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    Prologue




    Sealed off from the outside world Nagaland Myanmar together with a greater portion of land in India is the homeland of the Nagas many call Nagalim so as to not to confuse it with Nagaland State in India. Officially the authorities tell that this measure was taken and enforced because Nagaland is in turmoil and is consequently heavily militarized. So to prevent visitors from trouble beyond comprehension, no one is allowed to enter the Naga Hills. An exception to this measure comes once a year when the Naga harvest Festival is held. For tourists and travelers officially organized by a Myanmarese travel agency, Diamond, this year some 50 people of all kinds of western background came together at Yangon and Mandalay airports to begin their journey to Lahe, the venue of the festival. The flight via Mandalay to Khamti did not take very long, some three hours altogether, but the ride to Lahe was of different caliber. After arriving in Khamti, a Naga town on the Chindwin River, smooth traveling was left behind. The signs already apparent had cast their shadows ahead when we started from Yangon where ominous disorganization reached a level beyond belief in the run up to transporting eager visitors to Lahe. Since many of these visitors had their own personal guides with then, to enable them to communicate between the staff of the agency only not with the Nagas for these guides do not speak any Naga language either, all others were kept in the dark about timing and preparations for the arduous trip. This alone, in retrospect, threw a shadow on genuine attention for Naga cultures in Myanmar. Packed in worn out pickup trucks, the journey to Lahe went over narrow roads and over six ridges. When just after sunset the destination was reached the reception, though erratic in relation to where to sleep, was magnificent because of the restaurant and bamboo made makeshift hotel accommodation. Nothing less than a affine compliment should be extended to the organization for bamboo single rooms, probably built especially for the occasion, and the de luxe meals that were served. Pampering visitors in the Naga environment may be worth a compliment, informing them about the program left much to be desired.




    Engines roared as the pickup trucks, eight people on board, moved over the narrow road through the Naga Hills of Burma/Myanmar. Because to me they really were more like majestic mountains I pondered about the British perception who during their colonial days reduced them to mere ‘hills’. On the way to Lahe for the yearly Naga Harvest Festival, a gathering of several Naga tribes to celebrate while taking the opportunity to socialize amongst each other, these roaring engines kept on for over six hours. Situated in the extreme northwest of Myanmar Lahe is a Naga village and this year’s venue for the festival. But to get there he trip was arduous one. Though normally off limits to foreign visitors once a year the military junta, only for the festival, the Military allows designated travel agents to book the trip to these remote Naga Hills. Still In Yangon, the capital of Myanmar, I tried to get information on the program of this trip, but not even the travel agency, a subsidiary, could come up with details.




    Though it had a colorful brochure aimed at wetting one’s appetite. Diamond Travels, owned or controlled by members of the Government, assigned to organize the trip for over fifty foreigners could not come up with details like which tribes would participate and what they were going to do; likewise no info on the cultural significance of what they were going to at the gathering. So, when I started out early morning to catch the flight to Kamhti on the Chindwin River, I was flabbergasted by the disarray in organization to begin with. Checking in at five o’clock in the morning for the flight at six proved to be impossible for there were no representatives of Diamond Agency present. When half an hour later frantic fellow passengers besieged the at first lone Diamond Travel representative, I thought we were in for troubled start. Things worked out wonderfully well though once the check in personnel were properly informed and miraculously the flight took off only with a delay of at most half an hour. In Mandalay the rest of the passengers joined and the brief stop after the plane touched down in Khamti we were whisked off to the river by ordinary pick-ups. Ferries, a separate one for the luggage alone, put us across where ten pick-ups were waiting for us to begin the journey.


  




  

    On the road




    “This is so fascinating, the nature around here, the beautiful mountains, and the people as they are living here a secluded life. It is all very exciting,” a elderly lady exclaimed as I asked her what she knew about the Naga Culture. An American photographer and a couple of Canadians together with an older lady from New Zealand listened while we spoke trying to beat the sound of the roaring engine.




    “They are a wonderful people who know how to live in these mountains. Very little is known about them and I am happy I have the chance to come along on this trip. It is just a pity that it costs so much. I am sure the Government of Myanmar only organizes this to get some foreign exchange, don’t you think so?” she asked. The price for the trip was hefty indeed $1200.- for five days, but everything included so it was hard to actually think how the organization could make any profit on this. The trip alone by pick up to Lahe must have been costly. But when I asked her if she knew the area was heavily militarized, she with the others joining in said:




    “I do know of course that Myanmar had a military Government which undoubtedly can stay in power only with force. I have spoken with a few people in Mandalay and they were friendly but very reluctant if not scared to talk about any matter concerning the country. They told me talking is dangerous, anything can happen and this means not just getting arrested for no reason, but tortured. I found it hard to believe for everything looked so peaceful, not a soldier to be seen. Here on the road I see more than in Mandalay itself. So, yes why should they be here? I don’t think the Nagas are a threat to the Government of Myanmar. Don’t you agree,” she asked.




    “In the not so remote past they have left them alone indeed. However the Eastern Nagas of the Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagaland, NSCN, use Myanmar as their refuge when attacked by Indian Forces. Due to the divide and rule policy of India the NSCN split into two and the Eastern Nagas, called the Kaphlang Group, have bases here nearby and fight both the Armed Forces of Burma and the NSCN of Nagaland. Culturally Nagaland is one and most Nagas want to have their own sovereign state, so separate from either India or Myanmar.”




    “Oh really they fight the Indians and the military of Myanmar?”




    “Since the Indians invaded Nagaland in 1954 yes,” I answered while we were almost thrown overboard when another sharp bend and a steep climb were negotiated barely successfully.




    “You are serious about this?” the Canadian, his son listening intently, asked in disbelief.




    “Certainly,” I replied, “this is all documented and you can check these facts easily.”




    “But you are talking about India not Myanmar,” the American photographer contributed.




    “Well, in comparison to Myanmar the Nagas in India have been more exposed to let’s say modern life and it is said that the Nagas in Myanmar were left behind. In the days after the border between Indian and then Burma was more or less agreed on, Myanmar did not care about them. They were called backward and were left untouched. The British never colonized their areas here in Myanmar. So, in a way the Nagas here are culturally more authentic.”




    “Yeah, yeah, I think that’s why we are here now,” the American chuckled, “man this is really a trip,” he laughed. Moments later on the way down from a ridge we passed a bridge heavily guarded by soldiers and the group on the pickup fell silent till we had passed and were on the way up again. This meeting with the fully armed soldiers had impact; it left some strong impression on my fellow adventurers.




    For while I listened to the excited foreigners on what they expected to experience but was rather astonished about what they knew of the Nagas and the war the had to fight against their invaders. I heard a German lady, a retired air hostess, talking about her world travels and her wish to be among the Nagas in this Forbidden Land as we were then approaching. Since no one informed us about the duration of that journey and the bumping over the spaghetti road seemed endless after three hours my fellow passenger began to complain about the nerve racking spins and bone cracking jumps of the pick-ups. Not knowing about the journey’s end, the counting of ridges we had to cross only to come down again to a river with a bridge before going up had begun. After six were counted and the bodies had become sore and with sunset nearing confusion and irritation set in. Five and a half hour of severe bouncing over precarious roads over ridges had caused that. Aahhhh suddenly in the distance and in dying daylight we saw lights, the lights of Lahe Nagaland. We arrived finally after sunset and the grumbling passengers were not delighted with the disarray in how the temporary shelters of bamboo were allocated. They were pleased however with the impeccably arranged restaurant where immediately after settling into rows of the single rooms with the meal served there. It was fascinating to experience how gourmet food was served in this isolated place in the mountains. Another disturbing factor for the foreigners, though they had been told about it, was the cold which set in during this time of the year right after the sundown experience. Surprisingly both the restaurant service and the bamboo rooms were well organized. Even the clusters of toilets and bathrooms had freshly made boiled water provided by a couple of young men who were up till very late should anyone need a hot bath. In contrast to what the foreign visitors had endured, this was truly something of high class.




    The next morning was a kind of a day off, the day of the arrival of the troupes and the day of preparing for the grand opening by raising of the bamboo made high flagpole early next morning. According to the agency it was also the day to visit other villages. This was easier said than done because the nearest village was a three hour walk at least if one would be foolish enough to go alone. Since the pick-ups were there and only extra fuel was needed, a ride to a few villages of choice was offered; of course for extra payment. I did not want to go in a group of strangers as I felt it was like looking at people like animals in a zoo. So, instead I decided to explore the village of Lahe alone thinking that this way I could get in touch with the people living there as well as the visiting groups of other tribes. Perhaps I, though being alone it would be possible too to find out how the Nagas live here and were feeling about the Government of Myanmar and the visitors which they had allowed to be here. Questions played through my head to ask like: What does the Army of Myanmar do here? Is there a presence of the Indian Naga Forces here? What is true of the reports on Buddhist missionary activities? Is it true Nagas are forced to become Buddhists? Is there any forced labor being implemented here? Perhaps there is forced army recruitment? Since I had no idea yet about the festival itself, little did I know minor but conclusive control by the military of Myanmar became obvious?


  




  

    Meeting the Military




    So, I set out for a walk and right after the reception of the makeshift temporary bamboo village for foreign visitors, which served s a control post too, I came to a Morung. A Morung is a training house for young men or women but not together, to become warriors, to learn their culture and history, to become eligible for marriage. Here they sleep and here was the log drum is housed. Both the log drum and the Morung itself are vital cultural assets. Though this one obviously was a poor replica it was the first one I ever saw in real, so I went in for a closer look. The log drum was the center piece of the Morung which had open walls. While taking pictures inside I heard and noticed commotion outside.




    I finished taking pictures and came out to bump into aides, men in military attires, who asked me to shake hands with the Minister of Hotels and Tourism. This surprised me because I did not feel too emphatatic with representatives of the Junta but I was curious too and to get some opening on that level I could hardly refuse As the short but chubby man in combat outfit came towards me the minister extended a hand while sporting a big smile saying:




    “Hello and welcome to the Naga harvest Festival.”




    “Hello to you too,” I answered smiling like him then asked, “I understand the festival has been organized by your ministry. Is this why you attend in person?”




    “Oh yes, you see the Nagas are such wonderful people, though only one of more than two hundred indigenous peoples of Myanmar. We find it important that people like yourself could meet them and should know about them. I am sure you will like the festival,” he answered.




    “Were you waiting for me to come out?”




    “I see you are a photographer so we did not want to disturb you, but when you are finished, we like to go in. May I introduce you to the leader of the Nagas here?” he asked pointing at an elderly stout man in white who wore a special reddish designed headdress.




    “Good morning to you,” I began while from the corner of an eye paid attention to the armed military men around us. The leader and I shook hands and then explained he was showing his high guests around the festival ground and the Morung.




    “We will see each other again?” the military minister said in a friendly tone as he moved away with entourage to enter the Morung. I nodded and wondered about the status of this visit and what implications this had on the Nagas in general and the festival in particular. Consisting of some 15 people it was a rather large group. I counted five soldiers, some more officials and a few Nagas but in modern dress. I shrugged but kept in mind to see the Minister again when I was ready to ask him a few things about the role of the military during the festival and the people celebrating. Then I walked off to the festival grounds. The first thing which I found out of tune besides the Buddhist stupa on top of the next elevation which overlooked the grounds, a good second was the entrance to the festival ground, an arch in front and the stage at the far end had had hard green out of tune colors with text on in Burmese characters. Likewise the arch the green painted stage had Burmese scriptures on it. This made me think, for since it was a Naga Festival the Nagas would communicate in their own languages, not in Burmese and certainly not write in it. On the sides of the field boots with Government induced development and health programs were on display, but furthermore nothing reminded that hundreds of Nagas would come here to sing and dance to their cultural heart’s desire. I was wrong of course I was told when I asked some people who were selling Naga ornaments and weaving Naga cloth:




    “Tomorrow it starts,” the young man who showed me a brass necklace with four heads dangling on it said. His table was laden with cultural objects and they looked quite authentic and old. Headdresses were there too, “buy something, it is very cheap for you,” he smiled.




    “I’d love too,” I answered him honestly, “I am here with camera’s and I will do some photography. If you are here for the next few days, I am sure I can be one of your customers. Now I am stuck with cameras and I will have to look after the objects while I am working,” I said and looked around to see there were two smiling women weaving their traditional cloth, a few men plaiting baskets, a smith forging Dao’s and a man making casts for the heads the necklaces were made of, the lost wax method. I was surprised to see how friendly the Nagas here were while I took pictures and shot some video. It was quiet in the village in the sense of no foreigners around for most had chosen to go around in one of the pickups to visit other villages. I walked up the hill which soon came down and so I could overlook the village itself.


  




  

    Lahe village




    I passed the school and found a native restaurant on the corner of the crossing, but decided to stop at a small shop which had fine rice beer for sale. I liked the idea to drink some rice wine and this made the Naga man smile as he opened a bottle which, in a former life, had contained beer. We talked as he had his wife and children around him and attended to regular shoppers. All Nagas they were, in their ordinary clothes with some jewelry or ornaments , came to buy vegetables or other things on sale. To my surprise sellers of Naga antiques also stopped to entice me to buy something.




    “This is their chance you know,” the shopkeeper said draping his colorful Naga shawl around his shoulders. Though it was not cold during the day, I remembered it had taken quite some time to warm up in the morning, “but if you buy something I will take some provision, I sell these things too, you know,” he laughed and saying that he went back into the house and put some lovely Naga objects on a side table, next to the bottles of rice beer. When another seller had come and gone I asked:




    “Tell me Sir please. I do know something about Nagaland India and I hear the NSCN is active here too. Is this why there are so many military around and on the road?”




    “Yes, the Kaphlang group is from around here, Sagaing Division of Myanmar,” he answered, “but that is not the problem. They are Nagas. I am sorry, it is difficult to talk about this openly,” he continued after pondering if he really should. He took his time to assess what he should do but then came closer, “you see there are many people who can’t be trusted. The military has ears everywhere, they make our people talk to them, betray their own kind and much more. I cannot begin to tell you really. At this festival you will see how they show off to you foreigners how good they are for the people of Nagaland. They will give things under the banner of development,” he whispered like we were conspiring and when someone approached to ask or buy something, he lifted his glass like he was toasting with me and enjoying the rice beer. Incidentally this rice beer his wife served in a bamboo container which served as a glass. We were talking when a motorcade of vehicles passed, all soldiers accompanying the minister to the military camp further up the road. And my confident shivered but smiled and waved.




    “Do you mean the military has snitches here too? I heard about this in Yangon years ago and other places in Myanmar before the resurrection in 1988.”




    “No, no, in those days there was nothing much going on here, no militarization. Some years ago they started and they went into villages, dropped Buddhist missionaries there and took our men to do forced labor like building or repairing the roads.”




    “Does that mean the Government has changed policies and now focuses on Nagaland too?” I asked.




    “The Karen have been beaten, you know, the Kachin close by have surrendered as they made peace with Yangon. So, I think they have enough soldiers here not needed in other areas of resistance to their rule. Also India a few years ago is seeking friendship with Myanmar. I hear India wants trade with Myanmar and open up a route to South East Asia. On the Indian side they want to do this through Moreh and then use the road all the way to Mandalay. They can also use the Chindwin which flows into the Irrawaddy for transporting goods. And so they cooperate with the Burmese soldiers.”




    “This is higher politics then?” I concluded thinking of the support Myanmar gets from China, “and so India wants to catch two flies using one hand!”




    “You are funny,” the man smiled but was disturbed by a lovely old lady who wanted to sell me some messing bracelets women use around their wrists. Since they were well done and authentic and I had room for them in the camera bag I thought of buying them, but wondered if I could. I had changed a hundred dollars in Yangon and though the official exchange rate was one to seven on what was called official black market rate, it was one to around 1250. So when she mentioned 5000 kyat this meant they were rather cheap. Unbelievable but both the shopkeeper and the old lady were smiling and I had to believe the price was right. So, I invited the old, but a lady with stature, to drink some rice beer with me. And, as she accepted she called in a few more people to show necklaces and other beautiful things I could not carry in the camera bag without risking damage to any of the cameras. When she had left with pride in her eyes as she strode off we continued our conversation:
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