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We all huve a "story behind the
story" when we travel the region
- why don't you tell us yours?

We pay in coupons.f'or drinks and
meals at the Club!

Give our editor John Hail s cqll
on tel. 238 5244, fax 238 1573 or
e mail : j o hnhail@ mo zart. in e t. c o. t h
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, /  , l t r n ' ,  f h i n k  l r r r ( r l l c  \ \ ( \ t l l \ l  l l . r \ c
chopped your head otl .  After-al l .  rr  c fcared
the u'hite people." said Khun I-tr  Nlaha.
the  son o f  the  las t  Saohpa (p r incc)  o f  the
tiny Wa state of Yawng Ban-g. as he scru-
t inised this correspondcnt's bloncl.  Car-rca-

sian features. "But firr othel's it would havc

becn d i f fe ren t ,  espcc ia l l y  Pun jab is .  A

Sikh's head, conrplete with a beard and a
turban. could havc f'etched sevcral hundrccl
si lver ingots when I was a chi ld in the early
l9 -50s . "

That the head-hunting Wa of the
wild and remote Sino-Burmese border-
lands fbund Puniabi heads part icularly in-

teresting. and therelbre valr.rable, has also
been documented by historians. The Shan
writer Sao Saimon,c Mangrai relates in his

The Shan States and the Brit ish An-
nexation that "duling the Wa States tour

of a Brit ish of l icer in 1939. a Sikh doctor
had to be rushed out of the hcadhuntin-u
area under :rn escort o1'a platoon ol troops
when i t  was learned that the Wa had come
and off lred 300 si lver rupees to some of
the carnp fbl lowers for his head which,
with i ts magnif icerrt beard and moustache,
they said would bring endurin-t prosper-
i t y  to  the i r  v i l lage . "

O t h e r  u n u s u a l  a n c l  f a s h i o n a b l e
heads werc also appreciated, so the Wa

prince's remark about a blond-ntaned head

could have been made sintpl l '  out of tact.
When Queen Victoria dispatched a bound-
ary commission to the Wa hi l ls in 1899-
1900, two of i ts members had their heads
cut off  -  and as a punishment. the Brit ish
put a number of Wa vi l lages l t l  thc torch.

The colonial authorit ies had hoped
that the Brit ish heads would have been
destroyed in the f ire. But 25 years later.
several reports said that these valuable tro-
phies had been hidden and smuggled out
long before the Brit ish assault came. The
heads were st i l l  being cherished in a Wa
vil lage with: 'afTection and teverence." i tc-

cording to Sao Saimong.
But  the  Shan h is to r ian  warns  o f

over-simpli f icat ions; he says that human

hc;rr l .  n er ' . '  n\)t  \ \)Lr-ghl I i rr  the sheet'pleas-
Lr Ic  r r t  hunt rng  \ ) r  e ( r l lec l i l l s  the l l -  "as  one
co l lec t '  eL l r i ( ) \  ( ) r  l i r t  ob . jec ts . "  l ' l te  heads
\\cre c()n\ idct cd neee.:rLrt br thc Wa to
pro tcc t  the i r  con tn tun i t i c :  t ion l  e l i l  sp l r -
i t s  and to  p ro l r ( ) te  the  gcncre l  ue l l  be ing

of  the  v i l lages .
Thc head-hr-rnt ing season rcached i ts

pcak in March and continued unti l  the wa-

ter f 'est ival - or Buddhist New Year in
Apri l .  In the early |  9-50s. when head-hunt-

ing was still rif-e among the Wa. there were

already a few Buddhist converts but the
head-hunting majori ty were certainly spir i t

worshippers and. fbr them, the water-f-es-

t i va l  ma lked the  beg inn ing  o f  the  r i ce
planting seasou. Freshly cut heads. stuck

on bamboo posts on either side of the ap-
proach to a Wa r, i l lage, were bel icved to

ensure good r icc crops.
The origin of this agr.arian Wa t la-

dit ion is obscure ancl r l ' i l l  rnost probably

never be ful ly fathomcd. One of the f 'ew

l 'oreigners to have trar, 'el led in the Wa hi l ls
during the heacl hunting epoch was Alan
Winnin-r l ton, Bei j in-u corrcspondent for the
corlmunist paper the Daily Wolker in the
1950s - whose writcrs were also among
the on ly  fo re i ,sn  journa l i s ts  a l lowed in

China at that t ime. He venlured into the

hi l ls in Yunnan on the Chinese sicle of the

border in 1956 and wrotc a book cal led
The Slaves of the Cool Mountains. Thc

ti t le actual ly refers to the Norsu tr ibe in

nofthwestcrn Yunnan, but i t  also includes

a unique account of the Wa.
ln this book. Winnington retel ls a

Wa legend accolding to which decapita-
t ion began with a tr ick played on the Wa

by Chu Ko- l iang .  the  famous Ch inese
warrior at the t ime of thc Three Kingdoms
(AD 220 280) .  Chu is  sa id  to  have g iven

the Wa boi led r ice to plant which. natu-

ral ly. did not grow. Hc then told the Wa

that their r ice would grou'only i f  they sac-

r i f iced hurrran bein-ts and cut otf  their

heads. After tr ibesmcn heeded this piece

ol 'astute advice. Chu gave the Wa proper

rice seeds lvhich grew.

The Politi



i of lfeadhunting
in SouthestAsia

Human heads Tnere nat sought for the sheer pleas-
ure of hunting or collecting them, "as one collects
curios or art objects." The heads u)ere considered
necessary by the Wa to protect their communities
from eail spirits and to promote the general well-
being of the aillages,

.i ",1 ' l  /  - - * l -

lrr this way. intra,tribal warfare with
hcad-hunting expedit ions became a yearly
e\ient among the Wa. This satisf ied the
Chinese. who wanted the Wa to be pit ted
rgainst each other. thus nraking i t  easier
to  exp lo i t  them.  And s ince  the  Wa de-
pended on the Chinese merchants to buy
daily necessit ies. Chinese heads apparently
were not in danger.

I f  this story is to be bel ieved. l i t t le
has changed in the Wa hi l ls fbr a mil len-
n i u m - a n d - a - h a l f .  I n d e e d ,  a n o r h e r  W a
saohpa's son. Mahasang of Vingngun, dur-
ing an interview in hisjungle hideout some
years i igo, told me the very sarne tale.
Whatever the real reason behind head-
hunting. the story shows the bit ter anti-
Chinese f 'eel ings that the Wa have tradi-
t ional ly had. and the power they atrr ibure
to Chinese shrewdness.

The Chinese are said to have classi-
f led the degree of civi l isat ion of the Wa
by the way in which they col lected heads.
The most prirnit ive ones were those who
chopped off any heads, pret'crably belong-
ing to strangers. Next came those who de-
capitated people with some pretence of
just i f icat ion: fbr instance heads ofthieves.
One step higher up on this social ladder
u'ere the Wa who bought heads without
questions. The rnost civi l ised were those
.,r 'ho were content with skul ls of big game.

However .  wh i le  t r iba l  feuc ls  and
head-hunting weakened the Wa society
and to a great extent also hampered i ts
economic development, i t  seems to have
worked to their advantage as well .  The
more "civilised" plains people f'eared them
and, quite understandably. seldom dared
to enter the Wa hi l ls. The Wa were left
morc or less alone and they managed to
maintain considerable autonomy in their
areas well  into modern t in'res.

Their land was f irst surveyed by
outsiders in 1935-36, when the Isel in Com-
mission demarcated the border between
the Wa states and China, which was f inal ly
agreed upon by the Brit ish and the Chi-
nese in  1941.  Even so .  the  Wa h i l l s  were
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never f l l ly explored and they were only
luominal ly Llnder Bri t ish and later Bururese
sovcrc ign ty . ' fhe  f i rs t  road in to  the  area
was bui l t  in l9; l  I  ,  f l 'om Kunlon-u ncar the
Sa lween r i ver  in  the  no l thern  Wa h i l l s .
eastwards along the Nanr Tong r iver to the
Chinese bor-der.

Thc Brit ish-init iatcc[ Fronticl  Areas
Cbrnmittee of Enquirv set up to rrscer-
tain thc vieus ol Bulr.na's man,v- rninori t l ,
peop les  jus t  be l t r re  independence re -
ported in l9-17 that the Wa states "pay nc)
cont r ibu l ion  to  cent ra l  revenues. . . there  are
no post ofTices...and the only r ledical fa-
ci lr t ies are those plovided bv the Frontier
ConstabuIar1' outpost medical off icels and
by i t inerant Chinese practi t ionels [non-
cert i f ied 1."

The Wa states. I .rowevcr' ,  did scnd
some l 'epresentntives to the corlmittcc's
hear in -us  in  Mayrnyo.  Sao Naw Hseng
came as spokesnran f irr  the Wa saohpa of
Hs i iu 'ng long.  Hkun Sa i  lepresented  the
chicf of Mon-u Kon-{ and Sao Maha was
sent l l .onr Mong Mon. None o1'these prin-
cipal i t ics would be "states" in r modcln
sense, but the indcpcndence the Wa reprc
sentatives demonstrated \\ jas quite rernark-
able. The healings revealed the gap be-
tween the Wa way of lookirrg at l i te. and
the cor-nrnit tee's perception of i t :

"Do you want any solt  of associa
t ion with other people '1"

lHkun Sail  We do not want to join

anybody because in the past we have been
very independent. [Sao Naw Hseng] Wa
arc Wa and Shans are Shans. We uould
not  l i ke  to  -qo  in to  thc  Fedcra tcd  Shan
States.

' 'What do you want the future to be
in the Wa stntes'.)"

[Sao Maha] We havc not thou-qht
about that becausc u,c arc wild pcoplc. We
never thought ofthc adrninistrat iVe f ir turc.
Wc think onl1, about oulselr es.

"Don ' t  vou  u 'an t  educat ion .  c lo th
ing. good fbod. goocl houses. hospitals' .)"

fSao Maha] rvVe are vcn'ui ld pco-
p le  and Con ' t  apprec ia te  a l l  these th ines .
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Retired headhunters,
Sarawak.

The airns of the enqr.r iry '  r .r 'as tu unite
the  var ious  par ts  o f  Bur rna  in to  one po l i t i -
cal enti ty and discouragin-l  head-hunting
was part of this pol icy. ln ordel to cxtcnd
central.  - tovernmental pou'el into the Wa
hil ls neal the Yunnan f iontier. heacl-hr.rnt-
ing could not be accepted - ancl that seems
to be the mir in rcason why thc Brit ish in
the late I 9:10s tr ied to put an end to i t .

For, in a regional irnd histol ical con-
text, there is nothing that real ly int l icatcs
that the Brit ish were i igainst head-hr.rnt ing
as such: the Iban of 'Sarawak - anothel onc-
t ime Br i t i sh  possess ion  -  were  a lso  head-
hLrnters. ancl though the Brit ish eventui-r l ly
abo l i shed i t  the le ,  they  had uscd head-
hunting to "pacity" (the usr-ral euphenrisnr
fo r  conc lues t  in  Br i t i sh  lmper ia l  te rmino l
ogy) this tcrr i toly.

When a Chinese uprisin-t in Sara-
wak in I  857 hacl been put down b1, an lban
force  loya l  to  the  Br i t i sh ,  Mrs .  Midd le ton .
the wife of the then inspectol of pol ice in
Sarawak's capital Kuching, on hearing that
a lar '-re number ol 'heads had becn takcn,
exclaimcd: "That is music to rr-ry earsl ' '  I t
was  on ly  la te r ,  whcn the  Br i t i sh  Brook
family hacl taken ful l  control over Sara-
wak, and prcclaimed thernselves rajahs o1'
the land. that an orcler was issr,red saying
tha t  loca l  ch ie fs  who cont inLred  " i l l ega l

head-hunt ing"  wou ld  have the i r  houses
burned down.

T h u s .  h e a d - h u n t i n g  d i e d  o u t  i n
Sarrwak. thoLrgh i t  br- ief ly u,as revived
durin-ll World war Two ancl then not at
al l  discoula-red by the exi led colonial ar,r
thori t ies. provided the heads ucrc takcn
tl 'om soldiers belonging to thc Japanese
()ccupation fofces.

Head-hunt ing  arnon-c  the  Iban o l
Sarawak di l ' f 'ers f iorr the Wa tfadit ion in
some respec ts .  The tak ing  o l '  heads  in
Sarawak part l l '  demonstt 'atcd thc youn-u
Iban warrior 's need to i lnpress the young
gir ls of his tr ibc. And no Iban -qir l  u' i th self-
rc \pc( ' r  \  ( )u l r l  t i r kc  u r r l  l  uung rn l r r r  in to
mal r iage w i thor , r t  dernand in- t  a t  leas t  a
c o r - r p l e  o 1 ' s k u l l s  a s  p r o o f  o f  h i s  l o v e .

\ lo rcorc r .  thc  sp i l i tua l  pou 'e r  thought  to
bc in thc hcad olthc r ict inr r."oukl be tr-ans-
tr ' rred to hunter. Str ikrn-lr l \ '  s imilar bel iels
errsted amung the Naga tr ibes of thc Sino-
Burlnese border, where heaclhr.rnt ing con-
t inued we l l  in to  the  1980s in  some remote
conlers of Burma's northwestern Sagaing
D i v i s i o n .

W h i l e  h e a d - h u n t i n g  w a s  f i r r n l v
rooted in the cultures ol thc Wa. thc Naga
and the lban. othel peoples in the lcgion.
f iorn t irne to t irne. have also taken r"rp this
practice tbr pol i t ical or commercial lea-
: ( )n \ .  ( r t  \ ( rn tc t i i l r c \  h t r th .  Decap i t l r l i o t t  u  a :
conmon during the Japanese occl lpation
of Malaysia and Singapore. and severed
heads of resistance f ighters - or. mure of-
ten. civi l ians who had been fbund aiding
them were put on display in publ ic places
as a deterrent.

There is no tradit ion of head-hunt-
ing in C-'anrbodia or Laos - ol Thai land.
lor that rnatter- - 1'et clurinr the lndochina
War i t  u' l is certainlv not unknown arnong
ethnic cornhatants. In Laos. thc legenclary
CIA adviser- Anthonl" Poshcpny better
known as "Tony Poc" reportedll, ofl'ered
h is  Hr long h i l l t r ibe  so ld ie rs  K ip  1 .000
(USSI at that t i rre) f i rr  an ear rnd Kip
-5,000 for a severed Pathet Lao heacl - pro-
vicled i t  was accor.npanied by an army cap.
That. howcvcr. nray have been much more
the exception than thc rule. But in Ciirn-
bocl ia. i t  r .vas quite cornnron. judging f i 'om
cver. l i tness repolts ancl news picturcs of
soldiers carr l , in- l  f icshly seyered heads.

Always. they belonged to North Vi-
etnamese o[ Viet Cong soldicrs. the rea-
son bein-l l  that the Vietnamese l ike the
Chirrese - f 'ear that such disf igurerr-rent wiII
bc carr ied over into the after- l i fe. (The
Carnbodian taste norrnal ly luns to l ivcrs.
and i t  is a pr-actice continuing in warfare
even todav .  I f  i t  i s  any  conso la t ion  to  the
v ic t im.  the  tak ing  o1 '  h is  l i ve r  i s  i r  t l i bu te
to  h is  he lo ism in  ha t t l c . )

Hcac l  hunt in -u  has  nou '  d iec l  ou t
among the Wa. and the last heads ale said
to  have bccn takcn  in  the  rn id -19 /0s .  Wa



rNhite tribal feucls snd head-hunting weakened the wa
society and ts a great extent slso hsmpered its economic
deaelopment, it seems to have worked to their adaantage

as well. The more "ciailised" plains people feared them
and, quite understandably, seldom dared to enter the Wa
hills. The Wa were left more or less alone and they man-
aged to maintain considerable nufonomy in their Greas

well into modern times.

Headhanting has been wide
spread throaghaut South East
Asia. In Burma, also the Naga

trtbe continued the practice
until only {ew ye&rs ega,

who l ir . ,c close to the towns have adopted
Buddhisrn and accepted Shirn or Burman
cLlstoms: others hale been convertcd into
Chr is t ian i ty  by  Arncr icar r  Bapt is t  m iss ion-
ar i  e  s .

But the rcal translt lrnation of the
Wa society was set in motiorr by the insur.-

-uent Corrmunist Palty of Burrna (CPB).
u 'h ich  took  over  the  h i l l s  in  1972-74 and
turncd them into a revolr-rt ioni irv base areit
fol i ts guel l i l la st luggle against the -eov-
e l 'nment  in  Rangoon.  The war l i ke  Wa
made excel lent soldiers f irr  i ts rebel arnty
and. at that t inre. mil i tary supplies cor.r lcl
casi lv bc shipped over the bordcr from
China. Persuading thc young tr ibesmen to
l ' i -cht a-qainst thc government was not a
difTicult  task. For generations. they had
been dcl 'ending their hi l ls from whlt they
perceived as outside invaders no rnattcr
who thev were.

ln Apri l  1989. the \ i /a ar long last
also decidcd to clr ive the CPB out of their
telr i tory. Hundreds of aging Burntan Mao-
ists f led headlong across thc Narr Hka
border  r i ver  i r i to  e r i le  in  Ch ina .  wh i le  the
Wa transfbrnred the CPB's erstwhile peo-
ple's army into a national ist Wa force.

M a n y  o f  t h e  o l d  p r i n c e l i n g s  -
ar.r.urug thcr.r.r Khun Lu Maha were invited
back to hcad thei l  neu' units. Ancl some
old skul ls. u,hich the Wa had kepr hidden
in thei l  vi l la_ucs to escape punishment bv
thc i r  CPB corn lnanders"  a rc  now back
again on bamboo al lars in vi l lages alonc
the Yunnan frontier ' .  as Ban-ukok-based
photojournal ist Thien'y Fal ise was able to
doc l rment  u 'hen he  v is i ted  thc  Wa h i l l s
only a f 'ew yeal 's ago. Blood and old tradi
t ions. i t  see ms. are a lot thicker than ideo-
log ica l  consc i r )us l tcss .

ng N ega former headhunters,
utomatic rifles.
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