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ABSTRACT

Khasi Literatufefcompletes 141 years this year, but no
attempt has so far been made to investigate any éspect of its
development. Occasional newspaper articles and radio talks both
in English and Khasi have been there, but these are by definition
skimpy and impressionistic. Hence the need for a systematic and
serious appraisal.

There are several difficulties in tracing the origin and
development of Khasi Poetry. Many are insurmountable. The
Christian Missionaries who first introduced education and litera-
ture in these hills left no trace of the dates when the first
editions of their books came out; and most of the time, names of
authors or composers have been excluded in subsequent editions.
What are the ways opened to 2 research scholar then? I have
tried to meet such problems 2s this in Chapter I of Part II. Apart
from these problems; materials relevant to the subject are few and
far between. However, I have been able to unearth a sufficient
body of evidence details of which are included in the bibliography

2

In this thesis, I have tried to show how Khasi Poetry
developed from one decade to another during the first 100 years of
its history. I chose this subject because Khasi literature like
most literatures started with poetry. The other forms appeared
much later. I must add that the thesis does not pretend to be a
comprebensive“histofyﬂof KhaSQ,Qgetry, but aims at exploring the
méjdr“traditions;-»Many recent p&;tsxhqve~not been discussed
because these poets do not stand for a new tradition, or because
what they stand-for—is-sufficiently exemplified in the other poets

I have discussed.

_ The history of Khasi poetry is to a great extent the
‘history-of the. .intellectusl development of the Khasi society.
Because llterature is expected to reflédt -and lnterpret life, a
few questions arise. Who is a Khasi? Whenqe;dld his ancestors
come? Is linguistic afinity any clue° The first chapter is
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devoted primarily to anthropological questions such as these.

The next problem in this study is to trace the beginnings
“of written poetry. So, who wasthe first poet in the Khasi
language? How far has this literature -developed over the years,
and what is its general character? I have made an attempt to
investigate these areas also. Efforts have also been made to
approach the subject through movements, cultural and religious.

The thesis is not about the development of goetry alone.
In each chapter I have tried to identify the areas of rcnglish and
Biblical influences in the works of the Khasi poets, the extent
and nature of such influences, and when I felt the necessity 1
have also examined the reasons for such influences.

31st October, 1982. - H. WARMPHAIGN STEN
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THE KHASIS : SOME ANTHROPOLOGICAL WIESTIONS

1

Before embarking. on the main inquiry, it is'fitting to
devote a few llnes to the primary questlon Wthh4 comes up

whenever we study Khasl language and llterature, that is, where

did the Khasis come from?

Ethnographically, all the original inhabitants of the
présent Khasi Hiils and Jaintis Hills'districts of Meghalaya
are Khasiss As years rolled by, these people came to be known
by the names of the reglonsthey live in, Thus,'We have the |
Pnars inhabiting the mainland of»the Jaintia Hills district,
the Khynriams the central part of Khasi Hills, the Bhois on the
north,}thé LYngngams in fpe west, and the Wars in the:gouth of
both'the Khasi and the Jéintia Hills., All are Khasis, Strictly
speaking only‘thé children of Khasi parents are Khasis, but the
Khasi social custom is flexible enough to include within it
children of Khasi mothers and non-Khasi fathers as Khasis,
because according to the Khasi customary laws, the children

L There are instances

belong to mothers and not to the fathers,
of even children of non-Khasi mothers being regarded as-Khasis.
People who investigated the origins of clans in Khasi Hills have
said that all those clahs with "Khar® as the prefix to them trace
their orig;nal_ques_ﬁo“either the Brahmaputra or the Surma

valiey. A.S. Khongphai givéé"an'instance of the origin of three

new Khasi clans., He took the three daughters of Mohon Diengdoh

TATR 1958, Assam, 128 Wilson Reade vr C.S. Booth and
others.



2
nd Pushpalata, his wife, namely Bani, Rani and Sati and writes
"tiese daughters cannot be Khasis in their life time, not even
for ?éapg to come, unlesgs they married Khasis, lived as Khasgis;

followsd Khasi custom -»-2

For a person to be consicared a Khasi presupposes the
following - {1) He must marry « Khasi girl; (2) he traces his
used by other Khasis; (4) he accepts the Khasi way of life and
customs; (5) he speaks one of the Khasi dialects; (6) he
embraces Khasi.religiop.wy religions prefessed. by many Khasis,
ard (7) he identifies himself totally as a Khasi, There are
several c¢lans among the Khasis which have assimilated themselves
to the Khasi society in this way. It is not difficult for the
members of such clans to trace their @rginé_and to tell others
how their sncestors came to this land, and where their original
homes were. It is the originsl home of the original Khasi fribe
which mest Khasi poets including Sos¢ Tham, Homiwell Lyngdol and

Primrose Gatpheoh; have exercised their imaginations. upons

2:

These hills are not the original homes of the Khasis..
Every Khasi tells that his ancestors camé from some other lLand
where;tney lived for generations in a sort of a paradise, Khasi
poets: spesk -of the Sottijuk or golden age., This was and is used
when a Khasi divine speaks or prays to. God., Homiweéll Lyngdoh

wrote that the fcreﬁgarentsfof‘the*Khasis.rea@hed these: Hills

“Principkes of Khasi Laws (1974), p.10.




through Nowgong, Lumding and Haflong "which lie beyond the

Kupli river."3

If Khasi language and culture have any similarity to those
of the people in the eastern part of Assam, a conclusion can be
drawn that those and the Khasis belonged to the same race, but
the difference between them does not warrant such conclusion. The
Khasis first settled in Jaintia Hills and in course of time many
of them moved westward to the present Khasi Hills, In Jaintia
Hills, elderly persons and divines speak of "Sohphoh Lynrum" as
their homeland, "Sohphoh" means Khasi pears, while “Lynrum"
ramshackle, Literally the phrase means that in that original

home there grew plenty of Khasi pears or pynus granulata, This

name is more symbolic than literal, It stands for a group of
families that lived together in the same land till they
multiplied and spread to other parts of the world, and the Khasi
tribe is but one of those symbolic pears from the same tree. The
extensive use of symbols in Khasi folk songs and speeches lends
credence to this postulafion. Primrose Gatphoh refers to this
place in "U Sier Lapalang" when he sings of the attempt of that
allegorical stag to trace the original home of the Khasis: "And
~ thence he followed to Sohphoh Lynrum/Msrk trace which is clear

and great in numbers;"4

] _Eoet*Sgsq_Tham devotes one whole poem "Ka Meirilung" to

anthropological questions, He seems to have gohe through the

30Jinglamphrang®, Ka Niam Khasi (1937 end d. 1970),
b.11.

4U Sier Lapalang, st. ix.




Darwinisn theory of the descent of man from an ape when he asks
whether the ancestors of the Khasi race came from the dens of
tigers or bears or any other animal. Other questions he poses
in the poem are: Were the ancestors savages? Were they
man-eaters? Tham reflects on the ancient culture and political
system, the erecting of memorial stones, the construction of
meeting and resting places, the digging of lakes and ponds and
concludes that they must have come over here from some civilized

‘area,

That homeland is spoken of as lying far away from these
hills. It took the Khasi ancestors twelve years to reach here.
This calculation of the length of the journey is recorded by

Soso Tham who enquires:

And ye, o babes of morning bright,
Ye kites, ye crows, here throw some light.
Whiile fast you fly arouwd the earth,

Where can be our first home and hearth?
If I can fly as fast as ye, 5
From here upto twelve years' Jjourney.

Where could that home be? Could it be somewhere near
Cambodia or Siam? Those states lie far east of the Khasiland,
P.R.T. Gurdon maintained that the people came "from the east
and not from the west".6 It is yet to be examined by experience
whether or not it took people twelve years to travel from
Cambodia to Kupli in those days. The significance of the phrase
"Sohphoh Lynrum" deserves fu;?pgr inquiry. Most wesfern scholars
agree that their ancestors were tgé Aryané. if the Aryans were

to be regarded as the fore-parents of the Khasis too, the names

5

( 6 "Ka Meirilung", st. 1 "Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep"
1936) .

The Khasis, (1904), p.k.




of seven Aryan branches corresponded'wéil to the "Hynniew Trep®
or seven Huts of the Khasis. These branches were (1 tbe>Indians,
(2) the Persians, (3) the Slavs, (4) the Teutons, (5) the Greeks,
(6) the Kelts and (7) the Romans  These branches lived in the
southern steppes of Russia before they moved to different parts
of the world. In their movemeut, the Indians, and Persians moved
Aeastward..’7 Could the Khasi tribe be a sub-branch of either the
Indians or the Persians? Tlie old Persian coins discovered some
15 years sgo. in Jowal lerd credence to the social intercourse
between fhe Persians an’ the Khasis, but the history of Money
tells us that coins renlaced bérter.system at a much later ‘late
than the history of the tribe., The Aryans themselves came to
India around 2000 B.C.8 They could not therefore be the fore-

fathers of the Khasis.

Hom:well Lyngdoh strong’y refutes any cttempt to regard ‘the
Khasis“-as oné of- the Aryan-branches of people because the - '
appearance,- Uhe language-and the religious précti:és of the Khasis
do 'not supjort such-argument, - Moreover he clzims that the Khasis
were ‘older than the Aryans in age and that they were found in the
Punjab,-in‘Soufh America-and even in New Zea'larid,9 Lyngdoh draws

His conclusion from ‘such books as the Hindu Exogamy (1929) by

Karandikar and the Bhagabat which referred to the Khasis as the

people of ancient India,

7L P. Smlth, English Language (London: Oxford University
Press, 1966) pp .66-67.

'8

R.C. MaJumda_; Mcient India (Calcutta 1964), pp.25, 19.
JKa Niam Khasi, pp. xvii-xix. - -




There is, however, no conclﬁsiiVe proof of this, R.C. Majumdar
referred to the Khasi warriors as one of the #?famous Tribes® in
ancient India; the other tribes were the Abhiras; Mallas, Andhras,
Vaidehas, and Megadhas. Recording one event about the Khasis, he

.writes to say that in 1287 the Khasias invaded Nepél from the east

and devastated the country.1o

To the east of Nepal lie the modern Sikkim, Bhutan,
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Nagaland and Meghaiaya. This view
corroborates the myth that the KhaSis were once warriors who subdued
many kingdoms, but it does not offer a clue to the original homes
of the Khasis, Majumdar has nowhere mentioned whether the Khasis
occupied all the Hills east of Nepal or that they made their way

there through Kamarupa, The question is an open one.

3

P.R.T. Gurdon and Peter Schmidt who have attempted tracing
the family to which the Khasi language belongs assert that it is a
branch of the Mon-Khmer group of language. E, Kunt, who has made
a comparative study”of'the.Khasi and Mon-Khmer langusges, finds
many words in them which carry the same meaﬁing. In his Béitrage

zur_Sprachenkunde Hinterindiens (1889)'he selects many such words
| 11

in support of his findings. The following .cable of similar

words provides interesting information:

1OMaJL1mdar, _Q_p_ Cit.’ 9-353-

11Reported by Gurdon in his The Khasis, p. ZOTR



English » Khagi Mon ' Khmer Palaung
year snem Silam - -
lightning leilib 1414 - -
stone maw Kimaw maw
water - um = em
pond pung - ping -
rice Khaw - - sekao
dog K sew .- - hsao
tiger khla - kKla -
bird (ka) sim katsim - hsim
crab (ka) <tham - ktam -
woman - briew ‘ brou - -
child . kKhun- - kKun -
eye ‘ khmat, mat  mat - -

hand kti, ti - te ~

It is interesting to note that Palaung "sekao® and %hsao"
are similar to the rounds in Jaintia %sakho® and "ksaw®,
fespectively, also ¥em® to Fam" as spoken by the War-Jaintiss, In
the above fourtesn words, the tally of similarity between Khasgi
and Mon is siXx, K hasi~Khmer five, KHasi-Palaung five, If more
words than those are similar in sound and meaning the findings of
Kunt should satisfy a scholar at leas®t about the origin of the
Khasi language. But there is an interesting similsrity between
Khasi and Burmese .too. The use of *U¥ fbrhmale is found in both
the languages e.g, U Nu, U Thant (Burmese) and U No, U Tan (Khasi),
Eeng (Burmese) and Iing (Khasi)., This was the influence of
Burmese when %he Khasis sojourned in their land on the way back to
their lost paradise on sarth., In the use of morpheme *la" to
indicate action in theé past time the language bears some similarity

with the morpheme "le® in Nepali°12

1th is perhaps by co~incidence, but a comparative study
of the sentence structure of the two languages by competent
linguists may reveal an interesting result.
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One may hazard saying’that when the Khasis were defeated
in wars, they were driven eastward till they mixed with the people
of Cambodia and Siam., It was in their effort to return to their
paradise that they trekked backward and finally reached the
present hill fastnesses. A Kha:ji still laments the loss of that

paradise on earth in his songs and prayers.

The paradise of which the Khasis speak has been spoken of
as never égain to be witnessed on this earth, The fore-fathers of
the British also spoke of such a paradise which they believed to
be somewhere in central Asia in which their ancestors dwelt five
or six thousand years ago "in pastoral and poetic simplicity and
plentyu"13 Coincidentally, such was the nature of the original
homeland of the Khasis as sung by the poets. There are differences
too, The Khasis sgpeak of that golden age as the age of righteous-
ness, when God spoke directly “o man as he spcke to the Jewish
patriarchs like Noah, Abrsham, Isaac, Jacob, and the prophets. More
than that, the members of both the animal and the plant kingdoms
were able "0 speak to man in the same language. The bull, the
raven, énd the bird could converse with man even as the serpent
spoke to Eve, and God in the garden of Eden; and as a donkey spoke

to prophet ' Balaam, "

and that too in one language understood by
the whole world, Such is the traditional account of the world of
the Khasis when it was young. If we accept the Bible as both
historical record and an inféllible word of God, we have in it the
time when the world was divided into nations and tongues. That

was 4226 years agos'l5

Semith, op cit.
" aumbers? ch. 22, English Bible.
"Cenesis" ch. 11, English Bible.
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The above account corresponds well with the oral tradition
of the Khasis as handed from one generation to another down to the
present time. It also meets the contention of Homiwell Lyngdoh

that the Khasis have been on this earth over 4000 years ago.

The quest will however be incomplete without examining two

popular legends of the Khasis.

A

Two legends are associated with the origin of the Khasis;
one of which is repeated more to God in prayer and sacrifice than

to man,

The legend says, in the biginning God created sixteen
families in heaven. These, were allowed to come down to this earth
to cultivate every day and to return to heaven at night when the
day’s.Work was over., They climbed up and dovwn according to timing
appointed by the Creator through a bridge on top of the
Sohpetbneng peak joining‘heaven and earth. In course of time, seven
of these families. sinned against God énd cut the bridge down to
ensure that they did not see his facé any more, Ever since that
day, man was subjected to pain and death. The cause of the fall
was U Ksuid or the Tempter who took the form of a Raven to tempt
God’s”ambassador, the bull, to deliver a perverted message to man.
The message God commanded for delivery was to tell mankind to boil
for his meal only a handful of rice in the morning .and a handful
in the evening, and to live healthily and long. The bull forgot
the text of the message and delivered that of»U Ksuid ‘and asked

man to boil one seer of rice in the morning and one seer in the
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evening, to suffer and eventually die. Man did so., As time passed,
God saw all that had happened to man and took his ambassador to
task. He took his golden rod and knocked down all the teeth of the
bull in the upper jaw,land aléo struck him on the right side. The
bull lost his upper teeth,_and bore the empty space on his side.
since then, God in his roYal anger called for the Raven, and dyéd
her feathers with a soot from an earthen pot., Since that time all
ravens in Khasiland wear black feathers. Most Khasi children till

this day utter a triplet condemning the Raven.*

Most Khasis believe that they are descendants of the Seven
Huts. Homiwell Lyngdoh has examined the possibility of linking
the "Seven® with the seven ancient Indian Rishis., He referred to
those as Vigvamitra, Jamadagni, Bharadvaja, Gautama, Atri,
Vasisthals and Kasyapa. Though "Kasyapa% sounds like "the father
of fhe Khasis" no proof of the assumption is avasilable, Indian
'iiteratures do not lend‘any clue to it. Moreover, those were the
Aryan Rishis (wisemen).16 Because of practical difficulties
perhaps, So0s0 Tham regarded the seven huts as mere symbol or
"pharshi syllok"17 which could not be taken as proof of the origin
of the tribe.

Another legernd speaks of a great flood in the world as the
cause of the arrival of the Khasis to their present homeland,

Gurdon writes:

*Ka tyngab ka thok i'u Blei
Ka shah tah du khiew ranel
Peit ka iong kumtel.

16Ka Niam Khasi, p. xx

7 .
"Wegi Symboh Ksiar®, Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep.
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It was on the occasion of this great flood, the legend
runs, that the Khasi lost the art of wrltlng, Vis~-a-vis
his book whilst he was swimming at the time of This 18
flood, whereas the Bengali msnaged to preserve his.

The account points out north ass the direction from which the Khasis
migrated into these hills. The very reference to a Bengali in the
passage indicates that the flood mentionéd to Gurdon by a story-
teller was of a recent origin. The legendary flood spoken of by
the Khasis was far older in time than that one. An opinion may be
formed that this great flood occurred some 6000 years ago, that is,

before the Aryans spread to other parts of the world.

The two lengends referred to above, call for a close
examination, The first speaks of the ancestors of the Khasis as
coming from above (na sha jrong), meaning heaven; the second one
associates the arrival of the Khagsis with the flood. Which fheavent

and which *flood® were these?

The popular idea of "heaven" was where the hills and the
sky seem to meet in the horizon. So the peaks and mountains could
as well be heaven for the purpose of this legend. A Khasi who is
not so much influenced by education still speaks of the moon, stars,
and the sun as having been fixed by the Greator in heaven., In this
context the Mskashang (Himalayas) could be regarded as the heaven;
mount Ararat also a heaven. The original home of the Khasis which
was heaven or sha jrong to them is therefore thé high mountains. It
might be the Himalayas, the Armenian range, Kashmir, Russia or
Central Asia. Wherever that place was, one thing should not be lost

sight of, The Khasis speak of this world as Ka Iingbasa or an Inn to

®p R.T. Gurdon, The Khasig, p. 10.
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live in for a while. They believe that their eternal home lies

somewhere beyond the blue. They call it Ka Iing U Blei which means

exactly the Kur;akonpgf the Greek, the Lord's House. There are
indeed certain similé}ities between the aﬁcient Greék.and the
Khasis, Both believed in the divine origin of the soul, and that
when the man acéomplishes his duty on earth he dies, but his soul

is immortal and retufns to God. Thus they speak of a righteous and
upright man; but the soul of the sinner goes to hell., Hell also has
as many as nine floors; the worst sinner':eaches the ninth floor or
circle_below.19‘ Like the Greeks who believed in the existence of the

20

Supreme Zeus, the Khasis too believe that above all deities they

worship in their respective villages, U Blei Nongthaw or God the

‘Sreator reigns supreme.

The Greeks believéd in sign from God, as Priam in Book XIV
of Iliad believes the Eagle to be.a sign from God; the Khasis read
‘ the sighs in all objects== including lime cdntainer and the
intestines of the fowl. Both the Greeks and the Khasis burnt their
dead and did not leave it to decay openly for that is a crime.
Priam seeks the dead body of Hector to be disposed of according to
the Greciah~customs, Antigone defies the order of Creon, the Thaban

King, and ceremoniously disposes of her brother's dead body.

Politically also, there were times in Greece when the
people elected their kings as the Khasis elected their rulers fromtime
immemorial, In the heroic ages the Greek king exe:oiséd-his

royalty 'over willing subjects', and himself was both 'a general

9sib Charan Roy, Ka Niam-Ki-Khasi (1919, 3rd ed. 1966),

p. 10,
2OCf. Homer, Iliad.
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and a Jjudge, and had control over religion'.21 For all this
similarity of beliefs and practices, however, the Greeks and the

Khasis are two unmistakably different races.

I therefore propose to return to the seven families which
the Khasis regard as their ancestors who first came to the Khasi
world, It was possible that they speak of that part of the world
which has both day and night in one diurnal revolution of the
earth. The main clue is the flood. The greatest flood ever
recorded in any book occurfed in the time of Noah, in 2349 BQC.

It took waters néarly one year to recede to the seas. The belief
in 'pastoral and poetic simplicity and plenty' in which the seven
huts lived could be supported by the profession of Noah after the
flood. Noah "began to be an husbandman, and he plaﬁted a vineyard"
recorded Moses.22 Though there were fhree pairs of persons taken
by Noah into the Ark, there wer~ not seven families which escaped
death. The Bible tells us that all the four families lived in
peace because God blessed them and spoke to them directly as there
was not any body else through whom he spoke. As years rolled by,
the top of Ararat could be the heaven referred to by the Khasis. The
seven families were the grand children of Noah from Japhet. They
were Gomer, Magog, Midai, Javan, Tubal. Meshech and Tiras. They
were geven, and were born after the flood, about 1998 B.C,
Incidentally, there is little account of the grand children of

Japhet in the Bible, though it records the activities of those who

~

:‘Aristotle, Politics, trans., Benjamin Jowett (New York:
Carlton House, n.d), p. 158.

22aGenesis", 4: 1-20.
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lived in the west namely the children of Shem and of Ham; The Bible
also speaks of Japhet's children as the fathers of the gentiles:
By these were the isles of the gentiles divided in

their land; every one after his tongue, after their
families, in their nations.Z23

It is not impossible also to think that the Rajbut kings
descended from Japhet, and through a process pf evolution and
corruption Japhet became 'Réjput' simply; and Gomer Khmer., The
"Sohphoh Lynrum' which has been considered to be a symbolic phrase
stands for the seven sons of Japhet and their descendants. That
original home is, therefore, in thé Central Asia, from which the
children of Japhet moved eastward, leaving no other record about
their abode except that they are said to have lived in the 'isles'

beyond the sea.24

When the eastern plains were under water for long, the hills
running from Garo Hills to Burma and as far away as Cambodia and
Siam could appear as islands. In their search for fortune the
first Khasis moved from place to place, and finally reached their

final abode, In any case, they have been here all this time,

231pid., 10:5
24"Jeremiah" 25: 22, cf. 'Psalms' 72:10.
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. PART I : THE MILIEU




CHAPTER - I
THE SOCIO-POLITICAL BACKGROUND

Il

In this chapter we shall look at the sociological contexts of
Khasi literature. Much of the information about the early stages of
Khasi literature has to be derived from the records left by the
British and other foreign writers. The land was ruled by the

traditional rulers known as syiem, lyngdoh and sordar who enjoyed

complete independence in their respective states or hima, Jaintia

Hills was ruled by a powerful Syiem,

The Khasis came in contact with the British when the
erstwhile East India Company expanded its business in the Indian
sub-continent and annexed Bengal and Assam one after the other,
This company had a free hand ir. its own affairs in this part of the
world because the British Govermment was not, then, interested in
political expansion or in protecting the company S trade in India,
The "Company had therefore to defend its factories W1th sepoys on
its own pay, At first the "Company was wisely careful to avoid

quarrels with Indisn princes, and had no territorial ambition, " |

1 .

G.M. Trevelyan, English Social History (Bombay: Orient
Longmans Limited, rpt. 19555, PpP. 215-216, The Company was
incorporated in 1600 with the "power of legislation amcong its
own servants overseas, and by implication the power of making
peace and war beyond the Cape of Good Hope.™ Robert B, Eckles
and Richard W, Hale in their Britain : Her Peoples and the
Commonwealth (1954) write that the Company lost control over
its own soldiers in 1870, and deprived "of all power to rule...
Eventually, the Company wound up its business and in 1874 was;
dissolved,"

5 101595
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The first territory -'traversed by an official of the company" was
Jaintia Hills. That was in 1824 when David Scott "entered into an
agreement wifh,the~Jaintia Rajaﬁ.to the effect of permrttingvthe
.company'svforces-toAmarch from Sylhet to Burma through the Jaintia
Hills.” The careful nature of the Company’s dealings with the
local rulers continued for a few yéars and in 1826 when Scott met
-Tirot Singh, Syiem of the Nongkhlaw state, the latter agreed to
permit Scott “ﬁoArent some'lamd“i@ fne Brehmapdtra7vailey;" Allen
writes and adds:

. This chief inuced the inhabitants of the states

- to authorlse the construction of a road across the

- hills. Bungalows_were erected at Nongkhlac, the work
was pushed on wider the supervision of Lieutenants -
Bedingfield and Burlton, and for a time nothing could
exceed the harmony of the relations between the Khasis
and their visitors. The savage is however, alike
treacherous and suspicious, and a chance remark let
fall by a chaprasi, threatening the hillmen with
taxation,sis said to have been the spark that fired
the mine. -

The "gpark®™ Allen reférs to was ‘the Anglo-Khasi war -which -
started in 1829 and lasted till 1833, 4Allen records: "It was
impossible fbf"a'péoﬁlé,'dividédias'they were, to offer any-serious
obposition to our tfddps;’ahd‘in“January 1833 the last of the

impgrtaﬁt selms, Teerut Singh, tendered his subm1551on."h' These

‘incidents have been reflected in a play, U Tirot'Singh~by“Viétor7

G. Bareh, and.inwvarious poems-by modern poets, -But both the

dramatist and the poets usé their imsgination so much ‘tha® they -

2B C. Allen, Gazetteer of the Khasi & Jaintia Hills,
'Garo Hills, Lushal Hills (1909), p.uz. ' .

Tpia,

AIbld., pPp.L43=-44,
Jaintia Hills was annexed bv the Brltlsh only in 1835.
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present Tirot Singh as a symbol of patriotism rather than a
concrete historical persollality. They take liberty with the facts
when they raise the position of Monbhut from chaprasi into myntri,

as Bareh and Dlosingh Lyrigdoh do.

In this chapter, i pfopose to record only some important
events during 1841-1940 that contribute to the understanding of

the literature of the period.

The important centre of foreign activities in-:these hills
was Sohra (Cherrapunji); The Company had its office and military
establishment there, and Such being its position, Sohra became
also the birth-place of Khasi literature. By 1841, the rulers'of
the Khasi principalities were peaceful; but the people of Jaintia
Hills rebelled against the Company in 1860-61 en the house-tax
2 the

issue. The Anglo-Jaintia War prompted the crown to take over
administration of the Khasi and Jaintia affairs from the Company
in 1858, On the 23rd January 1862 the Jaintias rebelled again,
"and it was not till November 1863 that the last of the insurgents
had surrendered,"6)‘Ever since then, none of the rulers disturbed
the administration:in tbese'hills. These events too have been

reflected in the literature of this century.

Sohra was not a convenient place for the Govermment to
house its various offices. In June 1864 it decided to shift the
district headquarters to Shillong. The shifting of offices which

i

5By virtue of the Proclamation of Queen Victoria in
November 1858. il

6Allen, op. éit.,rp.5§
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was started in 1866 was completed by 1867. Jeebon Roy' who was

associated with the process of shifting wrote this:

Following the Jaintia War, the English
Goveinment felt that the headquarters should be
shifted to a more central rlace, equidistant
north, south, east and wes’; and another reason
was because of the exceégsive rainfall in
Cherrapunjee.

The shifting of the headquarters told heavily upon the economic
life of the Sohra area, and t':e sentiments of the people living
in the area were summed wp by way of allusion eighty years later
'by Soso Tham who queried: Shisien ka long ka Persyntiew/Hadien

9

balei ki kKiar ki briew. D. Ropmay observed that the shifting of

the headquarters made shillong "a dirty place of all kinds of
people where drink and gaanbling were the chief evils.n1o This
decision was followed by another. In 1874 the Government created
a new province, namely, the Assam and Easgt Bengal Province, and

Shillong became the capital of the province.

By this time, the following villages in the Khasi Hills
were brought under %hé-direét COntrbl of the British Government,
and were regarded as the'"Brltlsh Areas“ Byrong, Jyrngam,

..........

Laltkroh Laltlyngkot Lyngkadlng, Mawbeh Larkhar, Mawmluh,

- Tyeebon Roy (1838-1903) was the first Knasi to start his
career as Interpreter and ended it as magistrate. He was an
influential native and had played an important role in the deve-
lopment of Khasi language and llterature.

8"Ka Ri Khasi bad Synteng” (1899 trans. by K. Slngh)
Cf. A Collection of Writings (1979), p. xxi.-

Iny Lyoh", Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew Trep (1936); 11, 3=b,
"when once it was a Paradlse,]Why all men shun it in this w1se u

1OmBP(2ndEd.195),po25
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Mawpwunkyrtiang, Mawthang, Sohkyllung, Marbisu, Myrdon, Mynteng,
Nongbah, Nongjri, Nongkroh, Nonglait, Nonglang, Nonglyngkicn,
Nongpoh, Nongriangsi, Nongriat, Nongshluit, Nongthymmai, Ramdait,
Saitsohpen, Sinai, Sinai Mawshynrut, Sohbar, Tmar, Tynring,

Tynrong, Tyrna and Umniuh.11

The powers of the Khasi rulers had been curtailed gradually,
Kynpham Singh writes that by .1867 a generai form of agreement was
prescribed, and the opportunity was taken to inserf a clause whereby
the British "Creafed rights for themselves over mineral and waste-
land,® The status of tha Chiefs was further lowered by subjeéting

them to the "orders and control of the Deputy Commissioner® of the

12

Khasi and Jaintia Hills, This was recorded by B.C, Allen as well.

He wrote;

The rulers of the petty states in the Khasi
Hil".s are empowered to *ry criminal cases in which
only their subjects are concerned, and which are -
not punishable under the Indian Penal Code with
imprisonment for five years or some severer penalty,
All othei cases are referred to the Deputy
Commissioner, 13 :

The Deputy Commissioner was given powers to award severer penalty,
but "capital sentences and sentences for a term of seven years'
imprisonment and upwards required however, the confirmation of the

Chief'Commissioner."14

11

12B.C. Allen, Gazetteer of the Khasi & Jaintia Hills,

Garo Hills, Lushai Hills (1905 rpt. 1980) p. 100.

A Collection of Writings (1978), p. xiv.

Vivig.

Wipig,
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Before coming to the later developments, it would perhaps
be proper to place on record the events in the Nongkhlaw and the

Sohra states which figured prominently in the press of the period.

The Sohra state was ruled for a long time by Ram Singh. He
passed away on the 3rd April 1875, The myntris and the elders of
the state chose Bor Singh‘to be'their.next ruler; but as Sib
Charan Roy records'"when,Bor Singh refused to nmenoance Christianity,
the twelve clans and the eslders elected Hajon Manik as the Syiem."15
According to the practice in most Khasi states, a Christian could
not become Syiem as the office required the syiem to perform
sacrifices whenever necessary. The syiems had a tﬁree-fold function
like the old Druids of England: to rule, to Jjudge and to perform
religioué duties. The account of Sib Charan Roy was corroborated by
D. Ropmay in 1940.16 The rejection of the highest office of the
Sohra state by Bor Siﬁgh worried the Christian missionaries greatly.
Hegh Roberts, Thomas Jerman Jones and John Roberts confered with
Bor Singh and even asked him to fevise his opinion‘and to consider
the loss he would suffer personally by rejecting the office. Because
of the popularity of Bor Singh and hisregjection of the high office,

it took the missionaries one year to admit him into full Church

membership,

One year later, a section of the people of Nongkhlaw were

working actively to replace Kine Singh in the office of the Syiem

- 15U Nongphira, November 1903, p.40.
"®%a Centenary History ka Balang Presbyterian (1941), p.27.
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on the ground that he embraced Christianity like Bor Singh. The
Reverend Griffith Hughes was worried about it,. and held several
discussions with him about the possible loss he would suffer by
becoming a Christian., The reply the syiem gave was that he could

never sacrifice "the Kingdom of heaven for the Nongkhlaw state."17

A pertinent question & critic would ask is: why did the
missionaries worry so much abcut the conversion of a ruler into
Christianity when their mission was to win more souls to their
religion? Available records fail to offer an answer, and the
question remains open, .iormally, the rulers'of bigger states like
the Sohra, Mylliem, Kwvrim, Nongkhlaw and Nongstoin were powerful,
and the conversion of rulers could have been welcomed because
native converts would be assured of protection from persecution
at homes which was a regular feature in those days.18 The main
reason was t.e fear of the missionaries lest a civil war break out
among the Khasgis themselves over the conversion of their rulers.
Indeed the situation in fhe Nongkhlaw state was fense for some

months till a referendum decided that a Christian also could hold

the office of the Syiem,

Another political event which engaged the minds of the
Goyernment, the Church and the leaders of nublic opinion was the

civil war of Sohra in which many people sustained injuries, and a

few lost their lives. It was the last civil war among the Khasis.

17G° Angell Jones, Ka History Ka Balang Presbyterian,
(1966), p.15.

18Religious persecution was alluded to in the poetry of

Jones,
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It bred hatred in the whole state which developed also info a
religious'hatred because the Presbyterians and the Catholics took
sides in the internai affairé of the state. The flare-up originated
in the method of electing the successor to Hajon Manik in the office
of the syieﬁ of the state. Hajon Manik passed away on the 24th May
1901. There were only two contestants, Chandra Singh and Roba Sing
who belonged to the same ruling clan. The waf started immediately
after the government appointed.Roba Singh Acting Syiem. The method
was criticised by a section of the people, as according to ancient
practice, the gyiem was to be elected by the myntris. 2mong those
who criticised the people of Sohra for their division was a poet,

Nelson bkhar, who mourned in "Al ‘Shnong Sohra® (0! Sohra Village):

They came to one durbar and pleaded one-sided,

They came to another but were divided;

Their syiem they failed to elect, others gave them one
And indirectly took their fees for thtaction,

(translated) .
Upon a complaint lodged by. the supporters of Chandra Sing, Henry
»Cotton, the Chief Commissioner, ordered the dismissal of Roba Sing:
..ahd the holding of election., The Catholic missionaries supported
Chandra Singyr thle the Présbyterian missionaries led by John
Roberts sided with Roba Sing who won the support of the majority of
people. The argument of Chandra Sing that the syiem should be
elected by an electoral college composirig of 12 myntries and 41

representative elders was later found correct by A.N. Dentith,

190 Becker, History of the Catholic Mission in North-Eagt
India (trans. G. Stadler and S, Karotemprel, 1980), %Discord and
quarrels arose among the inhabitants and developed into revolt and
clashes. Several people fell victim to these troubles ... the
missionary and the Cathollos were on the side of the legitimate
successor who however, was defeated®™, p.204.
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the new Deputy Commissioner who on the 14th February 1919 ordered
that the Syiem would not be elected by the people as was done in the
election of Roba'SingQ By this order the electoral rights of the
people were restoredo"With'the egxception of this bitter event, the

land was peaceful,

3

‘The years 1913 to_194( saw a vigorous mcvement in India fof ‘
getting what was popularly “nown ag Home Rule. But public opinion
in the Khasiland was not ipe yet for independence of any nature.
There were reasons for Tﬁeir keép;ng almost silent for many yvears,
There were people amcag the Khasis who held the view tnat any

reiorm in the constitution of India should not affect them because,

they believed, as Sib Charan Roy did that,

It was improper ard wrong for us *he citizens
of the Khasi states to demand for Home Rule from others
when we have our own powsrg from time immemorial till
today. ... And if on the contrary we go and demand from
the CGozriunent or from the Governor General of India to
get the Home Rule, it means that we sell ouwrselves to
‘becore British raj or areas like the Jaintia Land.20

From this opinion which was expressed in 1931 it is clear that the

Khasi leaders were divided on the national issves-

The Khasis felt‘involved directly in the national affairs
during the first World War which Lroke in 191#c The tact with
- which Lord Hardinge handled the Indian p:;oblem yielded dividend for
the Crown. The whole country stood by England at the time of
crisis. Even Mohonda:z Karamchand Gandhi supported the Government

whole-heartedly:

20’U Nongpynim, September 1351, pp.3-8.
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So far as help by Indians was concerned, only
men like Mahatina Gandhi might have assisted in the
war on moral basis for altruistic ends. The general
body of Indians gave the unexpected in the war efforts
with a view to be awarded in the form of political
advancement, if not emancipation.Z2’

Though other Indians foughtin the war as early as 1915, the
Khasis were involved only by the end of 1916 when they knew that
the Imperial government decided to raise 2000 young men from their
land. The response was encouraging; 700 came out from the Jaintia
Hills'alone. In April 1917 a batch of 1000 strong left Shillong
for Mesopotamia,22 among whom was Primrose Garfield Gatphoh, a
yoﬁng man who'would later distinguish himself as a prominent Khasi
poet and prose writer., Gatphoh recalls this in three chapters of

his Ki Umjer Ksiar (1941) in which he gives and account of his
23

experiences in .the war service., While the war was escalating,
negotiations among Indian leaders to steer the Home Rule movement

went on,

In the mean time, the Government of India Act, 1919 came

into force to prévide for increasing the association of the Indians
in the Indian administration, and "for gradual development of gelf=-

governing institutions, with a view to the progressive realisation

21g, N, Aggarwala, National Movement and Constitutional

Development of India, (Delhi: Metropolltan Book Co (P) Ltd.

rev., ed. 1969, pp.70-71.

22, Angell Jones, Ka History Jon Ka Balang (Shillong:
Khasi Jaintia Presbyterian Syn Synod, 19635, p.182.

237he war had an adverse effect on the Catholic Mission

in the Hills as all came from countries at war with Britain. The
missionaries left Shillong on the 9th July 1915.
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of responsible governmentc in British India as an integral part of

w2t Though Assam had five representatives in the

the Empire.
Central Legislative Assembly, nc Khasi leader was included in it.
It was only when the dyarchy was introduced in Assam on the 1st
April 1921 that the Khagis in tte Britigh areas felt involved
directly in the national political life, The first election in

these hills under the Act of 1919 was held in 1921, and only one

representative was allotted for the whole district. J. J. M.
5

o

Nichols~Roy won the electi »n™ to the Legislative Council of the

Governor,

Along with the ‘onstitutional éhange in the province, the
Imperial government extended se#erai Acts to the British areas of
the district, and the steps it took exposed the urban people to a
new form of administration. Of thogse Acts applied in these hills

mention ma: be made of the Ind!an Electricity Act, 1910 (September

1922),26 the Indian Income Tax Act, 1922 (September 1923) and the

Indian Motc: 7oihicies Act, 1914 (November 1928) ., The dates of

applicatior indicate the change in the social life of the Khasis.

An Act which elderly pecple still remember was the Bengal Municipal

Act, 1884 which was extended to Shillong in 1921 for the smooth

ZuﬂPreamble“ of the Goverrment of India Act, 1919.

25Radhon Singh Lyngdoh Norgbri, "Governaent and Politics
in Meghalaya®, diss. G.U, 1975, 1p. 93-94, Though the Bill was
passed by the House, the Governor gave 1is assent to it only in
1927 when Nichols~Roy pressed for that hefore he 301ned the
Ministry.

26Figures within parentheces indicate the years of
application, "It was a substitute for the Bengal Municipal Act,
1876, which was extended to fhillong in 11913, vide Notlflcatlon
No., 5163 dt. 17.9.1913.
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administration of Shillong. Prior to thie year the government
nominated well-known personalities ineluding officials to the
Boar‘d,27 The process of nomination continued for several years
afterward; but in this year, Shillong witnessed the first
elect%on to the Shillong Municipal Board also; Ever since then,
election became part of the réte-payers' life from time to time.
Excepting that exigencies and public opinion demanded otherwise,
elections to the Board Were held eﬁery three years. The yeer
1921 could, therefore, be regarded as the beginning of modern-

democracy in these hille,

Because the Indian leaders were not satisfied with the
reforms as embodied in the 1919 Act, the Imperial Government
~appointed a commission to study the demands. Sir John Simon was
the Chairman of the new commissien; National leaders resented
the exclusion of Indians from tue Commission. Some members of
the Commission reacbed Shillong in 1919, and various views were
expressed befere'it, but those could be summed up into two: the
one which favoured.reform and thne other which was against any
reform in the Khasi Hills, The debate over the future of these

hills continued for years.

' Three years before the Commission reached Shillong, another
election was held. This time, the name of Macdonald Kongor
appeared prominehtly along with that of Sibnath Dntta, a Bengali
because they contested for the lone seat, but Nichols-Roy was

again elected, 0

27c, Becker, History of the Catholic Missions in North-
East India (Trans., G, Stadler and S. Karotemprel, 1980), p.173.
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One interesting point to note here was the fact that
prominent Assamese leaders of the periodldid not wantvtbe hill
areas to be part of, or included in,-Assam; Kanak Lal Barua,
for instance, pleaded before the Commiséion that the hills areas
*should be administered by the Govérnor acting as Agent to the
Governor General in Council and the cost of administration should
be borne by the Central Government." One prominent Bengéli
leader, Promode Dutta who was not constant in his views, also
subscribed to this view., It may be noted here that while the
Congress boycotted the ;imon Commissiony, J. J. M., Nichols-Roy did
participate in the depcsition before it. The Commission submitted
its report in 1930, and on its recommendations, the future of these

hills till 1948 was almost uncertain. But it formed the basis for

another legilsation, the Government of India Act, 1935.

The .ict came into force .mmediately, but it was extended
into the Provinces, including Assam only on the 1st April 1937, the
year which witnessed a political awareness among the Khasis. In
1936 preparation for the election was made briskly in Assam. In
August and in December of the same year, leaders of public opinion
in the British areas of both Khasi and Jaintia Hills presented a
"Memorial' to the Secretary of State for India protesting against
the proposed inclusion of their areas within the new reforms,

because they feared that they would lose their "customary

028 ppe

individual and communal rights to private and common lands.
memorial was forwarded to the Government of India only on the 8th

February 1937 for the views of both Assam and India., The then

2para 2 of the 'Memorial' dated the 18th August, and
28th December 1936,
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Divisional'Commissioner, Mr, G.D. Walker, however, perceived clearly
the existence of‘what he dubbed as "a Vocai few? who were in favourw
of the Reforms., And he was right, for, on the 28th November 1936
some leaders in the Khasi Hills~moved a petition to the Governor
pleading that direction be issued to the Returning Officerlof the
Shillong General Urban Constituency to debar persons from the
non-British areas to contest in the electiong to the pfovinoial
Assembly.  They claimed further that they had men fit enough to
represent them in the Council. The 'Memorial' was signed by
Kanonoy Roy and Holipshon Roy of the Nongjri village in the border
area, There was, therefore, a clear lack of aims and purposes in
the political and social leadership of the period. Otherwise, as

- the above facts show, the hill areas of Assam would have become a

separate province under the new reforms.

The Imperial Government appeared to be somewhat worried about
the peculiar position of the Khasi states that a small district
like the Khasi Hills had both government areas and traditional

republics. Before the passing of the Government of India Act 1935

three Viceroys viéited Shillong. Lord Chelmsford visited it on the
30th October 1920; Lofd Reading on the 4th January 1926. Each was
received by the leaderé of the British areas as well as by the
Syiems. Each time, the natives reminded the government of the
position of these hills. Indeed, they were very careful to demand
that any new reforms should not be allowed to affect them. ' The
visgit which inspired literary personalities was that of Earl
Willingdon (decorated with P.C., GMSI, GCM, OBE) on the 3rd October
1933, His reply to the reception accorded him was repvoducéd by

local periodicals.' Amoﬁg other things, he said:
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There is no place within our Indian Empire
where wider diversity is found in the uplands of
Assam, where the Siems and princely houses of the
Khagis represents, perhaps the oldest, and
certainly one of the most interesting of the
ancient tribal migrations. It is a proof of the
stamina and virility and competence of your people
that, when greater empires in the East and West

~have throughout the ages come and gone, you still
maintain in your pleasant hills the freedom of
your small Republics, based on the ancient ways
and tenets of your race.

Though the reply was aimed at pleasing or taming the syiems
it was one of the ideas which moved Soso Tham to sing about the

ancient days of thé Khasis in his Ki Sngi Barim U Hynniew'Trep. In

an introductory note he writes:}"When I study his words critically,
I feel that the land shall flourish onée more if we are brave,
manly and skillful like the ancient. ..." Tham's alludes to this
when he opens "Ki Symboh Ksiar® with "Around the world for light we
swings; /Of native light we know nothing®., He returns to the event
"in other étanzas as well, and the yearning for the past is clear in
this complet also; "And once again the woods shall wake/Again the

rocks their silence break.?®

The people saw 4ssam's promotion from the Chief
Commiésioner's province to that of the Lt. Governor and finally to
the Governor's province during these years; but because of the lack
of the sense of direction aﬁd united effort, the Government
proceeded with the reform measures. The first election after the
application of the 1935 Act was held in 1937. The Khasi and
Jaintia Hills District was divided into three constituencies, one
for women, two for men. The Reverend J.J.M; Nichols-Roy was

elected from the Shillong Urban Constituency, the Reverend Lowell



30

Gatphoh from Jowai, while Miss Mavis Dunn f;om'the women constituency.
The election was confined only to the British areas. 'Tﬁese three
representatives, it was found, were not united in their political
approach, While Nichols-Roy was wnce convinced that the hills should
be kept outside Assam and advocata=d for that withinland without the
Assembly, 2 Lowell Gatphoh pleaded in the Assembly itself for the

inclusion of the district within Assam.

The traditional rulers too organised themselves into a
federation, known as the Faederation of the Khasi States with the help
of leading personalities of the period. The fate of the Khasi states

hung in the balance witn a lot of confusion and discontent,

In the mean time, the World War II broke out in 1939, The

© Congress ministries in India, including Assam resigned. The Premier
~of Assan in that year was Gopinath Bordoloi, With the event,
Nichols-Roy also ceased to be minister. He left India for the States
only to return after the war. :A large number of beople from these
hills volunteered to help in whate&ef capacities they could in the
war. One reason for the positive response to the war from this
region was the fact that Japan Jjoined it'against the British Allies
and‘bombed Manipur and Naga Hills., The Government found it difficult
to deploy such a larée number of volunteers immediately becéuse, as a
communiqué from the Governor's Secretariat dated the 11th September

1939 says:

29He was one of the authors and founders of the
Federation of Khasi Native States, and of the Constitution
Making Durbar of the Khasis. His popularity saw him a member
of the Assembly till he passed away.
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eee Time, however, is needed before it will
be possible to assess the manifold needs which the
regsources of the Empire will be called upon to.
fulfil, and His Excellency hopes that all who have
offered their gservices will wait in patience till we .
know more clearly what form Assam's contribution
should take. : '

While the whole of the Khasi and Jaintia Hills were behind
the governmént in this war, Sib Charan Roy gave the Germans moral
support. Thié would be evider.t from a perusal of his writings

during the period, especially in his monthly, U Nongpynim. On the

other hand, the members of the Khasi Literary and Cultural
Organisation known as "K . Seng Jingtip® in their organ gave open

support to the Governmeat. It declared:

... We as an organization hereby express that
we are prepared to render any help we can so that the
use of force against small nations without listening
to right and reason shall disappear forthwith from the
face of the earth.30

Every War in which a whole nation is involved brings miseries
‘to the people,. The first World War was fbught far away from India's
border and did not have much impact on the social life of the people
as had the sedond one. The second war had its impact on the Khasis
as well, Because of the decreased number of cultivators during the
war, rice production fell short, and the price of essential
commodities like rice, salt, sugarvshot up. The Government was.
fully aware of this, and, as a preventive meésure, issued a
communique warning profiteers of aotionrunder the Defence of India

Ordinance, 1939,

30

T. Cajee, Ka_Syngkhong Jingtip, vol., II, No.4, p.74.
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The people saw a large number of soldiers moving towards the
eastern side, camping in their land td'meet the threat of Japan énd
of the INA of Subhas Chandra Bose. It was a period when the number
of prostitutes and gamblers increased in Shillong. The evils of the
period were reflected by Peace 0y Pariat in his play, |

Ka Shangkhawiah Ki Rang (The Snare for Men).31

Over this period some advanced Khasi states like Mylliem and
Kyriem took steps to raise revenue by introducing the State Land Tax.
The Khésis were not happv with it. Taking the»judgement dated the
29th August 1874 of the Deputy Commissioner as weapon, Sib Charan .
Roy warned that the people should be careful to see that it was nbt

32 Ppis in effect indicates that'

right and legal to pay such tax.
the traditional rulers were not free to do whatever they thought
best even in those semi~independent states without the apbrOVal of

the British Government,

The resentment against the increased number of non-Khasi
traders in'Shillong was first aired in writing during this period.
Writes U Lurshai in October 1924: |

Wherever we turn today we see only the activities

of an outsider, all trading activities coming from

outside are in his hands, from clothes to the smallest

articles. Even those produced locally are in his hands;

so 21l nooks and corners are full of outsiders, he

sucks all the honey and leaves us only a comb,

Poet Soso Tham alluded to this when he sang that "The Comb

remains, honey is dry,/Oh God our Maker, hear us cry.®

31The work was published only in 1979 by .R.J. Khongwir,
32y Nongpynim, October 1936, pp.12-13.




CHAPTER - II

- RELIGION AND RELIGIOUS THOUGHTS

1

Religion and religious thioughts and controversies have played
an important role in the grthh of the literature of a2ll nations.
Regligion certainly influenced the Khasi Society and its literature
during 1841 - 1940, In this chapter, I propose to discuss religious

influences on Khasgi life ard literature.

Prior to the advent of Hinduism and Christianity the Khasis
believed in the existz=nce of gods and goddesses to whom they prayed
and offered sacrifices with goats, chickens or whatever the deities
asked of them through signs. The relation of those deities has been
explained by Rabon Singh who writes:

In the Khasi religion which is called
Ka Khein ka Bighar (The religion of accounting
and judging) there is one goddess, the law-
giver <fium whom they asked for more gods and
goddesses who would support the spirits of the
first maternal uncle, fi st mother and first
father of each clan and family and the house-~
hold gods - that too unless this goddess
ordered they could not get them. So they tried
to convince this goddess in their accounting
as to get many other gods 1o support them better
and to effect more of goodness in the accounting
religion,?

Rabon Singh has not explained the relations of God the Creator
with the Goddess the Ruler. It appears on the other hand, that the

Khasis worship many deities like the Hindus, Foreign authors and

ST O R : PR

'Ka Kitab Niam Khein (1950), pp. i- ii.
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Christian writers have observed that Khasis religion is Animism, Some
saw it as an ancestor worship, some otheré as nature worship, and some
as divine worship. Taking what he had seen of the worship in several
villages, the Reverend T, Rbdborma accepted that all the four defini-
tions are applicable to the Khasw religion,2 Alexander B, Lish who
worked 5t Sohra during 1832 - '38 saw this pantheistic conception of
God as arising out of ignoran:e, In one of his letters he said that
he "felt sorry for the ignorance and the old belief into which the
people have sunk".al The problem of understanding the faith of the
Khasis continued to enge:2 the mind of reliéious thinkers, Homiwell
Lyngdoh explained that in the Khasi tradition, God is regarded as the
‘mother, and he is geaerally called Goddess; ""the reason, it appears,

is because a Khasi traces his clan from a woman."4

+ Sib Charan Roy reflects upon the pluralistic conception of
God., He asserts like Moses thac there is no god but God. the Creator,
This God is Omnipotent, Omniprésent, Omniscient, and is present
within man, He cannot change his form, has no sex, and never grows
old, He is all powerful, and Him only should man fear and worship.
" He does not need any sacrifice from‘thé mortals., Roy is very clear
in his conception of God, and claims thaf he represents the Old faith
of fhe Khagis as he learnt it from the anoestors.5 Roy discourages

R g T bR -z

ZT, Rodborne, g;gggég (1979), p.135.
‘BQuoted by D, Ropmay in Ka Centenary History Ka Balang
Presbyterian (1940}, p.2.
“H, Lyngdoh, Xa Niem Khasi (1937), p.6.

°s,C. Roy, Ka Niam-Ki-Khasi (1919), pp.i, 1i-21. In his
last days Roy was under the influence of a new faith which he
defended strongly, I shall come into it in this chapter.
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the reading of the Bible, the Quran and the.Mababharata by people who
could not understand things for themselves because he does not want

them to confuse their own religion with the new ones.,

In the seventeenth century, the ruler of the Jaintia empire
introduced Hinduim in Nartiang, lis summer capital, while the Brahmins
from Dacca introduced it at Shalé in Khasi Hills in the early years of
the 19th century,6 but it could not spread to other villages in the
" land. The Khasis worshipped God and other deities according to the
~old customs, appeasing th2 gods and goddesses with sacpifices despite
the effort of Sib Charan Roy to explain that god does not need

sacrifice,

Sacrifices were offered to the deities .according to occasion,
For instahce, the people of the Khyrim state offered chicken and
she-goat to god,»pigs and cows to their ancestogs, a cock to the
Shillong god and so on. These sacrifices were ih the form of prayer
‘for blessings and thanksgiving, On some other occassions, a Khasi
'did not offer sacrifices unless he ascertéined the causes, especially
df ills'wbicb befell men or the society as a whole., On the other hand
the Khagis believed that all illg =~ diéeases included.-- are effects
of certain causes. The cause of any disease was the anger and
digpleasure of one of those gods or goddesses. The cause was
diagnosed by divines through the signs, believed to be revealed by
God, in eggs or the intestines of the sacrificials.. As soon as the
Ccase was ascertained, sacrifices were offered to appease the deity,

7

- They did not believe in medical tr-atment because it might increase

PR PR mma = =

6Rodborne, Op. cit., p»140,



36

the anger of the deities further and aggravate the condition of the
patient. Rabon Singh is correct in recording that the people
worshipped many deities, because each clan worsh;pped its own god,

and each village had a village deity.

*

This traditional faith .came into conflict with the teaching
of the Christian missionaries. The first to renounce such belief in
the divine nature of disease was Thomas Jones I, A test case was that
of Jonkha of Sohra who siffered for a long time without relief from
the performance of the religious ceremonies to local gods. Writes G,

Angell Jones:

. Not long after this, Jonkha was serious, but
his relatives did not allow the missionary to
administer medicine, they must offer sacrifices
acccrding to the tradition, but after r=ading the
signs in meny chickens and many baskets of eggs,
there was no sign to prove that the disease would
retreat, and it became more serious instead. So
finally, through necessity, the missionary was
allowe% to try his medicine, and behold he was made
whole,

The efforts of the Welsh, and the German Christian
missionaries to éducaté the natives of the need for cleanliness and
of the use of medicines did not find a fertile soil in the heart of
the natives, They believed that small-pox should not be cured

because it is a deity called commonly as "Ki Ram Thakur". Beckers

writess .

-

"ka History Jong Ka Balang (1966), p.10.
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According to the'pagan supersitition,
for example, small pox is considered as a
special deity among the Syntengs., If a family
member contracts this disease the relatives
rejoice over it and consider it as a great sign
of honour, Parents carry their children to
victims of small pox in order to be kissed by
the goddess which means, to be exposed to
infection,8

The search for more gods thean God the Creator, according
to poet Soso Tham happened much later in the history of the Khasis.
The people needed those deities after they had fallen from their

glory by breaking God's covenant and seeking wealth and pleagure, In

"U Lyoh" Them says:

And evil thoughts which none can count
Within Man's heart a place they found,
Are all these shadows gods' really?
The Queen of Bees, O where is she?

And nights and days he'll seek blindly,
Goddess of wealth, wher'er she be,

(stexiii)
Them does not regard those new found deities as 'gods', to

him those will one day lead man to hell.9 This has been the under-

standing of "R,I" {possibly, Roberﬁs Evans) when he sings of the

Khasiland as a place where sin, satan and ki ksuid ki khrei (evil

0 This is a Christian

spirits) reigned supreme for a long time,
interpretation of the Khasi faith which also has gained currency over

a long period.
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8Becker, Op., 01t., p.258, While it is true that the
Jﬂlntlas regard pox as ki blai (gods), it is not a female as Becker
reported for when they refer to the pox as disease, they call it
U fAiang thylly, "U" signifies masculinity.

K

9y Lyoh", st. xvii.
1O“Ka Ktien Jingstad", sts. 2, 5.
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Christian missionaries started their work in the Khasi Hills
As early as 1813 with the arrival of Krishna Chandra Pal at Pandua
from Calcutta, Pal was\sent to the Khasi Hills by the Baptist mission
headed by the Reverend William Carey, This first Christian mission
concentrated its efforts mostly in the Sohra and Shella areas, It
closed its work here in 1838 with the departure of Alexander B, Lish
- for Calcutta, The Welsh Calvinistic Methodist Mission (later
Presbyterian Migssion) started its work in these hills in 1841, By
this time, some natives had already understood the message of
Christianity, The Welsh Presbyterian Migsion established itself
firmly in these hills for nearly fifty years till the 27th February
1890 when Otto Hopfenmueller‘and Angeius Muenzloher reached Shillong.
They were the first Roman Catholic missidnaries to come and work in
the Khasi and Jaintia Hills, This migsion is known in history as the
Slvatorian Mission, The first Catholic to have made occasional visits
to Shillong was the Reverend Father Broi, That was in.1876. He came
to administer Church Sacraments to Catholics serving in the Defence
and other government departments., The Salvatorian Mission made

§
Laitkynsew its Headquarters.

The arrival of the Catholic mission paved. the way for the
great religious controversy in the Khasiland. On the one hand, non-
Christian writers assailed the alien faith; on the other, the
Catholics attacked the Presbyterians and the latter retaliated. The
Catholic~Presbyterian oontrovérsy was initiated by a Catholic priest
Gebbard Abele who criticised a biography of Martin Luther written by

John Roberts as a separate chapter in the Khasi Fourth Reader.11

11The copy kept at the British Mission, London, is one which
came -out in 1895,
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The controversy resulted in the publicatibn in 1901 of Ka Jingim bad

Ka Jinghikai Jong U Martin (the Life and Teaching of Martin Luther)

by the Catholic Mission. It is also a biography from a Catholic
view-point, The work denounces Luther for defying the Orders of the
Pope., Because the Readef was a ».ext for the upper primary classes,
Roberts withdrew the biography in the subsequent edition of the book
as a gesture of goodwill. The religious and dogmatic controversy has

been recorded by Otto Hopfenmueller who writes:

They attacked the Catholics as usual in
their news paper »f Lﬁhe7 5th June. The Khasi
title of the pap.:r is "U Nongkit Khubor®, They
accused us of acoring Mary, St, Peter, the
saints and worsnhipped holy pictures. They deny
the perpetual v1rg1n1tv of Mary, It is impers-
tive that we publish a Khasi paper or at least
leaflet to answer thelr objections., !

On March 7, 1897, Hormu Rai Diengdoh entered into the contro-
versy as » thiird force, The journal lashed on both the Presbyterians
and Catholics., Diengdoh was a converted Christian who returned to

his old faith. €, Becker writes of him:

The Editor of this publication, without doubt,
had some degree of learning 2nd was well read person.
He continually insisted and exhorted the Khasis to
keep the religion of their fore~fathers. The columns
of his were filled with expressions of hatred, ridi-
cule and slenderous expressions about Christ, attacks
on the books of the 01ld and the New Testament, The
writings of modern philosophers provided him with
plenty of subjects matter. The anti-Christian and
atheistic papers of Europe and America carried their
poisonous teachings even into tranquil reaches of the
Khasi Hills,? .

18Report to the Ludwig Mission Association dt. August 4,
1890 published in Anmnsls of the Propagation of the Faith I‘/unlch
1890), No.6, p.42k4, The Paper the priests planned to publish made

its flrst appearﬁnce in January 1902,

13Becker, Op. cit., p.255 ff,
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Becker found the first Catholic jounal U Nongialam Katholik

(first published in January.1902) to be "a Good response to the
unwarranted attack of the Methodists" also against the Catholic
Church, Thié organ could not survive long, and soon the Catholics
were without a local medium to explain their view=points on the issue
raised by the Presgbyterians and the non-Christians. By the 1st
September 1907, the Catholic Missionaries published a new Jjournal,

Ka Iing Khristan and they resumed their counter-attack on both the

non-Chri stians and the Presbyterians,

Newspapers served in those days more the causes of religious
philosophy of their organizers than the needs of the reading public.
The Presbyterian publications which catered to the need of the
believers for rejoinders to the attacks of the other religious camps

were Ka Pateng Khristan (Est, 1897), and U Nongialam Khristan (Est.

1902) ., The two monthly journals added to the misery of the Catholic
Migssion greatly, Besides tﬁose, some native Christian leaders came
together into an organization known as "the Christians Volunteer

Movement" and started publishing another monthly, U'Lurshai in April
1910, One common featﬁre of all these papers was their concern for

the development of Khasi language and literature.

The religious controversy has been reflected ianhasi poetry
as well as in several pieces of good prose.qh Roberts Evans who
refrained from writing in prose on the controversial issue alludes

to the new found ideas of the native writers thus:

14Treatises on religion published during the period which
seek to explain it from different points of views are: Jaeebon Roy's
Ka Niam Khasi (1899), Rabon Singh's Ka Kitab Niam Khein (1911), Sib
Charan Roy's Ka Niam-ki~Khasi (1919), and Homiwell Lyngdoh's Ka Niam

Khasi (1937).
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Human knowledge before Satan and Sin

Dogg lose its ways and force o'er them to win;
Holy wisdom which is the word of God 15
Satan and Sin to her submit their sword.

Though Hormu Rai Diengdoh championed the cause of the tradi-
tional faith in his articles, he y.ublished other materials also in his
journal, An example is "The lovr for Khasi Hills" by a poet who lends
only his initials KeSoMe "It is a.poem of five stanzas which
criticizes the panentheistic Zaith of the natives: The poet longs to
see the cbming of a day when the thoughts of the Khasis will be

directed towards only one nod. Stanzas 3 and 5 are translated below:

But what I long very much,

To drive all devils away

Whom thou hasl worshipped so long,
All these years, and months and days.
O I long for the day to come!

To enlighten you O Land,

That God alone hereafter

You sheuld worship forever,

The natives who upheld their traditional faith ﬁad reasons to
be eritical oi the new religion, that is Christianity, for some priests
 seemed to ha\e»spread a strange teaching which confused even the native
Christians. The Catholic Ghufoh on the other hand scandalised ithe
Khasis by their view on marriage, Marriage ceremonies were performed
by all religions but what irked the nati&es was the idea the leaders
of the Catholic Church sold that marriage could take place in the same
clan, meaning that a person can marry his distan® bleod relations, The
Khasi religion regarded such a marriage as a taboo and the couple were
rejected socially and religiously. But the Catholic point of view on

Amarriage:prevailedm As recently as 1939 the following lines found

- 3 W

q5"Ka-Ktien-Jingstadﬂ, st. . {1894).
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place in an important publication of the Church,

Of the taboo in marrying in the same clan,
we all understand. The difficulty of making the
. Khagis understand is that as long as they belong
‘ to the same clan, it Jmarriagg/ is prohibited --
it is a taboo. The oft repeafed reason has been
that the parties came from the same mother. This
is true, but it is also true that all people in
the world descended from the same parents, Adam
and Eve,  We are all brothers and sisters, hence
no marriasge can take place a2t any time. This is
not mn adequate law, and we are surprised that
the Khagi Catholics still regard it as a taboo,
against the teaching of the Church. 16

‘This controyersy has been reflected in a poem, "Ka Puriskam", (or
Fable) by an anonymous writer. The poet tells that once upon a time
the Sun and the Moon were sister and brother. An evil idea occurred
to the Moon that he wanted to marry his own sister, Sun. The Sun
drove~him out and poured ashes on his féce. The poet concludes the
poem with a bitter attack on the teaching of the Catholic priests
and those who supported it, arraigning any body who dared break the
custom thus:

Such a devil like this one,

The land does not need to own:

On embracing new religion,
He does not know his position.

Soso Tham urges that a person who does not uphold the clan system in
the society should be declared an outcast, and be cast away from home
forever,

These are the relations, and those

Cf father's side, they knew the laws

Taboo and Danger too they know,

Lest thunder strike and Tiger's eat;

The law-breaker, the sorcerer ' 17
" They shaved three lines and c