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Preface

As one waks through the mountains of the Annapurnaregion of Nepad one can seevillages
perched onthe high ridges, their terraced fields stretching down the steep hillsdes to the valey
bottom.

Who are the people who live in these villages and whose cheerful, dightly mongoloid, faces greet
one on the paths? This‘Guide amsto give abrief and smple introduction to the customs and
manners of the Gurungs, asthey are caled in Nepdi (Tamu-mae in the Gurung language). These
tough mountain people have become famous as one of the mgor groups from whom the
Gurkha soldiers have been recruited. Thisaccount amsto help those who vist and work in the
Annapurnaregion to understand something of away of lifewhich islikely to bevery different from
their own.

The authors combine their knowledge and experience, one of being a Gurung and the other of
working among them as a Socid Anthropologist. Both have a particular attachment to the
Gurung village of Thak which liesin the hills some twelve miles north of Pokhara

L ocation of the Gurungs (map)




I ntroduction

The Gurungs are the predominant group living in the Annapurnaregion, but they are
surrounded and to a certain extent interpenetrated by other groups. Some of these are dso
Tibeto-Burman peoples and are scarcely distinguishable from the Gurungsin language and culture
- the Tamangs, Thakalis, and theinhabitants of Lower Manang and Mustang are dl obvioudy
from the same roots as the Gurungs and indeed many of them claim to be Gurungs, have the same
priessand amilar rituds, and speak mutudly intdlible languages. The reations between them
are very close and intermarriages quite frequently occur. Thus, much of the genera description of
the Gurungs applies equdly to these groups. The Magars, another Tibeto-Burman group, living to
the south and west are culturdly like the Gurungs, so are the Bhoteas and Tibetans to the north.

The other groups living with them are Indo-Aryans from the south Brahmins (priests), Chetris
(warriors) and the service castes, meta-workers, tailors and leather-workers. These people can
eedly be disinguished from the mongoloid hill peoples by their Aryan features. Brahmins, for
indance, tend to live in the valey bottoms and their houses are often painted an ochre colour
whereas Gurung houses are white. Thusthisareaisa culturd watershed between the Indo-Aryan
south and Sino-Tibetan north. In a gStuation of growing competition for the few remaning
cultivatable dopes, one might have expected consderable friction between peoples
higoricaly divided by language, religion and race. Yet thereisasyet littlesign of this.

Gurungs and othersintermingle amiably and many friendships exist across these group divisons.

It is dlear fromtheir language, whichis classfied as avariant of Chinese and Tibetan, and
from the physicd characteridtics, the short stature, upturned eyes, flat noses, and generd
mongoloid feetures, that the Gurungs origindly came from further north. Almost certainly, many
thousands of yearsago, their ancestors lived in the high mountains of western China

The course of the long migration over forested mountain ridgesis only remembered in myths and
legends. Some suggest that the main route was down to Burma and then westward through Assam
and eastern Nepd to their present settlements, where they have been for over seven hundred years.
Other legends tdl how the Gurungs were wandering shepherds who came down through the high
pasture of Tibet, through the kingdom of Mustang to settle the southern dopes of the Anngpurna
range. Yet other traditions suggest adud origin, withthe ‘four jat’ asthey are known coming
from the south, from northern India, and the *Sixteen ja’ coming down from the north.

The mongoloid societies of Tibet and China from which the Gurungs came had no cagte
sysem and within themsdaves the Gurungs do not practice caste rules. Y et for severa centuries,
a leadt, the Gurungsand other hill peoples have been mixing with the caste cultures of Aryan
India and they have beeninfluenced by themin variousways. They havefound themsdves
dotted into the caste system by the Brahmins and Chetris, as a clean caste, yet inferior to the
Brahmins who traditionally would not alow intermarriage and would not take cooked food or
water from them.

In turn the Gurungs regard the service groups who live with them as effectively lower caste. Gurungs
have traditionaly not worked with iron, leather or made up cloth. Thus each village has for
centuries had small settlements of blacksmiths, leather-workers and tailors who worked for the
Gurungs. The relationship seemsto have been smilar to a patron-client oneinan Indian village.
Each blackamith family would work for a number of Gurung households, providing pots and
pans, knivesand plough tips, through the years. In return they would be given grain. They were not
dlowed ingde Gurung houses and if they very ogtentatioudy and obvioudy touched a Gurung, the
Gurung would need to cleanse himsdf by a smple ritud using gold dipped in water. In practice,
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there are quite frequent contacts and no one takes much notice.

During the lat thirty years there have been changes. Within the village, the purchase of
factory-made meta goods, leather ware and clothes from the bazaar has deprived the service
groups of their traditiond roles. Instead, as the Gurungs leave the villages for the towns, their
field labour isreplaced by that of the service groups. These workers may be paid by the day or
share-crop the land. Thus the position of the service groups has not  necessarily deteriorated,
despite the loss of ther traditiona functions, but is has changed.

The changesin the town are complex. On the surface, casteisnot formaly recognized and in
public places - on buses, in restaurants and shops - caste rules are waived. But in the home a
Gurung would dill find it difficult to entertain a blacksmith, or to accept cooked food from him.

Thus we have amild variant of the caste system, far more open and tolerant than in India, yet
ever-present. Europeanson thewhole fdl outsde the system, being cagte-less, though a
traditiona Brahmin would not alow one into the cooking area. Higtoricdly, the Gurungs were
animd herders, migrating pastordists growing alittle grain to supplement the meat and milk from
sheep and cows. Now they arefairly evenly balanced between pastora and arable production.
The higher one gets and the further from the towns, the more important animas become, so that old
villages such as Skklis, Bhujung and Ghanpokhara are ftill dependent on large herds of cattle and
flocks of sheegp and goats. Animas can only be kept in large numbers when a village has access

to high pastures where the flocks and herds can be taken during the summer. The goats are bred
for meat, goat meet being preferred to sheep, and the sheep are kept mainly for their wool. Neither
sheep nor goats are milked much. Buffaoes are kept in large numbersin both the high and lower
lying villages. They are generdly sdled by the house throughout the year so they need no summer
pasture. They produce about seven pints of milk aday and alarge amount of dung, and buffalo
meet can be eaten whereas beef eating in prohibited by Hindu law. However, abuffao stdled
in the village will need some 12kg. of vegetation brought for it each day. The huge loads of grass or
leaves one sees being carried are usudly for the buffao.

In villages where large flocks are kept, the migratory cycleisroughly asfollows. In April, before
the monsoon begins and the crops are planted in the lower lands, the flocks and herds are driven
up to the high pastures on the sdes of the mountains. Here, at between 8-10,000 feet the
melting snow leaves rich grazing. The shepherds and herdsmen from many villages congregate and
build temporary encampments where they live for the summer months. In October and
November the animas are brought down through the forests and reach the newly harvested rice
fidds intime to eat the stubble and manure the fidds. When the millet has been harvested they
are moved to those fields so that wheat can be grown asasecond crop ontherice fidds. They
then remain near the villages until the soring, whenthe cycle of migration sarts again. This
migration is not without itshazards. For ingance, itisestimated that about haf of dl lambs and
kids born each year in the Lamjung area are killed by tigers and leopards.

Any traveller in Nepd cannot fall to be impressed by the beautifully constructed terraces hewn
out of the steep hillsdes. Huge efforts over the centuries have crested productive grainfields out
of the sony dopes. The basic crops grown in Gurung villages arerice, inthelower fields, and
maize and millet dbove. These are supplemented with pulses - various kinds of lentil and small
beans - which are sown dong theraised banks between the fidlds, or in gardens. They dso grow
vegetables and taro in their gardens, potatoes are grown as a second crop after the harvest in millet
and maizefiddsor in fores cdearings. Theland holdings are often smdl. In Thak, for instance,
then average holding is about two thirds of an acre of cultivatable land per person.

If crops are to be sufficient and the village kept in good repair, a complicated rhythm of tasks
must be performed. The main ones are asfollows:



January - dung carrying, house building and road repairs.

February - same

March - cutting and carrying firewood for the monsoon.

April - ploughing maize fields, planting rice seeds.

May - ploughing rice fidds, planting millet seeds, hoeing maize.
June - trangplanting rice and millet seedlings.

July - picking maize.

August - picking maize and weeding rice.

September - weeding millet.

October - harvesting rice.

November - harvesting rice and millet, threshing rice.
December - threshing and storing grain.

The busiest three months are May to July, and the least busy, January and February.

THE VILLAGE

A Gurung village will present the vigtor with a haphazard collection of buildings separated by
narrow, twisting, dung-filled lanes, but there are certain landmarks to look out for. At dtrategic
points are the water taps or springs where women gather to fill their water pots, wash clothes,
and wash their children and themselves. These are centres of gossip and laughter and are usudly
placed on the main pathways. It is believed that witches meet here a night, fire flashing from their
finger-tips. Mot villages will dso have ashop sdlling alimited range of goods - sweets, batteries
for torches and radios, matches and cigarettes. In large villages the stock will generadly include
sandals, cloth, sugar, kerosene, rice, oil, noodles and even soft drinks for tourists. One can often
get acup of tea there, and sometimes a cooked med and a bed for the night. Many villagesaso
have somekind of hal outside which the village council meets, where travellers can degp. Some
hdls have stone seats in the forecourt for their village meetings.

On the outskirts of the village there are often one or two little templesto theloca gods, with
relics of sacrifices or flowers in front of them. The entrance to the village is often indicated by a
gring of flowers across the path. A less plessant indication in some villagesis the public latrine.
Few Gurungshbuild latrines and athough some houses have a private grove or ditch, most people
go to the edge of the village.

Gurung houses were origindly built witha wood and lathe framework, covered with mud and
dung and thatched with grass. More recently, stone and date houses have replaced many of the
earlier type, though the verandasin particular of these newer houses are ill plastered with a

mud and dung mixture. Corrugated iron isnow often used instead of datefor roofing.

When one enters a house, the smoke, darkness and low ceiling, make it difficult to see
anything at dl for sometime. Having taken off one's shoes a the door to prevent breaking up the
smooth, earthen floor, onewill be asked to St either on abed in the anteroom, or by thefireon a
mat or stool. Ason€e seyes get accustomed to the gloom oneislikely to see numerous pots and
dishes on shelves and the vague pattern of the structure of the house.

Nearly aways the Gurungs reverse the European habit by deeping downgtairs. The room above
isused for storing grain, and baskets, mats and smdl tools when not in use.

The cooking areais the foca point of the house. A tripod sitsin a square hole sunk into the floor
and avariety of pans and dishes are used to cook over awood fire.  Abovethefireis alarge



wooden rack suspended from the ceiling which is used to hang meat and fish from for smoking,
to dry smdl amounts of grain, and to store some implements and rain shidds. Around the walls
are shelves with brass dishes, bowlsand jugs, which are used on special occasions and are an
indication of the family’swedth or poverty. Larger storage pots and baskets for grain, water, il
or millet ‘whisky’ stand on the floor. Other tools are wedged between the ceiling beams. Often one
sees atoothbrush and toothpaste in a glass, these havereplaced ash as a tooth cleaner.
However, ashisdill used to clean plates and cooking pots.

People st on the ground, cross-legged, the women having perfected the art of decently
tucking their long skirts between their legs when ditting or crouching on their haunches. When
gtting in thisway it islesslikely that someone will wak over on€'s legs. To wak over someone, or
even to touch them with one sfoot, isthe height of bad manners. People eat with their hands,
washing them before and afterwards. It is good mannersto ask permission of the oldest member of
the family before eating or drinking. Guests et firdt, the family next, and the cook, usudly the
senior woman in the house, after the rest have finished.

People deep wherever they can - sometimes on hard wooden beds, sometimes on the floor on
mats, wrapped upinrugs or cotton coverlets. Thereis little separation of men, women and
children, though sometimes ayoung married couple will be given a separate temporary ‘ bedroom’
made with bamboo partitions on the veranda. The two mgor non-agriculturd jobs are fetching
wood and water. Fires are kept burning most of thetime, and amiddling Gurung family will burn
gpproximately 180 cubic feet of firewood ayear; about 120 heavy bundles. To collect just one
bundle from the forest usualy takes haf aworking day. Through most of the year deed wood is
collected, but inthe spring livetrees are cut down, dlowed to dry out and then split into logsto
be piled up in preparation for the monsoon months. In the summer, people will be too busy in the
fidds to fetch wood from the forest, which isin any case wet and leech infested.

The amount of effort spent in carrying water to the house hasbeen greatly reduced for most
villages by the introduction of water pipes. Y et ahousawife or her children will still spend, on
average, up to one and a hdf hours aday collecting water. Each household needs about three large
bucketfuls aday for cooking, washing plates and for the buffalo to drink. The upkeep of the
house requires congant attention. The earthen floor cracks easily and has to be dampened and
smoothed with a mixture of dung and mud dmost daily. Other domestic chores such as sweeping,
washing and cooking, take up much of awoman’'stime.  The main tools used by the Gurungs are
very smple. For digging they usesmdl hoes of various Szes, and for ploughing, an iron-tipped
scratich plough which is pulled by yoked oxen. For dl cutting jobs, from harvesting grainto
cutting firewood, they use asmdl, curved sickle. A kukri is used occasondly for killing an animd
and cutting meet. For husking grainthey use a foot beater. For grinding smal amounts of grain
they use sone quernsthough larger amounts are generaly taken either to awater-mill or to
diesdl-powered grinding machines.

The Gurungs are practicd people and are gifted craftsmen within the narrow limits that usefulness
implies. Strong, careful and persstent, they use natural materidsaround them to greeat effect
and certain villages with particular resources have traditiondly supplied those without. Thereis
littleclay soinonly afew villages are pots made. Those used for making millet ‘whisky’ are most
commonly seen in Gurung houses.

Gurungs are not metal workers, and they do not use stone except for house building. In certain
villages with good supplies of the right wood, beautiful turned pots are made for dl the milk
collecting and processing chores.

Wooden water vessels used to be made, but copper containers, made by the blacksmiths, have
taken over inthelast fifty years. Recently plastic containers have been replacing the clay, wooden
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and copper pots.
Every village has access to bamboo and it is used in many ways.

They use it to make temporary houses, animal sheds and fences. They make many varieties of
basket for carrying and goring, trays for winnowing and Seving, fishttraps, rain-shields, and
plaited mats of various Szesfor drying grain.

The smple house furnishings include bamboo stools and mats for stting on. Men are the traditiona
basket makers, the workers in bamboo. WWomen make the house mats using thick grass. Many
women gill weave inthe winter months. They use abackstrap loom which uses the weight of
the body to give tensonto the warp. The spinning whed issmpletoo, with a large, round stone
in the centre to give it momentum. Women may aso use asmple spindle so that they can soin while
waking.

Textiles are woven from both wool and nettle fibre, and more recently from imported cotton. A
certain type of nettle iswashed, beaten and findy spun, then woven to make a course cloth used
to make the sack-bags worn by men. A thicker thread isused to weave sacking. It used to be
meade into the skirt worn by the men, but these are now made of bazaar cotton. In the villages with
herds of sheep, the thick cape worn by men, and coarse rugs are made, the wool being unsuitable
for anything finer. Recently, imported wooal has been brought into the hillsand isbeing made into
Tibetangtyle rugsfor an internationa market. Although textiles for clothing used to be woven in
the villages, dl of it now comes from the town bazaars.

One s=es dl typesof dothing in Gurung villages from thelatest jackets and jeans of the teenage
sons of rich mento thetatters of rough sacking worn by the poorest. Even thetraditiond
Gurung costume has been changing very fast over thelast twenty years. Children now wear
Western dress, but women wear either thelungi or sari. A Gurung woman's traditiona dress
conssts of a petticoat under atubular skirt. Thisis much wider than the imported ‘lung’, andis
pleated to hang in foldsin front. 1t isheld up by asquare of black velvet, lined with coloured
cotton, and worn folded as atriangle at the back of the skirt. This isitsaf held in place by atweve
foot cummerbund wound around the waist. They wear avevet, high-necked, blouse fastened with
tiesacrossthe chest. Over thisavelvet cloak isworn over theleft shoulder, and ahead cloth
completes the costume. The necklaces of gold, turquoise and other semi-precious stones till worn
by older women, come from Tibet. Other gold pieces, earrings, nose-rings and bracelets are
bought in thetowns. Married women wear red glass or plastic bangles. When any of these break
they are immediatdly thrown away asit isbdieved that a husband' s life would be at risk if hiswife
continued to wear them. They are dl broken at his desth.

Men traditionaly wore ashirt of the same pattern asthewomen’'sand a ‘kilt’ held by abdt, a
sack-bag worn on the back, criss-crossng the chest, and a Nepdi cap. All but the shirt are il
commonly worn in the village, though mainly by the older men. Y oung men favour Western dress.

THE FAMILY

It is important to understand something of the Gurung family since it provides the basisfor the
whole of thelr socid and economic system. What police, penson-officers, civil servants,
employers, magidrates, psychiatrists, nurses and teschers providein the Wes, islargdy
provided within the family. The Gurungs cam, un-aggressive and humorous character, and their
ability to work collectively without quarreling, growsout of the affectionate and tolerant bringing
up of infants and young children. The dderly are treated with respect and, in thevillages, there
arefew problemswith adolescents. Sadly the latter is no longer the case with Gurungs who have

7



moved into the towns.

The basic structureis provided by anumber of clans. Therearetwo main groups of clans. Oneis
cdled the ‘four-ja’ and conggs of four groups which vary alittlein their names over different
Gurung areas. The other claniscdled the ‘sixteentjat’ or ‘nine-jat’. Within this there are more
than thirty named groups. The basic principle isthat each of the groups of clans must marry within
itsdlf, but aperson must not marry someone of his own clan.  Clan membership is passed through
the maeline. Thus sons and daughters belong to their father’s clan and group. Another festure of
the system is the pattern of kinship termswhich emphasizes birth order and sex. Although this
vaies alittle, acommon variant is

daughter son
eldest - nani thargu
second - modi mala
third - «li sla
fourth - kaili kala
youngest - kgi kancha

When addressing an old person who is not ardative, one calsthem grandmother, “bujag’ or
grandfather, “bgag’. Any person of one' s father or mother’ s generation can be cdled father,

“aba’ or mother, “ama’. If they are alittle older than onesdlf, older brother, “agi/dhai” or older
sdter “didi”. If alittle younger, then younger brother, “bha” or younger sster “bhaini”. If one does
not know the birth order, it ispoliteto cal girls“nani” and boys “thargwdi”. Itisconsdered
dightly odd to cal people by their proper names and often these are not even known by other
villagers. It isdefinitely rude to refer directly to one's husband or wifeby name, or evento use
the word for husband, “pa’ or wife, “mri”. When addressing or talking about them one refersto
them as ‘the father or mother of so and so’. Nicknames are aso frequently used.

The closeness of the family system is emphasised by theway inwhich children are brought up.
Children are very grestly vaued and from birth are cherished by thar parents. If ababy criesa
mother will dmost immediately try to pacify it a the breast, and smdl children are congtantly
watched in case they fdl over or hurt themsdlves. Every growing gesture is commented on with
pleasure and one hardly ever sees an adult dtrike a child in anger, though they occasiondly
shout at them. The devotion of older brothers and sstersis very evident and they will spend hours
carying the younger children on their backs or playing with them. Thereislittle anxiety about the
child urinating or defecating since few wear nappies and the floors can easily be cleaned.

This affectionate upbringing leadsto avery closdy bonded family. Sons are very closeto their
mothers and respect their fathers throughout their lives. They accept parenta rulings on matters
such as marriage and the choice of acareer which would not be tolerated inthe West. They
assumeit istheir duty to protect and provide for their parentsin old age, just as they have been
supported and protected in childhood.

Marriage among the Gurungs has traditionally been too important a matter to leave to the whim of
individuds. A mariage affectsthe socid relations not only of the couple themselves, but of all
thelr reatives. The choice of agpouseisthus a family affair. The mother and father, with the
assdance of senior relaives, will choose an appropriate bride or groom and then inform the
individual. Sometimes the couple have never met before the wedding ceremony. If they cannot get
on, they will refuse to cohabit and the marriage will fade away because marriage among the
Gurungs isaprocessrather than a single, irreversible event.

The choice by parentsiscongrained in various ways. The partner must not be from the same
clan, but should idedly be aclose redive in the same clan group. For ingtance, the preferred
mariage is with certain firsd cousn - either amother’s brother’s daughter or father’ ssster’s
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daughter. The partner should be from afamily of roughly equa wedth and be of smilar age.
Gurungs marry in ther twenties, unlike the Brahmins who live dongsde them who generdly marry in
their teens. Thereis apreference for Sstersto marry in birth order, the oldest first. Itisaso
necessary to consult the local priest, not only to find out the appropriate year for marriage, but also
the day on which it should be performed. He will consult astrologica charts to see that the couple
are compatible and can live happily together.

In the past Gurungs could marry more than onewifea a time, but now thisisforbidden for al by
Nepdi lav. A few casesdill occur, however, and if it iswith the agreement of the firg wife no
one tends to object. Marriages are easly dissolved in the early years. For some time after the
marriagethe girl may remain in her nad village and only sees her  husband occasiondly,
particularly when her husband is away working or in a foreign army. If no child is conceived within
afew years of the ceremony, or the couple do not like each other, the marriage fades away and the
partners can remarry.

None of thisimpliesthat, once established, Gurung marriages are anything other than deep and
affectionate relationships. It is clear from watching couples working and talking together, or
nursing each other in sckness, aswell astheintense grief a the deeth of aspouse, that most
husbands and wives are very close. However, this relationship is seldom based on persona
choice or romantic love before marriage.

There are two stages in the making of amarriage. Inthefird, severd rituas occur involving
vigiting between bride and groom’s kin. One of these consists of the bride is carried from her
village by her friends, usudly arriving in the evening a the groom’shouse. The door is barred by
the groom’ s mother, and only after knocking severd times are they dlowed in. Bride and groom are
seeted Sde by Sde, the girl’s head and face covered with her shawl. The groom’s oldest mae
relative says afew words of blessng and introduces himsdlf to the bride by the kinship term that
sheisto use when addressing him. He presses alittle rice mixed with milk onto the foreheads of
both bride and groom, and withdraws so that other relatives may introduce themsalves in the same
way. No priest is present. The couple are now married by Gurung custom and the guests share a
med with their hosts. Some years later a second ceremony is performed which officidly transfers
the bride from her lineage to that of her husband. Thisisdonein front of dl the villagers. Money,
millet ‘whisky’ andrice are given to thebride sparents and her father will formdly give her to
her hushand' s lineage. It makes the marriage officid. Very recently the Nepdi Government have
introduced the regidtration of marriage which must be done after the first ceremony. This
confirms the marriage a the first sage and ismaking the second ceremony redundant. Asan
‘officid’ marriageis harder to bresk, young people, particularly intowns wherethey are more
influenced by Western culture, arelessready to have their parents choose a partner for them.
‘Love marriage is becoming more common there, but in the villages the old method of bride
sdection is Hill the norm.

After birth, ababy is protected againgt evil by having magicd threads tied round its neck, wrists
and ankles. Itis fed ondemand, washed and oiled daily, and spends much of its time deeping

in abasket cradle hanging onthe veranda. At other times it is carried ontheback of its
mother, father or sblings. The firgt hair-cutting for boysis ddayed until thevillage priest givesan
auspicious day for it SO one sometimes sees little boys of five or Sx wearing ther hair in plaits. Up
to the age of five children have no tasks and just play with each other. After that they are expected
to take care of the baby or younger children while their parent’ swork, and to do smdl chores
like fetching water. Asthey grow older and stronger, morework is expected of them, sothat by
theage of fourteen or fifteen they will be doing dl the tasks an adult does, except ploughing.
There are no particular rituas of ageing except the boy’s hair-cutting ceremony and the older
custom, that between the age of seven and nine girls were clothed in adult dress. In generd,
children up to the age of five are cosseted but older children are treated like young adults. They
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obvioudy respect their eders, but arein no way deferentid. Itisnota al uncommon to hear a
mother shouting for her daughter to come and do something, and the child taking no notice until
her mother comesto find her.

There has been a ggnificant change in this pattern of childhood during the last thirty years with the
introduction of schooling. Every village now has accesstoa school and educetion is
compulsory to fifth grade. Most children go to school. Although there is as yet little equipment -
paper, pens, maps and books - children are introduced to other languages (Nepdi and English),
mathematics and science, aswell as more practical things like health education and diet.
Furthermore, education givesthem avison of a world outside the village and the possibility of
ecape from alife of grinding toil. Ther parents, too, often place an extremely high value on
education. Schools are free, except for the books, until after fifth grade. From then onit hasto
be paid for. Many parents make great sacrificesto educate their children. As village schools don’t
go to tenth grade, children either have to walk very long distancesto regiona High Schoals, or
board there. Some parents have even taken the drastic step of sdlling their land and moving to the
towns to enable their children to attend school and university. All thisin order to secure ajob in the
town, in an office or factory, if they arelucky, away from thefieds and forests and closeness of
the village.

For the mgority who can't aspire to town life, achild's rolein the family dill requires much
physical labour. A typica day might start with aclimb to the forest to fetch wood or fodder
followed by ameda. Then school fromtento four o' clock and possibly along walk to reechiit.
On returning from schoal, there will be further work inthefildsor around the house. At
holidays and weekends they will work dongsdetheir elders. Thelow pay received by
school-teachers mean that they, too, are often aso farmers and understand the necessary
balance between education and agriculture.

All this changes when children leave for schoolsintowns. Evenif ther parents say in the village,
their rootswither fast. The bazaars, tea-shops, video cinemas, cars and buses enlarge their
world and athough they may return frequently to thevillage, they rarely teke any part inthe
work of the farm. The town schoolboy is often easy to distinguish from the village boy by his smart
clothes and shoes. Heisbeing trained to join an urban bureaucratic way of life that as yet can
only provide amodest number of jobsfor the flood of quaified young people. There are few
imported toys so young children play various games using stones, nuts and berriesto play
variationsof draughts, hop-scotch and marbles. They make hoops, bals from animd bladders
or old cloth, and swings. Older boys compete with each other in running, and throwing the stone.
Nowadaysthey often play footbal and basketbdl in the school-yard, listen to songson theradio
and read novels. However, the most characterigtic form of Gurung entertainment is Snging and
dancing.
Anyone who spends a night in a Gurung village is quite likely to hear the sound of a double-ended
drumand agroup of girls and boys snging. Traditiondly the songs were in the Gurung
language. Curioudy, the usud themein this arranged-marriage society islove. For instance there
were flirtation songs where boys and girlswould singinturn, eachtryingto outdo each other in
teasing innuendo, and caled “doves playing” songs. Today, they tend to sing Nepali ‘pop’
songs. They are often extremey catchy, and boys and girls dance together or singly, performing
for the rest of the group.

In the remote hill regions, shepherds ill dance, singing traditiona songs and accompanying
themsadveson a small, two stringed viol. The dances are dow step dances with eaborate hand
movements, and the songsare bdlads with innumerable verses, punctuated with stamping
chants.

The most elaborate danceisthe “garda sheba’. Thisisthought of asatraditiona Gurung dance
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though it origindly came from the south. It tells the story of a Thekuri king's wife who
committed ‘sati’ after her husband’ s death. It isdanced after the harvest is over, between January
and March. A dance master ingructs two young girls who are usudly aged between nine and
gxteen. On thefirgt evening the girls go into atrance and are possessed by agoddess. They stand,
swaying dowly from sdeto side, flicking their fingers, snking onto their haunches and up again,
turning firt one way thenthe other. The dance isaccompanied by adrum and adow, low
chanting by the men. Thegirls wear beautiful costumes with necklacesand bracdets of gold,
garlands of flowers, and gold filigree head-dresses. The dance may go on uninterrupted for up to
twelve hours and the whole event lasts for three days. The “garda sheba” may be danced a dozen
or moretimesayear. Itispeformed for a particular house or individud who in return gives
money; between 100-1000 Rs. The money gathered is used at the end to feast the dancers and
sngers.

All thisischanging fagt. The“garda shebd’ isdying out in many villages. Also disappearing isthe
“rodi” where the young people gather to sing and dance. In essencethe“rodi” is an example of
ayoung persons dormitory which can be found in many triba groups throughout the world. The
purpose of dl these isto segregate groups of young boys or girls of roughly the same age, usudly
between fourteen and seventeen, who form an age set of closefriends. This“rodi” group works
together in the fidds during the day and in the evening friends of the opposite sex would be invited
to the “rodi” house to Sng and dance with them. The Gurung “rodi” traditionaly met in the house
of one of the parents of one of its members, or in the house of another adult who was prepared
to become the ‘mother’ or ‘father’ of the“rodi”. The adult would oversee the conduct of the
young people, would be present during the evening when guests were invited, and would deep with
them at night. A “rodi” might be male or femae. There would be expeditions a night to “rodi” in
other villages. A group of young peoplewould set off in the late evening, perhaps cdimb asmal
mountain or cross ariver to aneighbouring village, sng and dance through the night returning at
dawn to carry out the day’s chores. Thereis no evidence that there was sexua promiscuity
associated with the “rodi” and anyonewho hasvisited a“rodi” can seethat the deeping
arangements are too public to alow thisto occur. Basicdly they act rather like boarding

schoals, taking children away during adolescence and alowing them to grow up under the
influence and discipline of dightly older and more experienced young people.

This useful and innocent indtitution is dying out quite rapidly in the villages most penetrated by
Hindu vaues and town pressures. For awhile they were subjected to criticism as being somehow
immora and the Gurungs became defensive about them. This phase seemsto be over, but alarger
threet liesin the fact that communa work and communa vaues are declining as many young
people leave for the towns or for work in India, and village work isincreasingly done by
wage-labourers.

In fact, the very divison between ‘labour’ and ‘leisure, ‘work’ and ‘play’, is redly rather
nove and Wedern. Traditiondly the boundarieswerefluid; snging and flirting enlivened fidd
work, and in the evenings the young might combine singing and dancing with podding beans or
teasing and carding wool. This helpsto explain why very hard work is undertaken with such
cheerfulness.

In many traditiona peasant societieswomen have alow satusand their world is carefully
demarcated from that of men. What will srike the visitor to this and other highland Tibeto-Burman
aress is the confidence and openness of the women. Although they may est after men, though they
do not act as priests, or engage very actively in public life, or plough, they otherwise do most of
the things that men can do and are considered to be thelr equas.

Women can own property in their own right, and as widows or only daughters are sometimes the
richest peoplein avillage. They run shops and businesses; in their husband’ s absence they often
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runthe farm, hirelabour, sdll crops and arrange everything to do with planting and harvesting.

Even a short acquaintance with a Gurung village will reved that, if anything, the women work
even harder than the men. Whilemen relax by taking or gambling, women s8dom redt. 1t is
assumed thet they will marry, give birth to their babies without anaesthetics or even amidwife, and
breast-feed their children until a new baby isborn, without stopping any of their other work.
They are immensdly tough, resilient and chearful. They mix with young and old men without any
noticesble signs of deference. They join with gusto in the sometimes bawdy joking and singing,
and they often lead the family rituds. Ther blessng isnecessary for their brothers at the festival
of Dessain, and they play a crucid role in the memorid ceremoniesto thedead. Thus while their
lifeisusualy physicaly hard, it would appear to Westernersto be preferable to the cowed
exigence of women in other parts of the world, or even that of their Brahmin neighbours. There is
little if any emphasison the purity of women and they are not Strictly segregated at either
childbirth or mengtruation. During the latter, awoman will probably abstain from sex and wash her
clothesand her hair afterwards. There isno great concern with puberty, no specific rituas or
segregation of women takes place, no humiliating operations on the sexua organs and no painful
tattooing. In general, women'sbodiesare not consdered as dangerous or polluting, nor is
there any obsession with sexua purity. It isnot consdered, asitisinmany Hindu and Idamic
societies, that the father or brother’sgravest duty is to protect his daughter or sster’s honour
agang the threat of other men. Loss of chagtity before marriage is disgpproved of, but a daughter
bearing an illegitimate child is unlikely to be rgected by her family. Abortionis didiked and occurs
vey infrequently.

Tdking with both Gurung men and women, they regard the sexes as equd, and if anything, argue
that women, who hold the purse-gtrings and guide the family and village society, arethe more

powerful.

Although infant and child mortdity rates are high, anindividua who survivesto the age of ten
isquitelikely to liveinto his seventies or eighties. Thusavidtor to a Gurung village will see
many old men and women. Two fedturesof their life are worth mentioning. Firdtly, they never
lose their economic, socid or ritua functions. Until degth the old can be useful. They spin and
weave, make baskets and mats, beat millet, pod beans, watch the babies and generaly enable the
young to get on with the heavier tasks. They are not ssen asadrain on thewedth of afamily.
Furthermore, asthey grow older, their spiritua position improves. They intercede with the spirits,
go on pilgrimages, lead family rituas and act as the family priest. In western societies, parents
lavishagood ded of care, affection and money on their children, who then leave home and do the
samefor their own children. Littleisexpected in return except minimal respect, occasond vists
and perhgps a little hdpin old age. In Gurung society children give as much asthey receive; the
parents can expect as of right that their children will respect them, honour them when they are old,
and support them in every possbleway. Thisisthe most secred duty. Theidea of ‘old

peoples homes could not be further away from Gurung philosophy.

HEALTH AND DIET

People in western countries are generdly protected againgt the anxieties, risks and dangers that
daly facethe Gurungs. The wesather isthe most obvious. Hall faling in summer can devadtate the
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maize andrice crops. Rain during the harvest turns rice mouldy, rotting asit liesin thefidds Too
little or too much rain at the wrong time can wipe out weeks of work. Thereis no insurance fund,

and a minima amount of food is stored for emergencies, so that the poorest who cannot afford
to buy in grain face semi-starvation when this occurs.

Accidents and natura hazards are dways close. The thatched houses are prone to catching fire
and though the neighbours will help to rebuild a house and give some food, a family can
overnight be reduced to poverty by this means. Landdips not only sweep away precious fields but
aso houses. Smal landdips occur in most years. After such an avaanche of rocks, sones and mud,
nearby familieslie degpless, fearing that their houses will be svept away too. People fal from the
steep cliffswhile cutting fodder and wood; some are bitten by snakes. Bears, tigers and leopards
very occasondly attack people and kill many of ther animas.

The only safeguard againg theseand other insecurities is communa, mutud help. The old have
to rely on their children asthere are no pension schemes except for retired soldiers. The sick
and poor have very little between them and totd destitution; only the charity of neighbours
and family fedlings of relaives can support them.

Most of the serious epidemic diseases have now been reduced through vaccination campaigns,
the dimination of polio, diptheria, smalpox, tuberculosisand, most recently, meadeshave
been the objects of these campaigns. Quite high rates of tuberculosis contracted when abroad
have aso been reduced. The area istoo high for maariaand though meningitisis relaively
common, seriousillnesses of thiskind are under control. However, infant mortaity rates are ill high
with up to onein fifteen babies dying in the fird year of life. Asacomparison, about onein every
hundred babies die in Western countries. The principal cause of death is dehydration caused by
dysentery, - both amoebic and bacillary. The wet months from June to September are particularly
dangerous sincethe water courses, used aslatrines during the dry wesether, becomefilled, and
the water isused for drinking. Two recent developments are rapidly changing the Stuation. In the
last few years, piped water from clean sources has been brought to most villages and this cuts
down infection. Secondly, techniques of ora rehydration are becoming widdly known and adopted.

There has been a marked improvement in recent years in combating iodine-deficiency. Goitreswere
widespread and an unusudly large number of children were born both deaf and dumb. Until the
early sixties, sdt was traded with Tibet for rice. This st wasdeficient in iodine. It has now
been replaced by Indian salt which does not suffer from this deficiency, sothese complaints are
rapidly decreasing.

Primary hedth careisaso being extended into the villages. Twenty years ago there was hardly
any hedth provison outsidethe towns. Now there are hedth postsin every didtrict, or
‘Panchayat’, dthough these are Hill desperately short of medicine. While the average medical
provison per person in Europe or Americarunsinto hundreds of pounds, in Nepd the
provison isonly afew rupees ayear with much of the medicine coming through internationa
organizations such as UNICEF. In this Stuation, most people have minor illnesses of some kind
mogt of thetime. Children have colds through much of the year, most people have intestina
paragites, ringworm, roundworm and so on, most suffer frequently from dysentery and many
complain of headaches and sickness. Many people have eye infections and the elderly often have
cataracts. Scabies, boilsand other skin diseases are common.

However, any visitor will notice that despite this constant ill-hedlth, the people are dmost dways
cheerful and dill managetolead a very active and physcaly demanding life. Perhgps
aurprisingly, there are no obvioussgns that the enormous weight-lifting they have to undertake
leads to an undue number of sprains or strains, or muscle or bone complications. Rheumatism and
arthritis are not noticeably prevaent, though some old people are bent over and complain of
generd body aches. Given the generd leve of chronic illness one might wonder about their physica
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grength.

The Gurungs farm on the dopes of the greatest mountainsin theworld, where the gradients are
often more than ninety degrees, where aclimb of between one and three thousand feet is norma
when fetching grain or wood. Difficultiesin the nature of the terrain and of finding enough fodder,
makes it uneconomic to use pack animals, so everything hasto be carried on the back. Thereis
only a minima useof anima power. Oxen are used for ploughing and for some of therice
threshing. Some use is made of the smdler streams for water mills, but most grinding and
besting is done by arm and foot.

These smadl people - on average the men weigh about seven stoneand are just over fivefoot tall -
pit their bodies againg the mountains and wrest aliving from them. On asmplediet of rice or
millet, they will carry two or three loads of rice a day, each weighing as much asthemselves, up a
thousand feet of dliff-sde during the harvest. Girls from about fourteen will carry loads which
Europeans could not carry afew yards. Old women will grind grain, and beat millet with agtick,
for hourson end. It isasdutary experience for avidtor to take aturn a any of these tasksif an
occasion ariseswhereit ispossible.

The diet of the Gurungsinthevillages is changing quitergpidly, and probably for the worse.
When they were mainly shepherds and herders they had a high protein and calcium diet of milk
and mesat, with additiond meet from hunting. The ample carbohydrates were provided by
buckwhesat, maize and rye, which they grew in cleared forest land.

As they have moved down from the 6-10,000 feet to the 3-6,000 feet level on the hills, they have
concentrated onrice, millet and maize growing and reduced their animd husbandry. Thus
carbohydrates have tended to dominate while their protein intake has declined rapidly. In Thak, an
average Gurung family in 1970 ate meat two or threetimes a week. Now, except a magor
fedivals, they eat meat only two or three times amonth. The decline in meat eating has been
partiadly compensated for by the use of vegetables. The most important are probably lentils which
ae eaten with every med as‘dd’ and are a vauable source of protein. Anincreasing range of
green vegetables isgrown and the potato isimportant, particularly in the higher regions. ‘Ghee',
oil made from milk, and honey from the beehives under the eaves, are now supplemented by buying
Soya bean oil and sugar.

When they get up in the morning, between four and five 0’'clock in summer, and Sx o'clock in
winter, they drink tea, awayssweetened, and in winter given added zest with ginger. The
morning med is between nine and ten o' clock and congists of rice, or a dough made from millet
or maize, caled “pengo”, with da and perhaps alittle vegetable. Thisisalarge med to give them
the energy needed for the day’ swork. They will not eat properly again until the evening when
they eat another mea of rice or “pengo” and ddl. If they are doing heavy work far from the
house, they may take a snack with them, perhaps athermos of tea, and some ‘ pop-corn’. During
the harvest, after carrying up the heavy sacks of rice from the fidlds far below thevillage, amed is
generdly egten to give them energy to go down again and carry up another sack. Thisdiet may
sound monotonous, but isit surprisingly easy to adapt to. One beginsto redize that riceisnot just
uniform, but that each variety has a subtle taste and texture of its own.

After the evening medl, the working day is over and the socid part of the day begins. Thereis
much vigiting, both by young and old, to chat or even to Sing, but by eight or nine 0’ clock, most
people have gone to bed, except possibly the young men and women who may sing and dance long
into the night.

The whole Gurung day is shifted forward by about three hours when compared with the West.
This makes sense where the best use has to be made of daylight. One of the effectsof moving to
towns, with the posshility of dectric light, is that people adopt the western day with office hours,
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and a consequent change in eating habits. The town-dwelling Newars have long had a
‘breskfadt, lunch and supper’ pattern. Thisis beginning to occur with schoolchildren and office
workers among the Gurungs, thoughthey ill try to gtick tothe village pattern of eeting.
Furthermore, town life has not completely changed their diet.

They ill, for preference, et rice and dd.

The Gurungs are very hospitable. Vidtorswill quickly be madeto fed a home, and if possible
offered asnack and adrink. It is intriguing that in a culture which gppears to have moved into rice
cultivation comparatively recently, the most prestigious foods to be given to vistors, and to give
as offeringsto the gods, are based on rice; rice beer, fried rice ‘ cakes', or boiled rice itsdlf.

Gurungs are uninhibited drinkers, and indeed dcoholic addiction can be a socid problem among
them, with both men and women suffering. The main drink is millet ‘whisky’ which they distil and
is both chegp and potent. Most households consume severd bottles a month. A fermented
‘beer’ isdso made fromrice or millet and is drunk in large quantities. Furthermore they drink alot
of tea.

RELIGION

The Gurungs combine a down to earth and practicd everyday lifewith a rich cosmology inhabited
by amyriad of good and evil spirits which have to be placated. Gurungs present a fine example of
the mixing of rdigious traditions, Buddhig, Hindu and Animist. The Hindu pantheon is
worshipped at the Nepali festivals such as Holi and Dessain, as wdll asin private pujas such asthe
‘snake puja and the ‘eighty-fourth birthday puja. Lamas do Buddhist rituads as appropriate,
including, for some, the Buddhist funerd rite. The further north one goes through Gurung territory,
the more likely are the people to use lamas. However, praying to the mgor gods of the greet
literate traditions only calls on some of the spiritua energy of these people.

Every Gurung village is surrounded by amultitude of smdler ‘godlings. Mogst of them are named
after, and residein, some notable local feature, such asalargerock, acave, aspring or a tree.
Sometimes asmadl templeismade to these godlings, sometimes there is only a stone placed for
their shrine. Once or twice a year the villagerswill go up to the shrine and make offerings - rice,
flowers and leaves, or achicken or goat, depending on the godling's preference. Anindividud
may make offerings at these shrines on hisown initiative, to encourage fertility, to cure disease or
bring ablessing on hisfamily. If neglected or affronted, it is believed that these little godlings can
make peopleill or destroy their animas or crops. They are not, however, intringcaly maevolent.

The evil spirits are of three kinds. Firdly there are equivdents of the godlings, cdled “bhuts’
and “prets’ whichdso liveintherocks and forests and prey on the unsuspecting. Secondly there
are spirits of certain dead people who have died accidental deaths and were never given a
funerd, who ill wander round maevolently, not having been safely conducted to the land of the
dead. Finally there are witches.

In any Gurung village a any time there may be adozen or more suspected witches, usudly older
women with powerful characters. It isnot safe to be rude to such people or to refuse them smal
favours, so too much contact with themis avoided. They are unlikely ever to be openly accused
or molested. In the past some were driven out of the village, but it isnow illegd to cal aperson a
witch. A vigtor will find it difficult to get any information about witchesfor it is consdered
dangerous even to mention one's suspicions about them, not because of fear of the law, but
because of fear of the witch. At night they are thought to prowl around the village, wearing a sort of
metal armour under their ordinary clothes, their eyesred, and fire coming out of their finger-tips.
They are bdieved to cause much of the misery in the village.

The main task of thelocd priestsisto fight these evil soirits through therr rituds. Thereisno
point in placating witches, they must be trapped by food offerings and then expdled. But
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suffering never ceases and the forces of evil and never fully controlled. Bdlief in these causes of
illness, sudden deeth, landdides and so on, does not prevent people from taking other, more
practical action againg various &fflictions. Just as the Gurungs can combine different religious
traditions, s0 it has been easy for them to accommodate western and eastern theories of causation,
to go to the hospital and to use western drugs, a the same time consulting their priests and doing
rituds agang evil spirits.

Although they increasingly make use of Brahmin prietsand do Hindu pujas, Gurungs are aso
Buddhissand Animigts. Buddhist rituals are conducted by lamastrained in Manang and
esewhere, who sometimeslivein the village or areinvited into read the scriptures, burn oil lamps
and drike bellsand drums. They are mainly employed by the “four jat” and their rituds are of
recent origin among the Gurungs.

Wha is most interesting isthat the Gurungs have preserved dongsde this, more strongly than
any other hill peoples, dements of a pre-Buddhist form of the ‘Bon’ religion which flourished
over two thousand years ago across much of Tibet and Western China. They have dso preserved
elements of an even older shamanigtic belief which provided an dternativeto the ‘Bon’ religion.

The two Gurung priests are the “poju” and the “klebri”. Thereis evidence to suggest thet the “poju”
is the descendant of a semi-shamanigtic priest who practised a very ancient form of animidtic religion
that flourished in Western China. Within thelast two thousand years the Gurungs incorporated
the “Klebri”, adescendant of the ancient folk religion of pre-Buddhist Tibet. The “pojus’ do
many kinds of rite - forty three different riteswere recorded in Thak in 1968. To take an
example of theserituas, oneto combat illnesslastsfor over ten hours, during which time the
“poju” recitesasuccesson of ancient myths, makes little rice and millet figures to represent gods
and evil spirits. The “poju” wears a gpecid belt and feether headdress, and Sitson arain-shield.
While he drums and chants, spoonfulsof very hot ash and water arethrown at the patient who
iscowering under arice basket. Ashis sprinkled at the door and later examined for signs of the
arivd of evil sirits. A goat is sacrificed outsde the house, and the “poju” rushesin with the head
in histeeth while aflaming arrow isfired off into the darkness. Evil isthus expelled.

A vigtor in Gurung country in the cold weether isvery likely to meet numbers of peoplein their
best dresses going to other villages for amemorid ritua caled the “paelava’. Thisrite
incorporates and symbolizes much of ancient Gurung culture and is the centrd Gurung ingtitution.

At aperson’sdesth, the body iscarried ether to a village cemetery whereis can be buried or
burnt, or down to the river where itisburnt. At thispoint it isbeieved that the spirit of the dead
person is released and wanders around  the village. For the spirit to leave the village, it must be
conducted dong the *soul path’ to the land of the dead, over the mountains, and therefore it is
necessary within afew years of desth to hold a“paelava’. Thedateis set by the priest, hundreds
of relatives and friends from neighbouring villages are invited, and a whiteflag is set up over the
dead person’s house.

Therituas are conducted by “poju” and “klebre’, often severa of each. Lamas now do thisritud
too, but thisis avery recent innovation and is generdly done without anima  sacrifice. The amount
of money spent on the “pag’ depends on the wedth of the deceased and hisfamily. The ancient

rite requires the sacrifice of buffaoes, sheep, goats and chicken. This, and the provison of rice
and drink for the guests, meansthat a“pag’ for arich man or woman can cost anything up to
20,000 rs. - about the cost of a new house - though haf this cost will be returned in gifts brought
by the guedts. Thislavish hospitdity has been an effective way for therich to redigtribute their
wedlth, asort of death tax which prevented the accumulation of money by onefamily.

The ritud opens withthemaking of an effigy or effigies representing the dead person or
persons. The effigy conssts of a bamboo frame over which white cloth is stretched.  Clothes of the
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deceased, ajacket, blouse or shawl, or sometimes newly bought clothes, are wrapped round the
frame, and garlands of flowers, cigarettes and money are added to make it as dtractive as
possble. Meanwhile the priests have begun to chant and beat drums and cymbals, and later they
will do adow dance around the effigy. The chanting and dancing continues throughout three days
and two nights. The chants are myths which explain to the dead person how he should proceed
past various dangersto the land of the dead. The closerdatives, paticularly the women, weep
openly. At intervals animas are killed and everyone sts down and egts rice and meat off |eaf
platters. Vast cauldrons are used to cook the rice and the medt.

Two of the most dramatic incidents occur on the second day. In one, mae relaives of the dead
person teake astick and piercesit through abamboo circle symbolizing the bresking through of the
barriersto the land of the dead. A procession of priests, mourners and guests is then formed,
following along white sheet held up on poles representing the road to the land of the dead. They
are led to anearby field where aritud battle takes place. A relative, if possble the dead
person’s younger sster’s husband, holds asmall branch in his hands in which he keeps a piece of
bone from one of the sacrificed animas. A battle-dance takes place between him and a“klebre’.
They circleround each other, advancing and retregting, the“klebre’ beating cymbals, dressed in
along-skirted costume with a Tibetan-style headdress, trying to teke the bonefrom the redive.
Ultimatdy the“klebre’ must triumph and the dead spirit is symbolicdly reeased from family
ties.
Towards the end of the “pag’ trays of rice cakes, cigarettes, biscuits, fruit and other food and
drink arelaid on the ground, sheep representing the dead person are forcibly encouraged to est.
It is believed the sheep will eat the favourite food of the dead person first and that when they are
subsequently sacrificed there will be notrace of any food in their somachs. The sacrificed
animds al accompany the soul to the land of the dead.

Thisritud provides an effective catharss for the mourners who are gently taken through their grief
asthe departure of their loved oneisenacted. The support and sympathy of guests, the colour
and spectacle, and the rhythmic chanting and drumming, makes it a particularly powerful way to
cope with grief. It isinteresting to see that many of the Gurungs who have moved to Pokharaare
dill holding the “pae lava’ for thisvery reason. The Gurungs have completely absorbed al the
man Hindufesivds and they cdebratetheseinthesame way as other Nepdlis, but they also
have certain fedtivals of a non-Hindu kind which they share with other mongoloid groups such asthe
Tamangs.

Poose pandra (15™ of the month of Poose ie. 30" December). In the evening groups of people
will havea‘picnic’ together, killing abuffao or goat and eating acommuna med. These may be
groups of neighbours, people who have collected money through dance performances or from
working together, or members of afamily.

Mark Sangrati (1% of Mark, ie. 15" January).

The villagers go to aneighbouring river and wash themsdves. Members of afamily from other
villages may get together. Inthelarge village of Sklis, many Gurungs from other villages
congregate, drink millet ‘whisky’, competein sone throwing contests and generaly enjoy
themselves.

Baisak Purnima (the full moon in the month of Baisak, ie mid-April to mid-May).

Thisis aso celebrated by non-mongoloid groups, but the specid feature in Gurung villagesisthat a
complete verson of the “garda sheba’ is danced over a period of three days, a splendid occasion
of sustained song and dance.

Saawe Sangrati (1% of Sauweie. 1% duly).
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Thisis ceebrated in the evening, before it gets dark. A family will lay out some fresh maize, some
rice, fruit and vegetables. Itisakind of ‘harvest festivd’. Smouldering sticks are taken from the
fireplace, out of the house, and each member of thefamily will wave the sticks round the heads
and bodies of theothers, praying that al disease and evil will go away. Theburning gicks are
then tossed away. Afterwards, they eat acommuna med and the Tailors will come round with
their drumsand curved hornsto collect food that has been put out for them.

CHANGE AND ADAPTATION
The villages give an unchanging gppearance, as if they had existed in their present form for
centuries. Infact, there has been very rapid change in the mountains. Accounts of the Gurungs
written in the nineteenth century describe an economy that depended mainly on pasturing sheep,
inlong-distance trade over the Himaayas in which they acted as middle men in the exchange of
sdt from Tibet for rice from lowland Nepd, andin growing certain high dtitude crops such as
buckwheat. They were aso keen huntsmen, did some mining and went abroad to serve as
soldiers in foreign amies. At that timethey lived in amdl settlementsin the high forest, a
between 7000 and 12000 fest, burning clearings for their crops and taking their great flocks of
sheep onto the high pastures in the summer when the snow  had melted.

During the following hundred and fifty years the Gurung population grew steedily from about
30,000 to its present tota of roughly 200,000, and new villages were built on lower dopeswhere
rice could begrowninflooded fields. They were now further from the pastures and the flocks

dwindled. From the early nineteenth century the British began to recruit them into the Gurkha
regiments. During the First World War approximately 7,000 Gurungs were recruited from West
Nepd into regular battdions. Even in peace time many thousands of Gurungs were serving abroad,
and after 1947 they were recruited into both Indian and British regiments. Army pay and
pensons now formed an income asimportant as that from agriculture. Retired soldiers built large
gone and date housesin the hills and their relative affluence pushed up the price of land.

At one stagein ther history, the Gurungs seemto have been ruled by petty princes. For instance
there was a prince who ruled part of the Lamjung region from afortress at over ten thousand fe<t,
the ruins of which dill lieinthe forest. After the unification of Nepd inthe middle of the
eighteenth century, these rulerslost much of their power. Instead, Gurung villages were more or
less Hf-ruling communities, policing themsdves under the guidance of hereditary chiefly families
and meetings of the eders. They paid few taxes to the government, and in return the government
did dmogt nothing for them and interfered little. This tradition of very light government was
retained with the introduction of a system based on the Indian panchayats in the 1950's. Now
the ruling families have been replaced by an dected council for a specific areaor ‘ Panchayat’.
Higher leve regiond and national councils dso have dected members, through the provincia
and uptothenationd ‘Panchayat’. Conflicts arereferred up these levels, depending on their
seriousness, but avery large proportion of everyday businessis settled at the village mesting.
These meetings demondtrate another feature of government, namely that most decisions are taken
after a great ded of taking. Only when aconsensus has been reached will something be done.
Dissenters are gently persuaded to conform and respect is shown for different points of view. Hence
bad fedingsand long-term resentments are avoided and harmony usudly prevalls.

Although therapid inflow of foreign aid has made the State far more important for villagersthan it
used to be, it is dill true that government islight. There are no permanent representatives of central
government, the police or other officids, in most Gurung villages, and taxes are minimd.
Bureaucracy isgrowing asnew formsfor registering births, desths and marriages, land purchases
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and so on areintroduced, and Gurungs resent the condescending and unhelpful manner of
some of the desk-bound bureaucrats in the towns. In generd, Gurung villagesareamodd of a
how a people |ft to themsalves can order their own affairs peacefully without much government
interference.

A feature of Gurung society isthelow incidence of crime. It might be expected that in remote
mountain terrain, far from thereach of centra authorities, and with no indigenous police force,
the law of reciproca threat would have existed. But infact thereisno evidence of this. The
Gurungs do not normaly carry wegpons of any kind. Their famous kukri isonly seen on
infrequent occasions when they have to kill an anima. A few havea hunting gun, but otherwise this
famous martid race lives unarmed.

Crimes of violence are practically unknown. For instance, during a twenty year period in one area
not far from Pokhara with apopulation of about five thousand persons, there had only been one
domestic murder and one serious theft. Serious assaults are practically unknown, and villages can
go for many yearswithout asingle crimind case being prosecuted or any individud being fined or
imprisoned. Children, of course, occasondly sted smdl things, but in generd the people are
honest. One can befarly surethat if one leaves something lying about it will be carefully returned.

This is not the result of fear and represson. The Nepadese police forceistiny and mainly Stuated
in towns. Whole villages never see a policeman from one year to the next. Though it iswiddy
believed that asuspect in custody may be physcaly beaten by the police and consequently
people prefer to settle conflicts without involving them, in generd itisnot fear of the State that
keeps the Gurungs so orderly. It seems rather to arise out of the fact that people respect each other
and wish to do asthey would be done by. Crimeswould bring loss of merit in the after-life and
make one a socid outcagte. In such acommund society, an individud who was shunned by his or
her companions would find it very difficult to live in the village.

If feuds and fightsarerare, if everyday behaviour is so passive and norraggressive, even gentle
and tolerant, how is it that the Gurungs have, with other Gurkha troops, gained an internationa
reputation as among the finest infantry soldiersin modern history? If they are so meek and mild at
home how did they win so many awards for bravery in two World Wars?

Thereisfirgly the purely physical aspect. An infantry man hasto be strong. Whereas a Westerner
will find it hard to carry the many  kilograms of wegpons and provisons needed on a march, a
Gurung who is used to carrying 50kg of rice, for instance, up and down mountain sides for hours at
adretch, finds such loadseasy. They can march through any terrain. They have excdlent
eyesght and are superb marksmen. Y et even more important than the physica are their mord and
mentd assets. Firdly, they have nointernd caste system and take little interest in caste. Hence
they were much easier to use with other troops, not being worried by food or other pollutions.
Secondly, their temperament is idedl for soldiering. They work well in group activities,
complementing each other with minimal conflict or overlgp. They are very willing and hard

workers. They have a congderable sense of humour and ability to laugh a others and themsalves.
They arebasicdly very optimistic and trusting and seldom despair or become dejected except
when very sick.

They are practica and will do anything well, from making abasket to cutting hair. They are
inquistive and keento learn. They are not unduly deferentid, yet very quick to grasp when
someone in authority has made a sensible suggestion. Above dl, they are acombination of a
proud, sdf-confident, yet modest people who, once their respect has been won, will follow a
leader to the ends of the earth. They obey orders without question. They may not be great leaders,
but they are superb followers and will readily risk their lives as has been evidenced in many conflicts.
They thus provide an odd paradox. They join foreign armies for money but cannot be bought.
They are, inthe main, uncorrupted and incorruptible, loya and affectionate, and many who have
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come to know them have become deeply fond of them.

At the pegk period of army recruitment, in many Gurung villages the mgority of men undertook
military service. Thisexposed them to outside influences and gave them access to cash which
would otherwise not have been available. For instance, it was estimated thet in the village of Thak in
1970, about one third of the totd village income came from foreign army service. These remittances,
from serving soldiers and the pensions of those who had retired from the army, raised them above
the level of subsstence farmersand helped to make them one of the most prosperous groups in

Nepa.

The effects of military service on the socid and culturd life have been surprisngly mild. Soldiers
introduced certain goods - radios, sewing machines, pressure lamps, tartans and velvets. But they
did not return and try to transform the culture and society, or if afew did try they found their ideas
ignored. Although they conformed with little difficulty to lifein Hong Kong or England, maestering
trains and buses, telephones and shops, yet withinafew days of returning to the village they
seemed to put aside most of the notions from other parts and were re-absorbed into aworld of
hard physical work, magica ritud and communal rather than individua gods. They did not fret a
thelong delays and apparent inefficiencies of villagelife, but took their place dongside those
who had not I€ft the village as respected eders who upheld the Gurung traditions.

There has recently been achangein the nature and volume of this inflow of cashto the villages.
Whereas previoudy theforeign army pay and pensions were used to buy land and build houses
in the village, both of which acted as a way of redigributing wedth and pushing up the vaue
of agriculturd land, thisis now decreasing. Retired soldiers, especidly those with the larger pay
and pendonsfrom the British Army, arefinding it more profitable to invest in land and housesin
the towns where they can dso educate their children and enjoy the relative luxuries and ease
afforded by ‘civilization'. If weadd to thisthe continued scaing down of British recruitment to the
Gurkhas, 1948 - 37,000, 1965 - 15,000 and 1980 - 7,000 men, it is clear that the Gurungsin the
villages can no longer rely on the steedy inflow of money asinthe past. To alarge extent thisis
being replaced by work in the Indian Army, which now employs at least 40,000 Gurkhas, and
even more importantly by civilian work in Indiaand Arabia

As a vigtor wanders through the Annapurna mountains and observes what are clearly
dwindling forests, frequent land dips, people with sores and cuts, and the back-breaking work
of mountain agriculture, he or she may wonder why the villages seem to have benefited so little from
certain technologica inventions which have made life eeser in other parts of the world.

A little investigation will show that it is not principaly for want of money. Rdaively large sums have
flowed into Nepd over the last twenty yearsin the form of foreign ad. It istrue that the mgor part
of this has been spent in the towns, in prestige building, to pay for arapidly expanding
bureaucracy, and to pay for national assets such asroadsand dams. Itisasotruethat it is this
inflow of money that islargdly responsible for therdative affluence and rocketing pricesin the
towns. Also the eradication of madariain the Tera and the consegquent production of chegp rice
has undermined rice production in the hills. Y et when we consder the sums that have reached the
villagesand addto them the very large quantities of money earned by the Gurungsin foreign
armies and other paid employment abroad, we can see that the main obstacles to technical change
lie lsawhere.

The difficulty does notrestin a naturdl conservatism or obstinacy or adesretoresg al
technica changes. Certain new technologies have swept through the hillswith no effort; plastic
receptacles, corrugated iron, transistor radios, diesdl grinders and water pipes are acommon
new feature of many villages. Nor, as we have seen, have the Gurungs been a dl dow to modify
their whole life and go to work in foreign lands a complex technologica tasks. Yet thereare ill
large areas where what would appear to an outsider to be obvious improvements have not taken
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hold. Why isthis? Thisisavery largetopic, sowe can only illustrate the problems of a deeper
kind by a few examples.

Some years ago, severd retired Gurkha officers with some agriculturd training decided to use
their energies and some of their savingsin trying to improve lifein aGurung village. A few of ther
schemes have worked. A new primary school was built a the expense of the villagers, though it
is gill dmost entirdy without equipment. An old water pipe was replaced with plagtic piping. Yet
aseries of other schemesfailed.

Improved maize seeds were introduced and produced better crops; but they ripened later and
upset the trditiona cycle of grazing animals on the newly cleared fields. Wheet was introduced, but
it needed too much fertilizer and it was given up because of poor yidds. A cross-breed goat
was brought from the agricultural station, but it could not adapt to village conditions and died of an
infection. An improved breed of chickens was introduced into adeep litter shed, but they needed
to be fed more intensvely on grain, without which they gave no more eggs than the loca variety
that scratched round and ate scraps. Efforts to encourage people to buy fertilizer for their rice fields
petered out. A large amount of money was spent setting up a co-operative shop, but aplan to
buy some mules to bring up goods was abandoned, and mismanagement, over-daffing and the
problem of recovering debts led to its falure within a couple of years.

All these and many examples could be taken to show that a smple introduction of new techniques
and technology is not enough. For something to work, it must make not only technical sense, but
be attractive in wider ways. The basic fegture of village life isthat most things are interconnected
and one cannot treat even technical improvementsinisolatiion. Another example will show what
we mean.

It isobviousto everyone that some dternative must rgpidly be found for firewood, or ese massive
and protected replanting be undertaken, if the ravaged forests are to be restored. Nepal is
currently losing three per cent of itsforest each year. At present rates, the country will be
totaly denuded of forest within the next thirty years. This not only means aloss of wood, but
means that the monsoon rains wash away the top-soil very much fadter. It is estimated that one
hectare of cleared forest can lose from twenty to seventy-five tons of soil annudly. If urgent action
is not taken, water supplies will dwindle, land-dips will increase, and the supply of fodder and wood
will vanish.

An obvious part of asolution might bethe use of efficient kerosene or methane gas stoves for
cooking, rather than open fires. Yet this tends to overlook the fact that trees are chopped and
hacked as much for fodder as for firewood, and eaten down by goats and other animals.
Moreover, the replacement of awood fire by an kerosene or gas oven, evenif it were possible, is
more than a matter of replacing one cooking system with another. The fireplace is the centrd focus
of aGurung house. Init agodling lives, who is given asprinkling of food and drink before an
individua eats. Thefireiskept burning mogt of thetime. Apart from cooking, it giveswarmthin
the cold monthsin the high villages. A methane or kerosene stove is seen as a poor
subgtitute. Thisis one of the reasons why it has been found in detailed studiesthat even in villages
where eectrification has occurred, dectricity has not beenused to cook with. The eectricity is
only used to provide anew asset, dectric light, and the consumption of firewood has not decreased
adl.

This means that when thinking about whether ascheme will be successful one has to understand
the present way of doing thingsand its advantages before being able to suggest achange that is
likely to work. For ingtance, chickensthat produce smdl eggsand little meat may be more
‘efficent’ for avillager when we remember that the hens can live off scraps, rather than requiring
precious grain. It would not be worth importing new and improved seed, if the fertilizer and water
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needs are too grest.

Furthermore, the socid pressures againgt innovation are dways present. The Gurungs are
paticulaly commund in their activities and traditionally worked together in the fidds. Any
deviation can put srainson thisand bring criticism. Changesinvolve risk and living in such
difficult crcumstances the Gurungs cannot afford to make expensive mistakes. They will bear the
brunt of costly blunders such asthe introduction of foot-rot when untreated Merino sheep from
New Zedand were brought into the Gurung hills. Such errors, aswell asreported cases of
inappropriate fertilizersand crops, canruin individuds, aswel as costing hundreds of thousands
of poundsto put right. The Gurungs arerightly cautious. But when something sdf-evidently helpful,
such as vaccination agangt smdlpox or meades isintroduced, they co-operate fully.

THE FUTURE

In the last twenty year the pace of change has gathered momentum. Thereis evidence of
growing poverty in the hills, both absolute and relative, and a growing dependence on the outsde
world. The diet has deteriorated, the paths are not as well kept, fields are being left to revert to
scrub, gold ornaments have been sold off, clothes areless adequate. Itis difficult to quantify
this, but one indication isthat total grain production in Thak has dropped by ahdf in the years
between 1969 and 1987, while the population has remained congtant. Thisis mainly caused by less
intensive and satisfactory use of theland. Land has gone out of cultivation, some has been eroded
and swept away by landdides, but most importantly far fewer animas are kept and as aresult
there istoo little manure to keep the fields in good heart. From being more or less sdf-aufficient in
grains, this, and many other villages, are now buying grain from the nearby markets.

The tota population in the Gurung villages has increased, but not so much as one might have
expected because of very consderable out-migration. In Thak, the baance has shifted so that
blacksmiths and tailors congtitute a very important part of the work-force, working the lands of the
absent Gurungs. Share-cropping hasincreased hugdly in the last twenty years.

This share-cropping for absentee or elderly ownersreflects the very large increasein
out-migration. Thisisone of the most dramatic changes in Gurung villages, from temporary
absences soldiering in foreign amies, to permanent out-migration to the towns. Ironicdly, the
towns, such as Pokhara, are becoming more mongoloid as the hill peoples stle in them, while the
hills are becoming more indo-aryan as Brahmins, Chetrisand the service castes raise their large
familiesand take in the margind lands. Only at the time of the memorid sarvice for the dead does
one tend to see a Gurung village looking as it used to look, with therichly dressed town dwellers
coming to vigt ther country cousins. The‘village hasto be concelved of now as essentidly
dispersed. All thisislesstrue of theremoter villages, but even therethe pull of the townsisfdlt.

The mgor mechaniam of thisdidocation is education, which dtracts the wedthier to the towns
and quickly turns ther children into dtizens who would find it unsatisfying and physcaly
exhaugting to return to the villages. Scarcely any of those from Thak who went off to Pokharato
school inthe 1970's have returned to the village, nor havethey tended to become soldiers.
Mostly they have gone to factories and officesin India or Arabiawhere they can make some use of
their ills

Asto the cause of the declinein the villages which has turned a number of them from rice-surplus
to rice-deficit economies, there are various theories. Oneisthat ecologica degradation. The
monsoon rains leaching and scouring the over-worked, steep mountain Sdes hasinevitably
reduced the productivity of the soil. Thereis clearly something in this, but even more important
would seem to be an economic explanation. The opening up of theflat land in the Terai, dong
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the southern border of Nepal, combined with improved roads up to the market towns, such as
Pokhara which lie on the south of the Gurung areg, has had a very strong effect. It isnow more
efficient, chegp and easy to grow cropsin the Terai thanitisinthehills. A ‘rationd’ village boy
can seethat hislabour isfar more productive working for wages in thetown, inIndiaor Arabia,
or even more so in aforeign army, than on afarm the hills. With money he can buy food and
other necesdities. He can earn from three to fifty timesas much aday as he would in the village,
and thework will belessexhausiing. Indeed, if these young men did not go off, the villages would
be more impoverished because the farms would have to be sub-divided between dl the sons and
there would be no cash income from outsde the village. Without this, it would be impossble
for villagers to begin to pay for the necessary goods from thetowns. In Thak, in 1987, the average
annua expenditure per family on food and other goods from Pokhara was five thousand rupees,
much of the cash coming from sons working abroad.

Thus the villagers are reacting with economic good senseto the market forces from outside which
are coming to bear on them, the Gurungs are as ever learning how to adapt and change, as they did
in their previous transformations from shepherds to settled cultivators, and from farmers to
soldiers. Now, using thevillages asabase, they ‘hunt and gather’ dl over the world, but their
new territory isnot thehigh pastures and thick forests of the nineteenth century, but the streets of
Hong Kong, Bombay or Pokhara.  Their surviva, of course, is not merely an economic matter,
but aso, more deeply, a culturd one, maintaining afeding of identity, ashared set of customs
and language, which marks them out in an increasingly competitive and crowded world.

Just as they have adapted to the world market and to world religions, they have adapted to
becoming part of awider language group. Whereas most villagers spoke Gurung most of the
time twenty years ago, now every child learns Nepdi and the songs and everyday speech reflect a
strong move towardsthe new language. Gurung children brought up in thetowns can often not
speak Gurung any more.

Hexibility and adaptability are important devices, but it may be wondered how far one can bend
before one is no longer what one was before. What does it mean to be a‘ Gurung’, if one no longer
practices Gurung agriculture, usesthe language, or employsthe Gurung priests? This isacurrent
concern among the Gurungs themsalves and there is much discussion, in particular about the core
Gurung inditution, the “pae lava’, the memorid service for the deed. If thisistotaly modified,
many fed that nothing will be left and the ‘Gurungs will have ceased to have an independent
exigence, ther dances, their songs, their young people’'s dormitories, their language, their
prietsand their funerd ritud will have withered and they will merge into an amorphous mass of
part hill-folk, part townsmen.

There is certainly such adanger, but thesgns are of anincreasing interest in the past andin
what it meansto be aGurung, of how best to maintain an ethnic identity while adapting and
becoming a citizen and a member of larger paliticd, religious and linguigtic groupings. Much
of this description concerns life in rdatively smdl villagesof a few hundred people. These are
the communitiesin which the mgority of Gurungs ill live, but there are a growing number of
Gurungs, perhaps athird or so of thetotal, who do not livein villagesin Nepa. Though they
maintain many Gurung customs, they do not live by agriculture and they lead lives which are
fundamentdly different from ther rdativesin the hills.

There arefirdly the ten thousand or so Gurung soldiersin the Indian, British and other armies, who
are posted in many parts of the world. Subject to adtrict and hierarchical discipline, they are
separated for long periods from their wives and children. Though they often enjoy the
comradeship and certainty of army life inaclosed ingtitution, and gppreciate the possbility of
egting and dressng well, of saving money and contributing to agood pension, they are dso often
londy and bored in foreign camps. Whether in DehraDun, onthe Assam frontier, in the
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Faklands or in Berkshire, they perform with gresat efficiency and a good spirit, but in aworld of
timed routines and mechanicd western vdues which is very far from the fluid rhythms of  their
village upbringing.

A second even larger group are the Gurungs who are working abroad ascivilians, particularly
inIndia. There have dways been such people, but as population pressure mountsin the hills and
opportunities for foreign army recruitment declines, the numbers have increased rapidly. The
majority are in Bombay, with others in Cacutta, Delhi and Arabia. Y oung men in their early
twentieswill go and livein tiny flatswith their friends. For instance, there are about forty boys from
the village of Thak in Bombay, working in factories, and as drivers and watchmen. Many of them
later take thelr wives and children, so any chance of saving or sending money back to the village
will beminima. The contrast between thedirt, noise and crowding of such a city existence and
the lifein the hillsis very sharp.

The third group are those who have retired, mainly from foreign army service, but have not gone
back to the village. This isagain arecent phenomenon. If wetakethevillage of Thak, in 1970
only two or three families had retired to townsin Indiaor Nepa. By 1987, in Pokhara alone there
were forty-sx households from Thak, most having retired on pensions. These ex-army men had
amassed considerable wedlth by Nepaese sandards, and in their middle thirties are starting a
second life. But though they have experience of living aoroad aswdl as capitd, many find it
difficult to know what to do other than to buy land and build asmart house. Of thirty Thak men
who had retired from foreign amies, permanently living in Pokhara, onethird were doing
nothing in particular, other than living off pensons and invested capitd. The rest were engaged
invariousjobs, faming, amy wefarework, and asdrivers. What was noticegble by itsomisson
was any involvement in local government and bureaucracy, or in loca trade and industry such as
shopkeepers, entrepreneurs or small businessmen. Some Gurungs fedl that the bureaucracy is an
dien world controlled by Brahmins and Chetrisin which they have little chance. Nor do they tend
to usethelr savingsto set up businesses, except for a few concerns such as the
Ex-Sarvicemen's Bus Company. On the whole they lack the experience and the indtitutiondl
framework to employ their energies and capitd productively inthetowns, yet they are reluctant
to digtribute or invest it in the villages.

Much of their wedth goes on education. Itistheam of every father to educate his children, and
particularly sons, up to tenth grade and if possible beyond. Otherwise, the life for many, and
particularly womenisoneof a new found leisure, where water, firewood and food are now
bought with cash and ingtantly avallable, very expensive but no longer requiring much physica
effort. Women'stasks, in particular, are very much lighter. Yet it would seem that for many who are
used to theinggtent rhythmswhich give meaning to life in the village and amy, the semi-retired
exigence in Pokhara can be boring and empty. People complain of the anonymous,
individudigtic exisgence where the warmth and community feding has gone, where the dangers
of drugs, crime and sex threaten the young, and where the Gurungs fed second-class citizens, the
prey to unscrupulous people after their savings. Yet prices are going up so fast, and the future
hopes of their children so pressing, that they fed they cannot afford not to livethere. Ther
childrendso find it more gimulaing then village life.

It is interesting to find that not dl of them are totadly committed to town life. A number of
Gurungs who have settled in Pokhara have kept land in their village. Some of them talk about going
back there to live once their children have finished their education and can support themselves. If
roads are congtructed into the hills, some think that the villages near to Pokhara may become viable
agan. Intha casethey would be happy to return to ther village farms.

The ill of the Gurungsliesin blending these lives. Through their constant movements, reunions
and partings and through the strength of the family, they hold together the worlds of Hong
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Kong, Bombay, Pokharaand thevillage. They adapt well and never entirdly surrender to the
pressures of any dngle environment, carrying their good humour, tolerance, practicd skillsand
religious beliefs with them wherever they go.
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