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PREFACE

OLIVER GORDON YOUNG is well gualified to speak with
authority about the Thai hill tribes. He was born among them, has
lived with them most of his life and probably has more intimate,
first hand knowledge about them than any other living person. He
has travelled and hunted through all the northern Thailand country
which the hill tribes inhabit, has been on every mountain range
and visited every tribe about which he writes.

He knows the Lahu tribe best and speaks their dialect most
fluently. In fact, he spoke no other language until after he was
seven years old. He is an honorary chieftain of the Lahu tribe.
They have conferred upon him the highest of Lahu titles, that of
Supreme Hunter, which he earned by falfilling all of the Lahu re-
quirements.

He was born in 1927 in a Yunnan China mission house which
was seven days by male to the nearest ficld hospital and 12 days to
the ncarest road head. Gordon’s father, Harold M. Young, was a
Baptist missionary and Gordon travelled with him through northern
Burma and Thailand as missions were established among the Lahu
and Wa tribes. During his childhood he became acquainted with
the Wa, Shan, Kachin, Yunnanese, Lahu-shi and Lahu-na tribes and
learned enough of the dialect of each to be able to communicate
with them, Living with these people he learned a great deal about
them and developed a great love of nature and for hunting-training
which qualified him as a field collector of animals for museums

around the world and as an animal dealer.

Gordon Young is the third generation of Youngs to live and
work with the hill tribes. His grandfather, William M. Young
arrived in north-cast Burma in 1898 to work among the people as a
Baptist missionary. He made his first converts among the Shan and
Wa people in 1900. Gordon’s father, Harold, and his uncle, Vincent,
were both born in Kengtung, Burma. His father and uncle, with
the help of the Reverend Jim Telford, werked out the Lahu romanized
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seript ahout 1925 and some eight years later his uncle did the same
thing for the Wa tribe.

Gordon was educated in Burma and India and earned his
degree in anmimal hushandry from California State Polytechnic
College. He served two years with the (I.S. Seventh Division in
Korea. In 1950 he met and married Peggy Karoleski, a California
girl. The Youngs live in Chiengmai with their four daughters, all
of whom speak Thai fluently. Gordon’s father and mother, who are
now retired, also live in Chiengmai.

All the material in this report is bascd on personal observation
and knowledge except for an occasional reference which is noted.
His lifelong acquaintance with the life and habits of the hill tribe
people gives this report a validity which is rare indeed!

Thomas E. Naug
Director
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FOREWORD

The purpose of this report is to augment understanding and
published information on minority ethnic peoples, more specifically,
the hill tribes of northern Thailand. In recent postwar years, there
have been significant changes affecting the social, cultural and eco-
nomic patterns of the hill peoples. New tribes have come, population
has increased, villages have moved and relocated in new areas.

Today, twenty tribal subdivisions of mountain people are re-
presented within the northernmost one-fifth of Thailand’s geogra-
phical boundaries. Totalling approximately 200,000 people, the
hiil tribes are distributed throughout the rugged mountainous areas
of this region, from elevations of 2,000 feet to over 7,000 feet. With
few exceptions, these mon-Thai ethnic peoples are slash-and-burn
hill farmers, believing in animistic religions, and having changed
little from the social customs and mores practiced by their forefathers

centuries ago.

There are those groups ameng the bill tribes who have lived
in Thailand for more than twenty years, and yet, incredibly, have
never seen a Thai man. The author would like to recall an incident
while visiting an Akha village as recently as November, 1960.

It was no surprise to the author to be informed by the Akha
headman that he was the first American to visit that particular village.
The real truth of their isolated society was made clear when the
Akha chieftain inquired, with equal curiosity, as to the “tribe ” to
which the author’s two Thai companions belonged. When he learned
that these gentlemen were Thais, the chieftain’s amazed retort was,
“Oh, so this is what the Thai men look like!”

In this report, the author presents some of the more pertinent
aspects of the hill tribes in northern Thailand as he has been privileged
to see them. The objective is5 an overall review of current social,
cultural and economic conditions, together with a hrief analysis of
the historical and ethnic background of each iribal subdivision.
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While this report is by no means a work of formal ethnology,
the author has found it inavoidable to include some terminology more
suitable to students of ethnology. This slight inconvenience to the
lay readers might be justified in view of the necessity, at times, to
further clarify tribal origins, and establish a more realistic classifi-
cation of the different tribes.

Since there is no existing census on the hill tribes of this
region, the anthor has made population estimates based on known
villages of the various trihes. The average persons per house, and
houses per village have been worked out by studying representative
villages of each tribe.

Of the three main ethnic divisions { Tibeto-Burmese, Wa and
Yao-Meo-Pateng) represented among the northern hill tribes, the
author has classified the various subdivisions into 20 groups or tribes.
Their linguistic affiliations serve as the primary criterion, and in
several cases, the author uses the tribe’'s own name for themselves
rather than the name or names which have been given them. This
was necessary in order to remove misnomers, inaccurate tribal de-
signations, and an unreasonable splitting of ethnic hairs.

Available published material is not only limited, but often
dated or inaccurate. The author has therefore collected much of the
infoermation for this report during his travels between August and
December, 1960, and has drawn from his cbservations over many
years of working and living among the hill tribes. Statistical data
was collected through the excellent cooperation of the Thai Border
Patrol Police, Area No. 5, various Changwad and Amphur officials,
missionaries and through visitations to represeniative villages of
each tribe.
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ORIGINS OF THE HILLTRIBES OF NCRTHERN THAILAND
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THE LISU 29

Religion: All of Thailand’s Lisu are animists who practice certain
forms of ancestor worship and exercismm. They believe that the
world is full of spirits which are both good and bad, yet capable only
of wrath, if offended. The religious practices are designed more to
appease offended spirits than to invoke blessings, and the main
objective of the Lisu in daily life is to be “unseen”, or to keep
away from the spirits’ attention. The religious leader is called
“maw hpi” who performs shamanistic rituals and ties wrist and
neck cords on his people to ward off the harmful spirits. Attached
to the neck cord are small amalets, which are put on after the
“ maw hpi” blows magic and recites incantations into them. The
Lisu seldom practice * voodoo ” witcheraft. but have involved exor-
cistic proceedings. There are no images or spirit houses, and a plain
wooden plank is used in each house for the altar, called “ ta-bea™ on
which small bowls of rice and water are placed to “raise” the spirits.
At New Year’s celebration, corn liquer is also placed at the “ta-bea”
together with joss-sticks which are stuck into a mud ball.

The extent of ancestor worship does not go beyond reverence
for the dead, with the placing of joss-sticks at the grave, and killing
of a pig each year nexi to the grave. The pig is then cooked and
eaten at the grave where relatives may partake of the feast “ together
with the ancestors ™.

The Lisu have many interpretations of the “ attitudes ” of the
spirits, and are very superstitious about them. The water spirits
are thought to be so easily offended that stream crossings near the
villages must have small, enclosed bridges through which the travel-
ler can pass, in order not to insult the spirits of the water. The
spirits of the “ hill and valleys” are said to be the most wrathful,
sometimes “‘ offended ™ by the dragging of a log, or the dislodging of
a rock. Unusual occurrences, such as the accidental firing of a gun
in a house, is thought to so anger the spirits that the house may have
to be burned down. and a new location sought.

Villages: The Lisu tend to live on higher elevations than the Lahu
and Akha, preferring ridge tops at 5000 feet or more. The Lisu
choose village sites which might be disadvantageous to enemies
should they wish to attack. Some of their villages are accessible
only through a single route. This is perhaps a carry-over from their
less peaceful existence in Northern Burma, where the Black Lisu to
this day are noted for their aggressive spint.



















































































































































































































































