an interpreter with the
District Commissioner’s office in Kohima, while still under British rule, and had
first-hand exposure to the daily administration of government. He worried that the
Nagas were not yet politically mature enough as a people to govern themselves, and

favored a more incremental process towards independence.

The relationship between the two erstwhile friends deteriorated rapidly as
Sakhrie began challenging Phizo at public forums and delivering his own powerful
speeches about the dangers of what Phizo was proposing. Sakhrie was a skilled
orator and began to undermine Phizo’s support. Already, many of the more educated
NNC members allied themselves with Sakhrie’s urgings for a peaceful solution.
Amongst his supporters was J.B. Jasokie, the young leader from Thevomia khel who
held the post of Information Secretary in the NNC. In fact, the debate had torn
Khonoma apart along khel lines, with most of Thevomia supporting Sakhrie’s
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urgings for moderation and discussions with India, while Merhiimia stood by Phizo

in his plans to use violence to force India into recognizing Naga independence.

A letter that Sakhrie wrote to an Indian friend in early 1955 reveals his

growing despair in trying to prevent war from engulfing his people:

“The situation is getting out of control. I do not know if India Government
had wanted these developments to take place. I like to think they hate it as
much as we do. After the first strike, it will not stop until it exhausts itself.
We must, therefore, prevent the first strike from being ever struck. This
must be attempted by peaceful methods. There is a lull now, a terrifying
calmness. Do you know what that means? The God who had so far saved
Nagas and India from resorting to the most undesirable method of settling
their differences can still deliver us from evil and keep us sane ...” (Sakhrie,
1955, as cited in Maitra, 1998, 43)

Both Sakhrie and Jasokie resigned from the NNC that year in protest at Phizo’s
extremism. But Sakhrie continued to counter Phizo by traveling around the Naga
Hills and promoting peaceful alternatives for achieving independence. A furious
Phizo saw his carefully-laid plans under threat if Sakhrie was not stopped. Not
surprisingly, Sakhrie and the other moderates were accused of being traitors against
the Nagas and now conniving with the Indian Government. In one fiery public
meeting in Khonoma, the enraged Phizo challenged Sakhrie to debate with him.
Probably he knew that Sakhrie was sick in bed at the time and in no condition to
accept his challenge.# Nonetheless, Sakhrie’s clansmen literally took him from his
bed and carried him to the panchayat (village hall) to debate. The subsequent
exchange is remembered not for what was debated, but rather for Phizo’s blistering
personal attack on Sakhrie. He denounced Sakhrie as not being a man5, and that he
did not deserve to live! This was not only a debate between individuals, but also the
khels that backed each of the men. Thevomia khel was incensed that their

spokesman had been subjected to such abuse.

Silencing the Voice of Dissent

Shortly after, a rumor began circulating that orders had been issued to eliminate
Sakhrie and some of the other moderate members of the NNC. Sakhrie had no
choice but to go into hiding from the very organization that he had helped to build.
Initially, Sakhrie appeared to have disappeared. Searches through Khonoma failed
to locate him. Then somebody recalled that he had a romantic interest in Chichama
village. Could he have taken refuge there? On January 18th, 1956, a large group
went to Chichama in the dead of night and, breaking into the house where he was

* Sakhrie had a heart condition and was often in poor health.

® This is probably the most derogatory insult that could be directed against Angami men, who place such
importance on manliness and whose pride is legendary.
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suspected of hiding, finally found Sakhrie. Sakhrie was taken into the forest and
tied to a tree where, some accounts say, his teeth were smashed with a rifle butt and
he was tortured horribly over the next 48 hours. Being one of the main architects of
the NNC, Sakhrie would have known all its secrets. The unspeakable torture that
he endured in his final hours was presumably aimed at making him divulge what he
might have told the Government about the NNC.6 And so it was that the brilliant
young leader that had tried so hard to save the Nagas from war died a slow and
terrible death at the hands of his own people. This was clearly a pivotal moment in
the Nagas’ political history. They had been poised at a crossroads, pondering which
path would take them to independence — that of war as incited by Phizo, or that of
negotiation as urged by Sakhrie. Now, the voice of moderation had been silenced.

Like Gandhi eight years earlier, Sakhrie had fallen victim to extremists.?

Sakhrie’s body was reportedly so badly mutilated that it had to be tied
together with vines in order to carry it back to Khonoma. News of his death had the
effect of a bomb exploding in the Naga Hills. Nagas were appalled at what Phizo’s
supporters had done to one of their own.® The Government quickly issued arrest
warrants for Phizo and others for complicity in Sakhrie’s death. Ramunny (1993, 52)
later commented that Sakhrie’s death almost led to civil war in the Naga Hills. But
if his death was akin to a bomb blast, then “ground zero” was Khonoma. Thevomia
khel viewed Sakhrie’s murder as tantamount to a declaration of war by Merhiimia
khel. Although they refrained from immediate retaliation, they resolved never to
join Phizo’s group in taking up arms against the Indian Government. Sakhrie’s
death thus had the effect of strengthening Thevomia khel’s allegiance to India. The
village was split down the middle in its political views. Members of the NNC that
had shared Sakhrie’s views washed their hands of the organization and came

overground to negotiate with the Government.

® Several accounts claim that there were also more personal reasons for Sakhrie’s cruel treatment. One of
his abductors was an unsavory character by the name of General Dotsule. Dotsule had reportedly made
advances on the same Angami girl that was now keeping company with Sakhrie, but had been rejected. He
thus had a personal grievance against Sakhrie for winning Kehunei’'s affections (Singh, 1987, 100-101).

" An NNC publication (1993, 48) states tersely that “Mr. T. Sakhrie was assassinated for his policy of
cooperation with the Government of India”. Nibedon (1983, 71) notes that given the sensitivities involved,
Sakhrie’s death is a taboo subject amongst the Angami Nagas. This is profoundly true in Khonoma, where it
sparked a period of turmoil and divisiveness. The scars are still fresh and people avoid talking about it. This
brief overview therefore had to rely heavily on published accounts of the events surrounding Sakhrie’s death
(Nibedon, 1983, 70-72; Singh, 1987, 95-104; Horam, 1988, 77-79; Ramunny, 1993, 51-52; Maitra, 1998, 40-
47). Sakhrie died at a youthful 35, leaving behind a Khasi wife and four children. Despite his prominence in
Nagaland’s recent political history, Sakhrie’s body lies in an unmarked grave on his family’s clan land, as if
trying to erase the tragic wound from the village’s consciousness.

8 Phizo denied to the end that he had ordered Sakhrie’s death. Even so, he almost certainly incited it. There
was already a lot of public anger against Sakhrie amongst Phizo’s supporters. His public denouncements of
Sakhrie as undeserving to live, in effect, declared “open season” on Sakhrie’s head.
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Phizo’s Departure from the Naga Hills

Although Sakhrie’s death silenced his main critic, it also brought danger to Phizo
himself. On the Indian side, the Government was searching for Phizo to arrest him
for Sakhrie’s murder. But his safety could not be assured even amongst his own
people. Rumors were circulating that Sakhrie supporters planned to assassinate the
upper echelons of the NNC and thus divert its march towards war (Maitra, 1998).
Even if this was not true, given an opportunity, there was every possibility that one
of Sakhrie’s clan might try to avenge his death. So Phizo went into hiding and was
said not to trust anyone beyond the members of his own family. It was also clear
that the Nagas needed outside intervention in their struggle for self-determination.
Therefore, in November 1957, Phizo left Nagaland and slipped into Bangladesh
(then East Pakistan). He spent the next couple of years there, raising funds and
smuggling weapons back to Nagaland (Nibedon, 1983). Announcing that he was
going to take the Naga cause to the United Nations, Phizo finally flew to Zurich on a
Peruvian passport in 1960, and with the aid of Rev. Michael Scott, entered Britain
as a member of the British Commonwealth. After living there for the mandatory one
year, he applied for British citizenship and spent the rest of his life controlling the
NNC from afar.?

Outbreak of the Indo-Naga War

The shock waves of Sakhrie’s death reverberated all the way to Delhi.1® The
assassination of one of their most promising dialogue partners on the Naga side
shattered hopes that the Naga problem could be settled through peaceful means. It
was clear that the extremists would stop at nothing, not even murder of their own
kin, to push through with their agenda for an armed uprising. After Sakhrie’s death,
events gained momentum as both sides finalized preparations for war. The Nagas
quickly laid the groundwork to function as a sovereign state. On March 2274, 1956,
at Phenshunin village (Rengma), Phizo declared the birth of the People’s Democratic
Republic of Nagaland, hoisted its flag and released a constitution (Yonuo, 1974, 215).
A Naga army was already taking formation. Delhi responded by sending in its own
army, declaring martial law and imposing a press blackout. The Indian army
launched its clampdown by sending a stark message to the Naga populace. After
attacking an NNC camp in the Southern Angami region on Febuary 27t 1956, the
bodies of two Nagas killed in the encounter were hung up and displayed at the

Kohima market for several days (Iralu, 2003, 78). It was a clear warning of the fate

® There is irony in this at several levels. Firstly, Phizo had to seek sanctuary in the very country that he had
spent his life criticizing and had betrayed during WWII. Secondly, after starting a war, Phizo watched from
the comfort of London while an estimated 200,000 of his countrymen died. Phizo died in London on March
30, 1990, and his body was repatriated to Nagaland for burial.

1% sakhrie and Prime Minister Nehru had been exchanging letters on the Naga situation (see appendix 3-13).
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that awaited Nagas that dared to take up arms against the Government. The
bloodbath had begun.

Continuous fighting engulfed the Naga Hills from March 1956 until
September 1964, with hardly a word in the world press. The Nagas used the rugged
terrain to their advantage in fighting a guerrilla war against the much larger Indian
forces. The Indian soldiers, mostly from the plains, were not accustomed to
operating in mountain environments and were easily out-maneuvered by the agile
Nagas. Frustrated by continual sniping, ambushes, and hit-and-run raids, the
Indian army often clamped down on villagers with indiscriminate arrests, raping
and pillaging, torture, murders, desecrating churches and razing villages. Cut off
from the rest of the world, it was an excruciating period of rampant human rights
abuses (Maxwell, 1980; IWGIA, 1986; Anonymous, 1997b, 2001; Ao, A.L., 2002;
Federal Government of Nagaland, 2000; Iralu, 2003). Some of this might be
explained by the Indian army’s difficulty in differentiating between ordinary
villagers and guerrilla fighters. To try to segregate the guerrilla fighters from the
general civilian population, the army pursued a campaign of burning down villages
and forcing the inhabitants into concentration camps euphemistically known as
“village groupings”. Being held as prisoners in these camps added to the misery of
the general Naga population.1? Other villagers fled into the forests, many dying
there of starvation, or having been shot by army patrols. Some estimates place the
number of Naga casualties during the Indo-Naga war as high as 300,000 (Iralu,
2004), in 56 years of fighting. To put this into perspective, the 1961 census found the
total population of Nagaland at that time was 369,200 (Census Operations,
Nagaland, 1967). Sakhrie’s worst fears had been realized.

It did not take long for the fighting to reach Khonoma. The Naga army,
supported by a large number of village volunteers, attacked Indian forces in Kohima
on June 11th, 1956. However, the Nagas were badly handicapped by having
insufficient weapons. Their firearms were mostly muzzle-loading muskets and an
assortment of old guns left behind by retreating Japanese forces during WWII.
Ammunition was in short supply. Many of the volunteer fighters carried only daos
and spears. The Indian troops’ superior firepower allowed them to keep the Nagas at
bay, and after five days of fighting, the two sides were locked in a stalemate, neither
able to defeat the other. The Khonoma and Mezoma fighters decided to return to
their respective villages and attack the Assam Police outposts there, and with the

weapons they captured, return to overwhelm the Indian positions in Kohima.

' An Ao colleague described his personal experiences in being forced to live in such a concentration camp
as a youth. The Indian army forced the Nagas to cut all the bamboo in the area to build high fences
surrounding the camps. This was intended to prevent Naga fighters from blending into the general village
population to get food, intelligence, and other support. Anyone found outside the enclosures without
authority was assumed to be an enemy. For this system to work, the army needed to keep track of who left
the village each morning to work in the fields, so they would be allowed back in each night. This was done
by stamping the back of everyone’s left hand as they left the village. If they could not show the stamp on
their return, they not only wouldn’t be allowed back in, but they also risked being arrested or shot.
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The Third Battle of Khonoma

Khonoma was already braced for trouble. Merhiimia khel feared that the Indian
army would swoop on it in retaliation for Sakhrie’s death. Many had evacuated the
village as early as March, in anticipation of attack. Some remained nearby, hiding in
the Dzulake valley. Others had fled down towards Dimapur and were now scattered
across Medzephema, Ghaspani, and Nagarjan. The force of about 50 Assam Police
that the Government had sent to keep control of the village had wisely based itself
in Merhiimia khel’s fort — the highest and most defensible position in the village
(plate 3-147). This was the target that Khonoma’s fighters were preparing to attack,
with the objective of seizing weapons. The attack was complicated by the presence of
the Thevomia clans, which, having been alienated by Sakhrie’s death, had pledged
allegiance to India. Those clustered near the base of the fort would be caught within
the cordon that the Khonoma fighters were preparing to throw around the fort.
Although they would not be attacked, they would have to be prevented from lending

assistance to the Assam Police.

As darkness settled over the village on the evening of June 16, 1956, the
Khonoma attackers quietly surrounded the fort and somebody crept forward to lob
two hand grenades inside, thus beginning the “Third Battle of Khonoma”. The
fighting soon developed into a repeat of what had happened in Kohima, with the
Nagas unable to dislodge an adversary that was better armed and holed up in a
highly-defensible position. This time though, the Khonoma attackers held a vital
advantage: by maintaining around-the-clock vigilance, they kept the Assam Police
confined to the fort and unable to access water. Nearby water sources were closely
guarded to ensure that the Thevomia clans could not smuggle water back to the fort.
After a few days, the police were in dire straits and reduced to drinking their own
urine to stay alive. Some were shot dead while trying to sneak out to get water
under the cover of darkness. The Indian army was powerless to react swiftly to the
frantic radio pleas for help from its Khonoma outpost because it was already bogged
down in fighting at so many other places and the Nagas had slowed down its
mobility by damaging the roads. Finally, on the fifth day of the siege, a column of
about 100 troops from the 9t Sikh Regiment was spotted marching across the valley
from the Mezoma side. Instead of confronting them, the Khonoma fighters quietly
drew back from their positions, and allowed the reinforcements to march
unhindered into the fort. They then slipped back into place, once again closing the
cordon, and the battle raged on. The defenders now held an even greater advantage
in firepower, but still had no water. Dakota aircraft appeared overhead on the 13th
day of the siege and tried to parachute water and rations into the besieged fort. But
the target was small and most of the parachutes floated beyond the fort and into the

attackers’ positions. The aerial drops were attempted three or four more times in the
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coming days. However, after trying for 20 days to capture the fort2, Khonoma

finally ran out of time:

“On 5th July, reinforcements were seen coming towards Khonoma. Those in
the besieged camp must have also sighted the reinforcements because a flare
immediately arched into the air to announce that the besieged soldiers were
still alive. There were thousands of troops marching in three lines. From a
distance, they looked like an advancing army of ants. As soon as they crossed
Keya Bagei, they resorted to a different style of marching. First, one company
would advance and take up position, to be followed by the next company, and
so on. The Khonoma fighters ambushed and harassed the advancing troops
right up to the gates of Khonoma village. But realizing that they could not
stand and fight such a huge army, the order was given to withdraw and
regroup at Mesikhwezhu and Khuku river. ... That night, they started
burning the village in the Merhuma [Merhiimia] and Semoma [Semomia]
sectors.” (Iralu, 2003, 173-174)

Only a few Thevomia houses just below the Merhiimia fort were spared from
burning (Savino, 2001), probably for the use of the occupying troops. And so for the
third time, Khonoma was razed to the ground by an invading army and its people

forced to flee into the mountains.3

From the safety of Sikhriegei ridge, the villagers watched grimly as their
houses and all their worldly possessions disappeared in flames. But much more
serious than the material damage was the gaping chasm that had been torn between
Khonoma’s people. Trust and forgiveness would take much longer to rebuild than
their houses. All of Merhiimia and Semomia khels, and the Kuotsuma clan of
Thevomia khel, had chosen to fight the Indian invaders — and thus had to flee into
the jungle.* The remainder of Thevomia khel (the Chatsuma and Phetsuma clans)
had been inclined towards negotiations with India, and Sakhrie’s murder had
alienated them completely from Phizo’s group and pushed them squarely into the
pro-Indian camp. This group, amounting to about one quarter of Khonoma’s
population, remained behind in the village as loyal Indian citizens. India was to

shrewdly nurture and exploit this, aware that a politically-divided Khonoma would

2 The timing of this battle worked in favor of the defending Indian troops. Khonoma usually receives heavy
rain in June and July (see figure 6-2). Had they not been able to trap rainwater, the Indian troops would not
have been able to survive so long.

3 The most senior farmers participating in this study were young children when the Indo-Naga war broke
out and recall the years when they had to camp in the forests as refugees. Others were born in the
Dzukhweke or Chayagei camps, where returning villagers were forced to temporarily settle before finally
being allowed to return to the main village site in 1970 (plates 3-198 — 3-200). Some from Thevomia khel
belonged to clans that vowed allegiance to India and did not have to flee. Many villagers calculate their ages
using India’s attack on Khonoma as a reference point.

% Today, political alliances in Khonoma continue to be defined by who had “been in the jungle together”
after the village was destroyed by the Indian army.
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present much less of a threat to its rule. Those who remained behind in the village
were pampered as “loyalists”, and those who fled into the forests were to be hunted

down as “separatist rebels”.

Dzulake, in the neighboring valley, had grown into a thriving satellite
settlement of over 50 houses in the years prior to the Indo-Naga war.1> But with the

outbreak of fighting in Khonoma, it too was quickly abandoned.

Refugees in the Forest

India’s occupation of Khonoma created several thousand refugees scrambling to
escape the pursuing enemy. Most initially melted into Khonoma’s rugged landscape
and hid in the forests and caves of Dzilikou valley, Dzulake area, and Kukhwi (see
descriptions of these areas in chapter 6). They cooked at night when the smoke from
their fires would not be seen and moved camp often to stay one step ahead of army
patrols. Few had blankets, and during the winter months, had to spend their nights
huddled around a fire, trying to stay warm. They lived off the land — gathering wild
fruit and vegetables, collecting honey and shooting game. For their rice needs, the
Khonoma refugees took advantage of their historical suzerainty over nearby Zeliang
villages. Able-bodied men would first scout Zeliang villages to ensure that the
Indian army was not there. If it appeared safe, they would wait until nightfall before
slipping into the village to try to buy rice. At first they had cash, but were soon
reduced to bartering their traditional jewelry and even their clothing for rice. In the
end, they probably had nothing to offer and were forced to rely on the Zeliangs’
feelings of obligation to the once-powerful Khonoma. In reality, the Zeliang had little
choice in the matter. Both parties knew well that if food was refused, then Khonoma
would take it anyway. Back at their forest camps, the precious rice was carefully
rationed. A handful, mixed with tsiekhriiga fern (Diplazium esculeatum — plate 5-81)
and various edible leaves (appendix 5-36), was often divided between an entire family.
They collected sour vegetables such as Polygonum plebeium (gagie) and Hibiscus
sabdariffa (gakhie) as a substitute for salt. Mortality was high during this time.

Khonoma’s villagers scattered in different directions in the wake of the Indian
attack. The story that Nirudo Khate (farmer collaborator no. 7) tells of his family’s flight
is perhaps typical. Nirtiiddo was born in 1938, so would have been 18 at the time. He fled
with his family up to Dziikou Valley — where they spent their first year in hiding. He
remembers it as an ideal sanctuary. Dwarf bamboo (Chimonobambusa callosa) provided
a plentiful supply of poles for building huts, and an abundance of wildlife, honey, and
wild vegetables contributed to their food needs. Guards posted on the ridges surrounding
the valley provided an early warning system against surprise attack. Any approaching

'3 A diary entry by Pawsey in 1938 confirms that Dzulake was still expanding prior to WWII:

“Dzilake continues to increase slowly. Their terraces are only just below 6,000 ft. in height and
only ‘Abor dhan' (the seed was brought back by carriers on the Abor Expedition) will grow.”
(Pawsey, 1938, 1-2)
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Indian troops were detected early enough that they had ample time to scatter and hide in
the forest. On two separate occasions, Nirtdo recalls, Indian soldiers conducted sweeping
operations through the valley in search of Khonoma rebels. Although they found and
burnt down some of their camps, the villagers themselves remained safely hidden in the
thick forest. The army was not keen to follow them, knowing they could be easily
targeted by unseen Naga guns. After spending the first year in Dzikou Valley, Niriido
and his family left their forest refuge and melted into Kigwema village (Southern
Angami area) where they lived for the next three years. By that time, the situation had
improved considerably and they could return to Khonoma. But even then, they had to
stay in the temporary Dzlikhweke camp on Khonoma’s outskirts (plate 3-80) for another
two years before the Indian army finally allowed them to rebuild on their old house sites.
(Narrated by Nirtido Khate).

Meanwhile, the Government of India was taking steps to ensure that
Khonoma could never again rise up in revolt. A military outpost would continue to
occupy the Merhiimia fort and monitor events in the village.®¢ The Thevomia
“loyalists” were helped to rebuild their houses!” and given other support, seemingly
to assure them of the benefits of Indian citizenship. At the same time, the Indian
army continued to comb the forests in pursuit of the hostile khels that were
scattered across Khonoma’s wildlands. One of the farmers collaborating with the
project, Meno Meyase (field no. 8), told of her mother dying in a hail of bullets from a
pursuing army patrol. Meno was about five or six years old when Khonoma was
burnt down by the Indian army. She had two younger brothers, the youngest of
which had not yet reached his first birthday. With this young family, her parents
had taken refuge in the forests in Kigwema area. Bursting into their camp one
morning, Indian soldiers shot dead her mother and left her father writhing on the
ground with a thigh wound. This happened as the three terrified children watched.
Other members of their clan were wounded or killed. All the survivors were arrested
and jailed. The children were released after one week, Meno surmises, because of
her brother’s tender age. They went to stay with their father’s elder brother in
Kohima. . It was not until a month later that their father was also released and able
to rejoin them. The family remained in Kohima for another two years before finally

returning to Khonoma to try to rebuild their lives. (Narrated by Meno Meyase.)

To bolster the village’s defenses, members of the loyal clans were provided
with uniforms and guns and formed into “Village Guards”. This began one of the
most regrettable chapters in Khonoma’s history. Bitterly divided and armed, the
loyalists and rebels literally began hunting each other down. The Thevomia loyalists
also acted as guides for the Indian army, as they searched for and attacked the rebel
camps. They knew the landscape as well as their former neighbours, and where they

were likely to be hiding. Iralu, for example, describes a major 13-day battle at

'® The Merhiimia fort continued to be occupied by the Indian army from 1956 to 1972 (16 years).

" The Indian army reportedly provided aluminum sheeting.



202 Chapter 5

Kukhwi in April 1957 that began after the Village Guards led the Indian army to a
hiding place (2003, 195-200). In these operations, the Khonoma guides would often
disguise themselves so that they could not be recognized by their quarry and singled

out for later retaliation.18

With food scarce and under constant threat of discovery by the Indian army,
the Khonoma refugees gradually left the forest and tried to blend into other villages
that were under less scrutiny. Many joined Angami villages in the Chakroma area.
Others stayed with nearby Zemi villages that had long-standing relationships with
Khonoma. ' Khonoma’s population thus became widely scattered across the
southern Naga Hills District (map 4-1). Those years of upheaval had far-reaching
effects.

A Phased Return to the Village

The Government of India changed its policy in 1958 and offered a general amnesty
so Nagas displaced by the fighting could return to their home villages. This
triggered a partial repopulation of Khonoma — but the returnees were not allowed to
immediately reoccupy their former house sites. Under the watchful eye of the Indian
military, they were instead forced to remain in small satellite settlements on the
village outskirts. Merhiimia khel and Kuotsuma clan of Thevomia khel settled
together on the west of the spur, just south of the terraced valley (see plates 3-80
and 3-198 to 3-200). This new settlement was known as Dzlikhweke (named after a
nearby spring). The Semomia khel went to the east of the spur and established a
settlement called Chayagei. Khonoma had effectively been divided into three sub-
villages, each dominated by a different khel. It was not until 1970, 14 years after the
village had splintered, that the returnees were finally allowed to move back and the
village was physically reunited. Some rebuilt on their old house sites but many,
particularly Merhtiimia khel, chose not to — perhaps finding it crowded and
claustrophobic after having spent the previous couple of years camping in the forest.
Still “licking their wounds” from the civil war that had splintered Khonoma, there
may also have been an unspoken reason of wanting to keep some distance from the
rest of the village. Many in Merhiimia khel did not rebuild within the boundaries of
the old village gates, but instead spread southward along the spur (map 3-1). The
residential pattern changed from a compact cluster on Khonoma hill designed for

defense (plate 3-1), to the more elongated formation seen today.

'8 Khonoma was by no means always on the receiving end of attacks. One story that has become part of
Khonoma's folklore tells of an ambush on a Sikh patrol on its way to Dzulake on April 1%, 1957. Only one of
the 28 members of the patrol escaped with his life (Iralu, 2003, 189-194). This was probably what
precipitated the Indian army’s attack on Kukhwi two days later on April 3",

91t was difficult for Khonoma’s people to blend into nearby Zeliang villages, since their complexion and
facial features allowed the Indian army to recognize them as Angami. But most damning, the traditional
Angami style of wearing two or three holes in their ears set them apart from the Zeliang, who wore only one
(see code 16.2.2 in appendix 5-7). There was also the additional worry that the Zeliang might betray them.
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Search for a Political Solution

As war gripped the Naga Hills, some of the moderate Naga leaders searched
frantically for a political solution. Ironically, while Phizo, the extremist leader of the
armed uprising, was from Khonoma — so too was one of the key moderate leaders
who sought to end the fighting. This was J.B. Jasokie, the former NNC Information
Secretary who was repulsed by the murder of his friend, T. Sakhrie, and refused to
have anything further to do with Phizo’s plans for violence.20 These moderate
leaders organized a series of three Naga People’s Conventions (NPC) between 1957
and 1959 that brought together thousands of delegates representing all the Naga
subgroups, to discuss their problems and search for solutions (Ramunny, 1993, 71-
80). India was pleased with these developments, and Prime Minister Nehru let it be
known that he was prepared to consider changes in the administrative setup of the
Naga area, short of independence. India had grown particularly sensitive about its
north-eastern borders since 1959, when there were fears that China would invade.?2!
This heightened India’s resolve to suppress the Naga rebels as quickly as possible.
The NNC protested against these developments. It saw itself as the only
organization that had a mandate to negotiate on behalf of the Naga people, and
furthermore, viewed any talks that did not include independence as a betrayal of the

Naga cause and those who had sacrificed their lives in that struggle.

Birth of Nagaland as a State

The Naga People’s Conventions opened a dialogue with Delhi which ultimately led,
on December 1st, 1963, to Nagaland being declared the 16t State of the Indian
Union. The Nagas were able to elect their own political representatives and govern
their own affairs, but under the umbrella of the Indian Union. Although statehood
appeared to be a step towards achieving the Nagas’ political aspirations, it was
criticized for falling short of complete independence; for failing to consolidate all the

contiguous areas occupied by Naga subgroups into a single political unit?2; and for

% This difference of opinion extended beyond these two men to their clans and khels. Jasokie belonged to
the Zinyu clan, one of the Thevomia clans that remained behind in Khonoma 