
HABITS AND CUSTOMS OF 
AHIKUNTIKAYA 

I h e m e n a r e e x p e r t h u n t e r s , t r a c k i n g a n d h u n t i n g e v 
e n b i g g a m e a s s a m b h u r a n d w i l d b o a r . U n d e r p r e s e n t 

c o n d i t i o n s t h e y h a v e litt le s c o p e e x c r e p t fo r h u n t i n g s m a l l 
g a m e . T h e i r h u n t i n g i m p l e m e n t s a r e t h e m a s k a t or t h e 
l o n g k i n f e , g e t a p a r , o r t h e c r o w h a r v e r y e f f i c i e n t to f e r r e t 
o u t f ie ld r a t s a n d i g u n a s f r o m b o l e s , a n d t h e b a l l e m or t h e 
j a v e l i n . B e f o r e s t a r t i n g o n a h u n t a n o f f f e r i n g is m a d e to t h e 
spir i ts of t h e j u n g l e w h o a r e p r o p i t i a t e d fo r g o o d luck . T h e 
o f f e r i n g of a c o c k . It is e x x e n t i a l l y a b l o o d o f f e r i n g a n d t h e 
c o c k k i l led is t h r o w n in to t h e j u n g l e . T h e h u n t i n g t r a d i t i o n 
h a s b e e n s o s t r o n g in t h e K u r a v a t h a t t h e y w e r e e v e n c o n 
s i d e r e d to b e of t h e s a m e s t o c k a s " t h e V e d a a s of C e y l o n " 
in t h e w o r d s of H a t c h . T h a t in t h e i r h o m e l a n d s of t h e T a m i l 
c o u n t r y t h e y w e r e a t r i b e of V e d a n s o r h u n t e r s is o b v i o u s 
f r o m e a r l y T a m i l c h r o n i c l e s . V e d d a is n o d o u b t a n e x t e n 
s i o n of t h e t e r m V e d a n , w h i c h m e a n s a h u n t e r - l iv ing b y 
h u n t i n g s u p p l e m e n t e d b y t h e p r e c a r i o u s m o d e of g r o w i n g 
f o o d g r a i n s in j u n g l e c l e a r i n g s -, a m o d e of d e s u l t o r y cu l t i 

v a t i o n t e r m e d p u n a m in m a l a b a r a n d C h e n a in C e y l o n . T h i s 
f u g i t i v e c u l t i v a t i o n h a s f o r a g e s b e e n s o m u c h p r a c t i s e d b y 
hill t r i b e s t h a t it h a s p a s s e d in to t h e f o l k l o r e a n d f o l k s o n g s 
of K e r a l a . In t h e e a r l y a g e s of t h e h u m a n h is tory of D a k s h i n a 
K a n d a or D e c c a n a n d of L a n k a , t h e c o u r s e of t r iba l l i fe h a s 
n o d o u b t b e e n l a r g e l y o n s a m e p l a n e w i t h a s t r o n g 
c o r r e r s p o n d e n c e in h a b i t s a n d c u s t o m s . H u n t i n g t r i b e s h a v e 
b e e n t h e w o r s t s u f f e r e r s in t h e m o d e r n a g e , w i t h n o s c o p e 
fo r h u n t i n g , e x c e p t t o h u n t m i n o r fry. N o w o n d e r t h a t in 
t h e i r d i r e n e e d for f l e s h f o o d , t h e C e y l o n A h i k u n t a k a y a d o 
n o t h e s i t a t e t o f e r r e t o u t f i e l d r a t s a n d a d d t h e m to t h e i r 
d i m i n i s h i n g m e n u of a n i m a l f o o d , w h i c h t h e y c a n n o t d o 
w i t h o u t . D o g s a r e a n e s s e n t i a l e q u i p m e n t in t h e i r l i fe a n d 
a r e w e l l t r a i n e d in h u n t i n g f i e l d r a t s , h a r e , s a m b h u r , a n d 
p i g s . T h e y c e r t a i n l y a r e l u c k y d o g s , a n d a r e w e l l c a r e d for. 
D o n k e y s a n d d o g s a c c o m p a n y i n g t h e m o v e r t h e i r w a n d e r 
i n g l i fe a r e l i a b l e to c u t s a n d b r u i s e s , a n d t h e s e r e c e i v e 
p r o m p t a t t e n t i o n . T h e r e m e d y is s o m e t h i n g v e r y s p e c i a l . 
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A n t - h i l l e a r t h is t h e b a s i s of a s p e c i a l p l a s t e r p r e p a r e d for 
t h e p u r p o s e . E a r t h f r o m a n a n t - h i l l s is c a r e f u l l y 
c o l l e c t e d , w h i t e a n t s a n d a l l , a n d s t o r e d in g u n n y b a g s . A 
q u a n t i t y of th is is t a k e n a n d g r o u n d o v e r a g r i n d i n g - s t o n e 
in to a p a s t e w i t h j u s t s u f f i c i e n t w a t e r . T h e la t te r is c o l l e c t e d 
a n d r o l l e d in to litt le pi l ls , w h i c h g i v e s w o r k to t h e little ch i l 
d r e n , w h o al l sit in a r o w b e f o r e a s p r e a d m a t . R o u n d e d in 

t h e h o l l o w of t h e i r l itt le p a l m s , t h e p e l l e t s a r e s p r e a d o u t in 
t h e s u n to dry . W h e n w e l l d r i e d t h e y a r e c a r e f u l l y s t o r e d A 
f e w o f t h e p e l l e t s a r e p o w d e r e d a s n e e d e d , m i x e d w i t h 
m a r g o s a oi l , a n d a p p l i e d t o t h e b l e e d i n g j o i n t s of d o g s or 
d o n k e y s s o r e s o r c u t s . T h e s e g o b y t h e n a m e o f 
"Puthukum", l i tera l ly a n t - h i l l e a r t h . 

If a w i f e a s a c o m p a n i o n a n d h e l p m a t e is e s s e n 
t ial to m a n , it is e v e n m o r e s o to t h e p r i m i t i v e n o m a d , t h e 
m a r r i a g e a s a n i s t i t u t i o n h a s a n i m p o r t a n t p l a c e in 
A h i k u n t a k a y a l i fe. T h e m a r r i a g e t ie m a y n o t b e a b s o l u t e . 
T h e w i f e m a y e v e n b e l e n t t o a n o t h e r a s a m o n g t h e w a n 
d e r i n g k u r r a v e r of S o u t h I n d i a o r a f e w d e c a d e s a g o , w h e n 
h e r h u s b a n d is c o n v i c t e d fo r r o b b e r y a n d g o e s to ja i l , a n d 
r e t u r n s t o h e r h u s n a n d a f t e r h is t e r m of i m p r i s o n m e n t . T h e 
m a r r i a g e s e t t l e m e n t is r a t i f i e d o v e r a d r i n k of t o d d y w h i c h 
t h e f a t h e r of t h e b r i d e g r o o m g i v e s to c h i e f a n d t h e res t . 

T h e m a r r i a g c e r e m o n y is s i m p l e . T h e a u s p i c i o u s 

d a y s a r e S u n d a y , M o n d a y o r T u e s d a y . The tali o f b l a c k 
b e a d s , w i t h o r w i t h o u t a g o l d b e a d , t i e d r o u n d t h e b r i d e ' s 
n e c k is t h e e s s e n c e o f the m a r r i a g e . C r o s s - c o u s i n m a r 
r i a g e is the i n v i o l a b l e r u l e . F a i l i n g to c o n t r a c t s u c h a u n i o n , 
o r i m p e d i m e n t s f o r e s t a l l i n g , y o u t h s l e a d a life of s i n g l e 
c u r s e d n e s s . T h e r e is a s l ight e x c e s s o f m e n o v e r w o m e n 
fo r t h e w h o l e t r i b e . O n the m a r r i a g e d a y , the b r i d g e g r o o m 
s l ips a b a n g l e o n t h e b r i d e ' s r ight a r m . O n l y m a r r i e d w o m e n 
w e a r b a n g l e s o n b o t h h a n d s . T h e b r i d e is g i v e n a w a y b y 
h e r f a t h e r w i t h a d o w r y of a s n a k e o r t w o in b a s k e t s , a 
d o n k e y : a d o g , a n d a f e w p i e c e s o f w e a r i n g a p p a r e l a n d 
b e a d o r n a m e n t s . W o m e n w e a r h e a v y s i l v e r b a n g l e s , 
t h r o a t l e t s of c o l o u r f u l r o w s o f b e a d s , a n d s t r i n g s o f b e a d 
n e c k l a c e s . O n the w e d d i n g d a y t h e h u t s of the b r i d e a n d 
b r i d e g r o o m a r e e r e c t e d c l o s e t o g e t h e r . The b r i d e is d r e s s e d 
in a l l - w h i t e s a r i a n d w h i t e j a c k e t d e c k e d w i t h s i lver j e w e l l e r y 
a n d b e a d o r n a m e n t s . F l o w e r s a r e n o t w o r n . A v e l i of w h i t e 
c lo th in t h e p u r d h a s t y l e is t h r o w n o v e r h e r h e a d . T h e b r i d e 
g r o o m w e a r s a s a r o n g a n d a y e l l o w sh i r t , w i t h a h e a d g e a r 
of a t u r b a n , w e a r i n g a n e c k l a c e of b l a c k b e a d s a n d b r a c e 
le ts o n h is h a n d s . A p i e c e of t u r m e r i c is t i e d o n t h e r ight 
h a n d of b o t h t h e b r i d e a n d b r i d e g o o m , a n d a s o l u t i o n of 
t u r m e r i c in w a t e r is s m e a r e d o v e r t h e f a c e of t h e c o u p l e . 
T h e o f f i c i a t i n g p r i e s t r e c i t e s slokas o r v e r s e s i n v o k i n g 
b l e s s i n g s o n t h e c o u p l e , w h e n t h e b r i d e g r o o m t i es t h e tali 
r o u n d t h e n e c k of t h e b r i d e in t h e p r e s e n c e of t h e kulam or 
t h e a s s e m b l y . T h e i r r ight h a n d s a r e b r o u g h t t o g e t h e r a n d 
t h e t w o little f i n d e r s t i e d in k n o t . T h e m a t e r n a l u n c l e w h o 
d o e s th is p o u r s w a t e r o n to the i r j o i n n e d h a n d s f r o m a b r a s s 
chembu o r p o t . T h i s c o m p l e t e s t h e m a r r i a g e r i tua l . T h e 
f e a s t i n g s t a r t s a n d al l t h e g u e s t s a r e s e r v e d w i t h r ice a n d 
v e g e t a b l e c u r r i e s o n p l a n t a i n l e a v e s . S w e e t s , c a k e s , p l a n 
t a i n s , a n d t e a a r e a l s o s e r v e d . A r r a c k or t o d d y is g i v e n a s 
n e e d e d a n d m e n d a n c e a n a s i n g t o t h e s o u n d i n g of t h e 
tappu or t h e b r o a d o n e - s i d e d d r u m . O n t h e f o l l o w i n g T h u r s 
d a y , r e l a t i o n s m a k e p r e s e n t s to t h e c o u p l e . 

T h o u g h a r r a c k is t h e i r g r e a t d r i n k , a w o m a n c a n 
not h a v e a r r a c k b e f o r e s h e is a m o t h e r . T o d d y is a l l o w e d 
d u r i n g h e r p e r i o d of c o n f i n e m e n t : t h e m o t h e r is i s o l a t e d in 
a s e p a r t a e h u t , a t t e n d e d b y a m i d w i f e , Mukul-dura-
andibada, a n d a n o t h e r w o m a n , a n e a r r e l a t i o n . D u r i n g t h e 
d a y s of h e r c o n f i n e m e n t , t h e m o t h e r is g i v e n a r r a c k m i x e d 
w i t h Kayam, a s t h e c o m p o s i t i o n is k n o w n , of a v a r i e t y of 
m e d i c i n a l i n g r e d i e n t s a n d s p i c e s - kaluduru ( b l a c k -

s e s a m u m s e e d ) , tippili, asamodagam, karabu-nati, 
p e p p e r , d r y g inger , a n d gar l i c . I h e i n g r e d i e n t s a r e p o w 
d e r e d a n d m i x e d in ha l f a b o t t l e of a r r a c k . T h i s m e d i c a t e d 
a r r a c k t h e m o t h e r t a k e s t h r e e t i m e s a d a y , b e f o r e f o o d . 
C e r e m o n i a l po lu t ion is o b s e r v e d for s e v e n d a y s , af t ter w h i c h 
t h e m o t h e r h a s a b a t h a n d is a d m i t t e d into t h e Kulam. 

A girl a t t a in ing p u b e r t y is s e g r e g a t e d for s e v e n d a y s 
in a hut of l e a v e s , w i t h a y o u n g e r s i s t e r for a c o m p a n i o n . 
H e r f o o d is r ice a n d v e g e t a b l e cur ry . A f t e r th is p e r i o d of 
s e c l u s i o n s h e is r e m o v e d to a p a l m - l e a f h u t w h e r e s h e 
r e m a i n s for a n o t h e r 5 d a y s . O n t h e fifth d a y h e r a u n t ( fa ther 's 
s is te r ) c o m e s a n d b a t e h s her, a f t e r w h i c h s h e is r e m o v e d 
to the i r r e g u l a r h u t w h e r e a f e a s t is h e l d . 

D e s p i t e the i r s i m p l e h a b i t s of l i fe, w o m e n h a v e a n 
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abundance of jewellery, heavy silver bangles worn on the 
right hand are bondel, and those on the left, sandikadal. 
All bangles are gaijil (gazulu) or muchati balla, the com
mon name. Coloured bead necklaces adorn the neck. Bead 
chains are called pusang. Strings of beads make effedtive 
throatlets, of andagul danda. Ears are decorated with the 
rounded kammal, and the nose-stud or mukku bottu 
adorns the nose. 

Favourite beads are red, black and white. Beads 
are purchased at the fairs, boutiques and from hawkers. 
No separate names are used for the beads, all being mani. 

Though they are often seen stringing beads, they scarcely 
sell bead chains. The stringing follows colourful conven
tional patterns. Among the more familiar patterns are: (1) 
one long red bead, two small white beads, followed by one 
big black bead: (2) one small black bead and two small 
white beads: (3) two small red beads followed by five small 
white beads: (4) a necklet of three bead-strings held to
gether by means of six large black vertical beads. 

If snake-charming is the man's role, fortune-telling 
is the woman's field. In this she displays not a little skill. 
Not all are however good at the art. The really proficient 
has a smart turn-out and a cute look. Her equipment has 
an interest of its own. Baby is her first care, and she invari
ably has a suckling. Taking a piece of cloth she adroity 
wraps it cross-wise over her right shoulder, and in the cav
ity of this hammock the child is well cradled, and there it 
sleeps quiet. A cloth apron, the four ends of which are tied 
together to form a bag, is slung on her left shoulder. This is 
to collect rice and food provisions she receives or buys. 

Reaching out a stick she takes it in her right hand. Thus 
equipped she starts on her cross-country jaunts. Fortune-
telling has a traditional technique of its own. Cash down is 
the first condition. 50 cents is the rule. This being duly de
posited in her palm, she invookes the deities, and goes on 
at a rhythmic pace with a sing-song information which is 
part of the technique, her pointing finger following the lines 
on the palm as she goes on telling you the past, present 
and the future. Each reading occuppies some ten minutes. 
Fortune-telling is among the greatest common factors of 
gipsies all over the world. 

Among the economies of the group are sheep farm
ing and poultry keeping. In the North-Central Province a 
number of them keep flocks of goats rearing them for sale 
to the Moor. Puoltry is kept on a fairly large scale , the 
brood being confined in string baskets. Eggs come handy 
to feed the snakes, surplus eggs and chicken being sold. 

The Ahikuntakaya child can be an adorable little 
mite. A child of Nature, born on the march, he knows of no 
birth registration and no astrologer forecasts his lagna or 
the nakata under which he is born. He grows in the tribal 
setting, resistant to the rigorous strain of tribal life. From 
childhood to adolescence, and from adolescence to man
hood, he is a rolling stone: and though he gathers plenty of 
tribal moss, nothing of schooling touches him. Tribal life 
and tribal ethics are the only schostatoling he knows and 
he knows no other. 

Life on the move does not give much of a scope 
for recreation: yet keen as they are on the joyous side 
of life, children let themselves go when they ever get the 
chance. 



T h e y p l a y t h e " G u d u " f o r m i n g t h e m s e l v e s in to t w o 
t e a m s , t h e ' e l e p h a n t ' a n d t h e ' h o r s e ' e a c h u n d e r a l e a d e r . 
A s m a l l c a v i t y t w o i n c h e s d e e p is s c o o p e d o u t a n d a s h o r t 
s t u m p a b o u t 6 i n c h e s l o n g p l a c e d t r a n s v e r s e a c r o s s t h e 
pit . O n e s i d e f i e l d s a n d t h e o t h e r p l a y s . T h e p l a y e r c o m e s 
w i t h a s t ick in h a n d . I n s e r t i n g it in t h e pi t j u s t b e h i n d a n d 
t o u c h i n g t h e s t u m p , h e p r o p e l s it f o r w a r d w i t h a l l f o r c e . It 
g o e s u p s p i n n i n g in t h e a i r a n d t h e f i e l d e r s r u s h to c a t c h it 
b e f o r e it f a l l s o n t h e g r o u n d If t h e c a t c h is s u c c e s s f u l , t h e 
p l a y e r is o u t . If n o c a t c h is m a d e , t h e f i e l d e r t h r o w s it b a c k 
w i t h h is p r o p e l l i n g s t i c k . T h e s i s t a n c e f r o m t h e pit to t h e 
p o i n t w h e r e t h e s t u m p n o w f a l l s , is m e a s u r e d b y t h e p l a y e r 
w i t h h is p r o p e l l i n g s t i c k . If h e m i s s e s to s t r i k e t h e s t u m p , 
a n d it h a p p e n s to fa l l c l o s e t o t h e p l a y i n g h o l e to a l e s s s e r 

l e n g t h t h a n t h a t of t h e s t i ck , t h e p l a y e r g e t s o u t . S c o r e s a r e 
m a i n t a i n e d in t e r m s o f t h e s t ick l e n g t h , a n d s c o r e s of e a c h 
s i d e t o t a l l e d . T h e w i n n i n g s i d e f e e l s h u m i l i a t e d a n d p a y s 
t h e p e n a l t y of t h e g a m e . T h e l e a d e r of t h e w i n n i n g t e a m 
hiits t h e s t u m p w i t h m i g h t a n d m a i n , a n d f r o m w h e r e it f a l l s , 
h e r e p e a t s t h e p r o c e s s t w i c e a g a i n . O n e o f t h e b o y s o n t h e 
l o s i n g s i d e h a s g o t t o r u n b a c k f r o m t h e p o i n t t h e s t u m p 
fa l ls last , to t h e s t a r t i n g h o l e , h o l d i n g h is b r e a t h a n d s h o u t 
ing " g u d u , g u d u " . If h e s u c c e e d s in th is di f f icul t t a s k , t h e 
g a m e e n d s . If h o w e v e r a s o f t e n h a p p e n s , h e b r e a k s d o w n 
in h is p r o g r e s s a n d t a k e s b r e a t h , t h e w i n n e r h i ts f o r w a r d 
t h e s t u m p a g a i n , a n d t h e l o s e r h a s to r e p e a t t h e p r o c e s s of 
r u n n i n g b a c k al l o v e r t h e c o u r s e a g a i n . 

A v e r y p o p u l a r s p o r t , it h a s a w i d e d i s t r i b u t i o n in 
C e y l o n a n d S o u t h I n d i a . . In c e r t a i n p l a c e s , a s K e r a l a , t h e 
s h o r t s t u m p is s h a r p l y t a p e r e d off o n e i t h e r s i d e . N o h o l e is 
d u g - it is j u s t p l a c e d o n t h e f la t g u o u n d . T h e p l a y e r w i t h 
t h e s t r i k e r s t r i k e s a t o n e e n d , w h i c h s e n d s t h e s t u m p u p in 
t h e air, a n d t a k i n g c o r r e c t a i m b e f o r e it f a l l s , h e s t r i k e s h a r d 
a t it, s e n d i n g it f a r a f i e l d . 

A c o m m o n g a m e is t h e v a l a - k a j u . B o y s a s s e m b l e 
w i t h a h a n d f u l o f c a s h e w n u t s ( w o h l e n u t s ) . O n e of t h e 
b o y s t a k i n g h is s t a n d a b o u t t e n f e e t in f r o n t of a s m a l l c a v 
ity o n t h e g r o u n d , t o s s e s t h e n u t s in to it. A n u m b e r of t h e 
n u t s lie s c a t t e r e d a b o u t t h e s i d e s of t h e h o l e a n d e a c h of 
t h e b o y s a i m a t t h e s e w i t h a p e b b l e s o a s t o hit e a c h w i t h 
jus t su f f i c ien t i m p l u s e to m o v e t h e m a n d m a k e t h e m s l i d e 
into t h e h o l e . T h e g a m e c o n s i s t s in p i t t ing a s m a n y of t h e 
c a s h e w s a s p o s s i b l e . 

Y e t a n o t h e r p o p u l a r p l a y in Tattu Paninava or Tattu 
Keliya. A l a r g e o p e n g r o u n d is t h e f i rst r e q u i s i t e for th is 
g a m e , p l a y e d b y a l a r g e n u m b e r of b o y s . A r e c t a n g u l a r 

c o u r t a b o u t 4 0 ft. b y 2 0 is d r a w n o n t h e g r o u n d in o u t l i n e b y 
m i e a n s of a p o i n t e d s t ick . D o w n t h e m i d d l e is d r a w n a l o n 
g i t u d i n a l l ine . T h r e e m o r e t r a n s v e r s e l i nes a r e n o w d r a w n , 
w h i c h d i v i d e s t h e w h o l e c o u r t in to e i g h t s q u a r e s . A t e a c h 
of t h e p o i n t s of t h e c e n t r a l l ine , a b o y is s t a t i o n e d a n d a 
l e a d e r p a t r o l s o v e r t h e e n t i r e l e n g t h of t h e c e n t r a l l ine . T h e 
o t h e r b o y s , l in ing t h e m s e l v e s in f r o n t of t h e f r o n t l ine , t ry to 
d o d g e t h e b o y w h o g u a r d s t h i s l ine , a n d c r o s s o v e r into t h e 
n e x t s e t of s q u a r e s . If t h e p a t r o l t o u c h e s h i m or s t r i k e s h i m 
t h e la t te r is o u t . T h e p r o c e s s g o e s o n , unt i l t h e b o y s a r e 
e i t h e r o u t o r s u c c e e d in r e a c h i n g t h e o p p o s i t e s i d e of t h e 
c o u r t . T h e r e h e p i c k s a little e a r t h , t e r m e d " u p p u " or sa l t 
a n d h e g o e s t h r o u g h t h e s a m e p r o c e s s in his p r o g r e s s 
b a c k to t h e p l a c e h e s t a r t e d . A p l a y e r t h u s r e a c h i n g t h e 
o p p o s i t e s i d e s u c c e s s f u l l y , w i t h o u t b e i n g hit b y t h e par to l l ing 
b o y s o r t h e c e n t r e p a t r o l , g a i n s a p o i n t a n d h e b e c o m e s 
" u p p u " . O n e s e t of b o y s d e f e n d s t h e a p p r o a c h e s to t h e 
s q u a r e s , w h i l e t h e o t h e r s e t e n g a g e s in q u e s t of t h e sa l t , 
a n d v i c e v e r s a . A v e r y v i g o r o u s g a m e , it is l a r g e l y in f a v o u r 
a m o n g b o y s a l l o v e r S o u t h I n d i a a n d C e y l o n . T h e n a m e 
" u p p u " in T a m i l h a s g i v e n it t h e a l t e r n a t i v e n a m e of " L u n u 
P a n i n a v e " in S i n h a l e s e . 

( R e p r o d u c e d f r o m W i s t a s o f M a h a w e l i , O c t o b e r i s s u e of 
1 9 8 9 ) 


