
HIS journey from Da-
hanu Road in Maha-
rashtra to Chuchuy-

imlang in Nagaland changed
not just his life but the lives
of many in this remote cor-
ner of the country’s North-
east. Almost six decades ago,
Natwar Thakkar became the
first person to bring Gand-
hian thoughts and philoso-
phy to the disturbed state.
Touched by the simplicity
of the people and the beau-
ty of the virgin land, he made
it his home after setting up
its first and only Gandhi
Ashram. Along with his Naga
wife, Letina, he fought all
odds to spread the message
of Gandhi even as they faced
many threats. 

“I was motivated by late
Acharya Kakasaheb Kalelkar
to work for national inte-
gration. In early 1955, I es-
tablished the Nagaland
Gandhi Ashram under the
auspices of Bharatiya Adim-
jati Sevak Sangha in
Chuchuyimlang village,” re-
calls Thakkar. 

At a time when Anna Haz-
are, another noted Gandhi-
an, is creating waves in the
national scene with his cru-
sade against corruption,

Thakkar continues to work
quietly among the numer-
ous Naga tribes. “Anna is a
close friend… I had invited
him to Assam for the first
time in 2000. He is one 
of our best voluntary 
social workers.”

He lauds Anna’s non-vio-
lent agitations but is also
candid about his differences
with him. “I was happy the
first time he went on a fast
at Jantar Mantar. The nation
supported him and the gov-
ernment, too, responded
sensitively. But I was not
very happy with his decision

to fast on August 16… Gand-
hiji was very cautious about
resorting to a fast. For him,
it was the last resort… he
had warned that none
should take this step light-
ly. In one of his writings,
Gandhiji actually makes a
distinction between a fast
and a hunger strike,”
Thakkar explains. 

Gandhi has always been
his inspiration in overcom-
ing all odds. “As far as I un-
derstand Gandhiji, he was
always very keen to educate
the masses and did not take
decisions on the spur of the
moment. He always gave the
longest rope to the oppo-
nent,” he says.

Thakkar’s aim has been to
bring unity and harmony
among the people. Howev-
er, amidst the social and po-
litical unrest in the region,
his intentions have often
been looked at with suspi-
cion by the rebels. The con-
stant clashes between the
army and the underground
insurgents have also proved
to be detrimental to the suc-
cess of his work. 

“One night our residence
had been attacked but we
managed to escape with the
help of villagers and village
heads. I was very touched by
the overwhelming support…
I continued my work and
eventually won the trust of
many,” says Thakkar, who
brought a new ray of 
hope in a place where elec-
tricity, proper roads, civic

amenities and even medical 
facilities were once a 
distant dream. 

Through his relentless ef-
forts, Thakkar has success-
fully introduced Khadi and
Village Industries and
helped villagers earn their
livelihoods through bee-
keeping, small oil ghani

units, mechanised carpen-
try and jaggery- making. He
has even motivated the 
government to organise a
State Khadi and Village 
Industries Board to cover
the entire state under 
these programmes. 

Recipient of innumerable
awards, the septuagenarian

Thakkar has often attracted
the youth to follow Gandhi-
an values. The All Bodo Stu-
dents Union (ABSU) has
spread the message of non-
violence among the youth in
Bodo- dominated parts of As-
sam with his help. The or-
ganisation has often invited
him as the guest of honour

for its Gandhi Jayanti cele-
brations in Kokrajhar. Many
youngsters in remote areas
of Nagaland have also been
guaranteed a productive fu-
ture because of his efforts in
giving them vocational and
technical training. No won-
der, he is regarded a favourite
among all age-groups – es-
pecially the youngsters –
across the Northeast. �
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THE Nagas have
been chanting
howey from time
immemorial. Pick-

ing up this ancient strain to
define an entire genre of
music, a four-piece folk-
rock band has burst onto
the scene to secure an
inimitable place on the
world map of music. Abio-
genesis of Nagaland, with
its distinctive musical im-
agery and an urge for con-
tinuous experimentation,
has been listed thrice for
Grammy nominations.

The band began its jour-
ney in the early 1990s by
covering the likes of Janis
Joplin and Tracy Chapman.
“I have an affinity towards
bands which are subtle in
their compositions. Initial-
ly, we used to sing num-
bers by Eagles, Guns ’n’
Roses and Aerosmith. The
latter’s ‘Amazing’ will al-
ways remain one of our
favourite songs,” says
Arenla Subong, lead vocal-
ist of Abiogenesis. Gradual-
ly, the band did some mu-
sical introspection and
started singing originals. 

As the band matured, it
realised the need for taking
its music to a higher level
with its own identity. “We
started exploring and ex-
perimenting, and this re-
sulted in the creation of
howey music, which is now
our brand of music. It is a
fusion of Naga folk tunes
with various forms of mod-
ern music,” says Moa Sub-
ong, one of the co-founders
of the band.  

Having a unique sound

characteristic of the band
soon became a necessity.
They found it in the form of
bamhum, an instrument
that draws its name from
two basic elements — bam-
boo and humming. Moa
says, “It (bamhum) is a
medium-sized bamboo in-
strument that one hums
into to produce tones
sourced by the user's vocal
chords. A rattle is assem-
bled on the opposite end of
the knot that works as a res-
onance chamber which
converts the huming tune
into the unique sound of
the bamhum. It can be
played for any kind of mu-
sic— classical, folk, 
rock, jazz, blues, gospel 
and pop." 

Bamhum was an inven-
tion of Moa, who recalls its
origins thus, “When Arenla
was appointed a member
of the faculty of North East
Zone Cultural Centre
(NEZCC) to teach folk the-
atre and music, she ap-
pointed me as her accom-
panist. I looked for a tradi-
tional instrument that we
could play along with folk
music. But we found that
none of the Naga tradition-
al instruments could play
all the required notes. On
the other hand, playing the
guitar or any other West-
ern musical instrument
would be a mismatch. That
was when the idea of creat-
ing bamhum struck me."

Arenla mocked Moa
when she first heard him
trying to make sound out
of a bamboo piece. "One
day he brought a piece of

bamboo and tried to hum
into it. Initially, I was a bit
skeptical about what he
was up to, but when he
fixed the rattle inside it and
I heard the sound, I was
impressed,"adds Arenla. 

It was only 15 years after
its inception that Abiogene-
sis cut their first album,
Aeon Spell, in 2007. The de-

lay in releasing the band's
debut album, however,
proved beneficial, as it was
signed under the main-
stream record label Sa Re
Ga Ma."A content manager
of Sa Re Ga Ma saw us per-
form at the Hornbill Festi-
val and later offered to have
a deal with us. There were a
lot of restrictions on the la-

bel, so we went indepen-
dent with our second al-
bum," says Arenla. That,
however, did not stop it
from getting recognition as
a world music ensemble
from the Northeast.  "We
were listed thrice for nomi-
nation for the Grammys. We
were thrilled to be listed
alongside top international

artistes like U2, Eagles, Ma-
roon 5, Enigma and others,"
says Moa. 

Being a band from the
Northeast has its own chal-
lenges, and Abiogenesis too
faced them. It forayed into
the music scene at a time
when issues like insur-
gency, drug abuse and
HIV/AIDS were rampant in

the region. The band played
its part in bringing peace
and harmony back into the
lives of many through its
music. Moa says, "We have
notonly cut an HIV/AIDS
awareness album for the
Nagaland State AIDS Con-
trol Society, but also organ-
ised one of the first rock fes-
tivals in the region to
spread awareness on the is-
sue. The name of our band
states our mission— ‘to re-

activate the dead cells.”
“When Abiogenesis was

formed many musicians
were into narcotics and we
felt they were more or less
‘living dead’. So, we decided
to combat drug abuse and
named our band  ‘Abiogen-
esis’. Seeing the ongoing
turmoil in the region, we
have written songs like
‘Saramati Tears’ and ‘Magic
of Love’, among others, urg-
ing love, peace and harmo-
ny," Moa adds.

Recently, Abiogenesis had
a line-up change when gui-
tarist Daneil Engty separat-
ed from the band. "We play
an array of instruments, in-
cluding bamhum and har-
monica, and as Moa also
plays the guitar, we
thought that another guitar
player would lead to over-
lapping of sound. So, we
thought of retaining the
four members of the
band," explains Arenla.

Abiogenesis is currently
touring the country with a
view to taking howey music
to a much wider audience.
The band's goal is to help
people know about the mu-
sic of the Northeast. "We
want Abiogenesis' howey
music and bamhum to be
recognised and known
across the world. We would
like to perform in as many
gigs as we can around the
globe," says Arenla. �

Naga chant

Debarun Borthakur sways
to soulful howey numbers

with which Abiogenesis
has been taking the music

world by storm

LOCAL FLAVOUR: 1.The four-piece folk-rock ensemble Abiogenesis; 2. Vocalist Arenla Subong playing the bamhum; 3. Moa Subong, co-founder and 
guitarist of Abiogenesis.

MARCHING ON: Natwar Thakkar outside his office at Zoo Road, Guwahati. 
Subhamoy Bhattacharjee
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A Gandhian in insurgent Nagaland
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A MONSOON OF MUSIC
Mitra Phukan 
Penguin/Zubaan, 2011
`450, 432 pages
Paperback/Novel

Story of four musicians immersed in the tradition
of Hindustani classical music. Set in the mofussil

town of Tamulbari beside the Brahmaputra.

AN Indian edition of Land of
Jade, Bertil Lintner’s clas-
sic, was long overdue. The

fact that it took such a long time
to arrive testifies to the mainland
obsession of the Indian publish-
ing industry. It is a mindset where
an author can sell a title on Nor-
way more easily than one of Myan-
mar (Burma), because the average
in-the-street Indian reader is of-
ten expected to confuse Burma
with the great Vermajis of Delhi or
Punjab. That only a Guwahati-
based publisher, Spectrum, should
take the initiative to publish an In-
dian edition of Land of Jade proves
the point that the appeal of Lint-
ner’s epic journey and the book
based on it has been largely re-
stricted to the Northeast.

It is through this region that
Lintner entered Myanmar in
1985 with a wife who had just de-
livered a baby girl. For the next
18 months, the small family of
three traversed this difficult re-
gion on foot, donkey, elephant,
boat and what have you. Hopping
from one rebel base to another,
Lintner covered a huge tract
where civil war had ravaged the
land and dispossessed the peo-
ple for close to four decades. This
was the first real, on-ground in-
sight into one of the world’s
longest running civil wars.

Scattered accounts of this epic
journey by Lintner through one
of the world’s most merciless
jungle-mountain terrains were
carried in the Far Eastern Eco-
nomic Review, of which I was a

regular reader since my days as
a university student of South-
east Asian studies. These ac-
counts inspired the young jour-
nalist in me to do what no Indi-
an journalist had done before —
to reach the bases of the North-
east Indian rebel groups in Up-
per Burma which, until then,

had only been accessed by Bertil
Lintner.  A year later, and after
some difficult negotiations with
the National Socialist Council
of Nagaland (NSCN), I was on
my way to the elusive Oking —
the mobile headquarters of the
Naga underground based at
Challam or Kesar Changlam.

This same camp was called
Challam Basti by the Assamese
fighters of the United Libera-
tion Front of Asom (ULFA).

I did not go beyond the NSCN
headquarters where I also met
ULFA and Manipuri rebel lead-
ers, and my journey led to a cov-
er story in the Calcutta-based

Sunday magazine titled “Broth-
ers in Arms”. Bertil had gone
much further. But his accounts
of his journey were my inspira-
tion. They led me to seek out
why scores of my countrmen,
unhappy with India’s grandiose
nation-building project, were
suffering in the mosquito-
ridden jungles of Myanmar to
fight a long protracted war
against the State.

In recent years, the Indian
State seems to have realised that
a solution to its Northeastern in-
surgency problem lies as much
in Myanmar or Bangladesh as in
the region itself. As Delhi starts
pressurising the Myanmarese
government to act decisively
against the ULFA, the NSCN and
the Meitei rebel groups, Bertil
Lintner’s Land of Jade emerges
as a must-read for all those in-
terested in India’s far frontier
zone. It is great journalism be-
cause it takes the readerto a zone
without motorable roads, where
only a bold and courageous re-
porter can take his audience
through the sheer power of
limbs and great determination
of mind. 

Bertil nearly lost one foot to
the leeches near the swamps of
Taga. He got caught infighting
at Challam and Kachin. Yet, he
lived to tell the tale. The pen-
ning of Land of Jade has given
us the legend that is Bertil Lint-
ner.  It is by far his greatest book,
greater than his other excellent
books  on Myanmar. �

FIRST SUN STORIES: UNUSUAL FOLK
TALES FROM THE NORTH- EAST
T Bijoykumar Singh, Easterine Iralu, Kyn-
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Northeast Indian folktales from the many cul-
tures of the seven states. Beautifully retold

with illustrations

 O F the many narratives
smothered by war, the
oral narratives of the

Nagas suffered a long period of
being silenced. Folktales require
certain settings in order  to be
told. The Naga war with India af-
ter military operations began in
1956 destroyed these settings, be-
sides disrupting the ritual of folk
narratives. The setting of the folk-
tale is the hearth and its ances-
tral home is the village-world. Oral
narratives belong to eras of rela-
tive peace in the village commu-
nity where the ceremony of the
folktale takes place. After the
evening meal, children gather
aroundthe hearth of a grandpar-
ent who narrates stories to  them.
It requires mutual participation.
The children need to listen at-
tentively and the grandparent-
narrator will tell the stories with
the air of an entertainer,frequently
using stock phrases or ideo-
phones in the course  of the
dramatised narration. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, many
Naga families were displaced by
the freedom struggle. People in
the villages were the worst af-
fected. They abandoned their
homes to hide in rough shelters
in the forests. They moved in
small groups for fear of detec-
tion. Two or three families shel-
tered together and the number
of children in some groups was
higher than the number of adults.
Hiding in rough shelters in the
forests and frequently moving
camp, these families survived on
the meagre food rations they car-
ried with them. They took from
the forest what food it offered.
Since the forests were infiltrated
by the Indian army, these refugee

families held very little conver-
sation amongst themselves. The
children were discouraged from
playing or talking loudly. The
grandmother's hearth in the vil-
lage-world was destroyed, the vil-
lages burnt and their inhabitants
tortured and killed or forced into
evacuation. The folktale lost its
setting.Its narrative was silenced
throughout the period of dis-
placement during the Indo-Naga
war. The peace that is essential
to the continuation of oral nar-
ratives was lost. The war years
also killed many oral narrators,
and folk narratives were further
silenced in the premature death-
sof their carriers. 

In the 1970s, the Art and Cul-
ture department of Nagaland
made a collection of Naga folk-
tales from the four districts of
Kohima, Mokokchung, Tuensang
and Wokha. The crudely illus-
trated and coarsely told 109 sto-
ries in the collection are never-

theless an admirable first effort
at folktale collection. Stories that
would have died along with their
narrators have been preserved
by this effort. In 2008, Roots: A
Collection of Zeliang Folktales,
was published by Kangzangding
Thou. In 2009, the Art and Cul-
ture department authorised the
publication of another vo lume
of Naga folktales. Sadly it was
rewritten by a non-Naga and
lacked the authenticity or cul-
tural knowledge that only an in-
sider can bring to such an in-
grained art form. 

Barkweaver publications be-
gan its first volume of Naga Folk-
tales Retold in 2009. The pub-
lishing house aims to retrieve
Naga folktales in several volumes
along with illustrations by young
Naga artists. Volume Two will be
published in 2012. The project
encourages young children to
spend time with their grandpar-
ents, collecting folktales and peo-

plestories. Barkweaver hopes
that the children will not only
collect stories but imbibe the rich
teachings of culture that is
passed on in folk narration.

One form of oral narrative si-
lenced by the war was the many
and varied peoplestories. These
are not mythical tales but the
acounts of ordinary people and

their lives. Yet, people need to
tell their stories and they deserve
the opportunity to share their
stories. A second Barkweaver
project is a series of peoplesto-
ries, the first of which is being
published this winter. Among
the Nagas, peoplestories popu-
larly deal with spirit encounters.
But  Barkweaver is also inter-
ested in stories that people want
to tell of themselves, their child-
hoods, the memories of their
lives and events that had a big
impact on them. 

Barkweaver recognises the nar-
ratives of children and women
assilenced narratives. These were
never voiced and were sup-
pressed under the meta-narra-
tive of war, which is a narrative
of men. In my novel, A Terrible
Matriarchy, the little girl-narra-
tor begins her account candidly:

My grandmother never liked
me. I knew this when I was
about four and a half. I was sit-
ting in her kitchen with my
brother Bulie, older to me by
two years, when she served us
food. Hot rice and chicken
broth.

“What meat do you want?”
she simpered sweetly as she la-
dled out gravy and meat.

I quickly piped up, “I want the
leg, Grandmother, give me 
the leg.”

“I wasn't asking you silly girl,”
she said, as she swiftly 
put the chicken leg into my
brother's plate, ”That portion is
always for boys. Girls must eat
the other portions”. (p.1)

In this novel, the silence of the
girl child is finally broken. Like-
wise, in its forthcoming volume
of peoplestories, Forest Song,
Barkweaver focuses on stories
that have not been voiced before. 

Folktales and peoplestories are
part of collective memory and
recording them in print is impor-
tant because of their literary rel-
evance, especially in terms of a
national literature. Folktales pro-
vide readers common reference
points. At the same time, peo-
plestories are significant because
they have psychological value.
Sharing is healing. For the elder-
ly, sharing their stories and dis-
covering they are being listened
to gives meaning to their lives.
Peoplestories make the statement
that ordinary people and their
lives and destinies have value. This
is something the machinery of war
completely disregards. 

Another kind of imposed si-
lence that the Naga people have
suffered is the stifling of their
voices in the academic world.
The Nagas have been written
about in colonial anthropologi-
cal accounts by British political
officers like RG Woodthorpe, JH
Hutton, JP Mills, Christoph von
Fürer-Haimendorf, Ursula Gra-
ham Bower and WG Archer. The
voices of these colonisers, though
informative, were not free of
racism and exoticising of cultures
they did not fully understand.
The result was that some cultural
practices which yielded mean-
ing in the pre-Christian era were
dismissed as barbaric. Only since
the 1970s did Naga scholars be-
gin to write about Naga customs,
culture and village polity, pro-
viding insider narratives for the
first time. These alone can be
considered authentic.

Barkweaver wants to continue
encouraging such insider narra-
tives by focusing on Naga folk-
tales. By doing this it will try to
address the silences imposed by
the voices that claimed authori-
ty. Folk narratives, after all,  still
have their relevance in today's
fast-moving world. This fact was
brought home to me at a Sep-
tember conference in Frankfurt-
Oder where I performed stories

from Naga Folktales Retold. My
storytelling was complemented
by a French dancer who danced
to the rhythm of the stories and
an Italian singer who sponta-
neously burst into a Berber song
at the end of a telling. The singer
also joined in the refrain of the
folksong that accompanied the
tale ‘The Fig-tree and the Zeliang
Man’. Culture lives on if its prac-
titioners can reinvent it. 

Folktales are common proper-
ty and they need to be shared in
appropriate ways. The setting
has changed as there are few
hearths around which the lis-
teners can gather. But the lis-
tening circle has widened and
perhaps it is time to take    our oral
narratives to an international
audience.The time feels ready
for it. �
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