Chapter 3

Insights from the Field 

The first visit to the village of Semmannarai gave us some insights into the agricultural practices of the tribal communities under study.    One could see the slopes teeming with millets and also scarecrows and plastic bags to scare the abundant bird population. This was the agricultural season and the common sight is the millet fields and the small makeshift huts built near them. Some times only the men stay back in these huts, sometimes both spouses stay back and many a time in the evenings – we could see a small get together of all the family members – not leaving the dogs out. The land needs to be guarded always – from small to bigger predators. The birds and the monkeys invade the fields in the mornings and pigs, bisons and even elephants in the nights. Despite vigil, many a time the animals seem to eat up quite a  big share from the fields.  

This year the cultivation activity has gone a bit erratic. The tribals did not stick to the usual Chithirai- sowing and Aadi – harvesting pattern, as the rains were scarce and erratic.  Any time it rained, people sowed the seeds and sowed it a second time if found necessary.  So we saw different fields with different growth of plants, some with seeds just sown, some where the plants  have started maturing and some, which are ready to be harvested. 

A look into the fields shows a jumble of too many crops.  A first time visitor is confused. Mustards gives a yellow shade to the fields and Amaranthus stands in bright pink. Growing alongside is raggi. Tenai and Samai are sown, in mixture. The logic is that it reduces weeds. When Tenai is ready for harvest, Samai is only maturing.  But Raggi and Tenai are planted  at a safe distance since both mature in three months. Maccacholam is grown somewhere in this, which also gets ready in 3 months. Avarai needs support and is planted by the side of  any rock or stump etc.  Pusini stretches itself to the fullest. These are the favorites. Some are also experimenting with Beans, Onions, Garlic, Sunflower etc. 

Both men and women were seen to be doing the work jointly. We stopped at a field    where all three adult members of the family were working side by side- with apparently no gender difference. All of them were busy clearing the land. It had rained the previous day and it was right time to clear the land. Children were playing somewhere around. The land is cleared using a spade. The mud is loosened and all the pothir  (the plants, which are uprooted while clearing the land) is allowed to dry. This is later on burnt and mixed into the soil. The land is now ready for sowing and seeds are broadcasted. Macca Cholam and Avarai will have to be planted individually.  A knife or sickle is used for harvesting Raggi and Samai. Tenai can be simply plucked with hand and all these are stored away in plastic sacks.  Not many use the old mud pots and the bamboo baskets at present.  

Maccacholam is eaten as cob itself and Raggi, Tenai, and  Samai are made into either rice or flour. 

Discussion with the villagers

Talks with villagers bring out the story of their millets cultivation and food security.  We held discussions with Mahalingam, the medicine man of the Thalamukh.  A man now in his fifties, he gave us an idea about their past cultivation practices.

The plantations were always there as far as Mahalingam, can remember. Yet in those days people did find time for their own cultivation as well. He cannot remember shifting cultivation being done at any time. However within their allotted land cultivation was changed from one bit of plot to another bit after lapse of some time. Raju,  well known for his honey collecting expertise, has a different story to tell. He recalls a practice similar to shifting cultivation during his childhood when they would cultivate in one place and move on to other villages where probably they would have some relatives. They would stay there for some years and do cultivation. In these places they used to plant trees, which would serve as a mark of their having resided there.  He observes that such staying away from their own village could be done because the houses then were thatched and needed no maintenance. Going by this reasoning, the tendency for shifting would have come down with their houses getting tiled roofs, creating a so far absent insecurity. 

Mahalingam says that more acres used to be cultivated and yields were ample.  This, he observes, is due to adequate rains and lesser invasion of the predators.  People used to do joint cultivation as well. Around five families or more would join together and cultivate. The harvest would be in larger quantities and the grains were de- husked using cattle.  (like the oil press).The grains would then be stored in bamboo baskets and mud pots. Raggi, he says can be stored even up to 100 years. This used to be kept in special pots made for storage called  thombai  and  kept inside the earth, covered by soil. Thombai is a mud pot made out of a mix of the clay taken from anthills and kuppai (a crop residue).  Only Macca Cholam could not be stored in bamboo baskets.

Mahalingam cannot recall any instance of barter exchange though there is a notion that such a system prevailed among the tribal communities It is possible that with the advent of labor in plantations and money wages, barter has lost its importance. Giving the relatives a share of the grains produced was a practice, which has not come down, even to this day.  A lot of people told us about this habit of giving a share to their relatives. 

On asking if there was a provision in the community to provide for the needy, Mahalingam recalls that a  “koga” (bamboo basket) holding 6 padi   of grains was usually given to the vulnerable sections of the community.  This sense of equity, we can see in the saying “ karakkana veettil ponnal paal kodupparkal , vilachavan kattil ponnal dhanyam kodupparklal” , which means any house with milking cows would give milk and any house with cultivation would give grains”. The principle of sharing seems to have been holistic, which is reflected in their saying that “ kattumriganglakkoru panghu, nammalkoru panku , swanthakkarkoru panku” meaning the wild animals should be given a share, the cultivators get a share and a third share is given to the relatives. That cultivation was generally for self consumption and not for  sale comes out from the saying that “ kashu vangiyal vilachil varathu”, meaning if you take money, then the harvest may not be forthcoming abundantly.

The villagers feel that their indigenous food is more ‘healthy’ than those purchased from the market.  It is interesting to note that the superiority of their crops is not mentioned in terms of their nutrition, but in terms of they being grown organically. Many repeated the statement that the crops infested with chemicals and pesticides are not good for health.  They reminisce that in the earlier times when the millet consumption was prominent, people used to live longer, despite not having hospitals. Thalaivar Mari adds that at present people are more prone to diseases. 

Even though millet cultivation was prominent in those days, their  notion of food security is associated with rice consumption. On enquiring about food security different people have given different versions of a food deficit period. Even the time periods mentioned vary slightly and hence we are able to give only a rough estimate about the period which they are talking about. The food deficit happened sometime in 1965 and 1975. Some people describe this period as the time when Maccacholam , instead of rice was distributed through the ration system. The quality was also very poor. Some others describe this as a period when they had to rely on yams, creepers, tubers etc.  from the forest.  According to Mahalingam this was a period when there was money but the shops did not sell rice. 

The millets cultivation got abandoned  in the eighties when government issued loans for tea – cultivation through UPASI. Around Rs. 40,000 was given to one family. The offer seemed too tempting. Besides, tea was a remunerative business those days.  The villagers became owners of small plots where tea was cultivated. Now they had two occupations-their work in the plantations and work in their own tea- plots to manage. Millets cultivation got lost somewhere in this tight schedule. The constant attack from animals and lack of rains are some other reasons mentioned for this disappearance. That shops under the   Public Distribution System became more accessible also contributed to the decline of millets. From Kunjapanai the PDS shops  shifted to Kengerai.

There are different versions about the millets still being a part of their diet. Thalaivar Mari says that the millets had disappeared completely from their diet where as some like Mariamma says that even though they had stopped cultivation of the millets they could still get it from those pockets where the activity was still continued. Arakkod was one such place where cultivation still remained.  

This chapter described the various insights derived from the discussions held with the tribals. This is supplemented by a survey conducted among them, the findings of which are presented in the next chapter.  
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