PL 1

A fish (Ple Bik) caught in the viver Mo Khong near Vieng Chandr
in B.E. 2472,  The fish ig lying on its side. The man standing by
the head is Phra Pradum, the Commissioner of Nong Khai, who attendoed
the preliminary ceremonies and saw the fish caught,
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AN ACCOUNT OF THE CEREMONIES AND RITES PERFORMED WHEN
CATCHING THE PLA BUK (dﬂ]ﬁﬂ) A SPECIES OF CATFISH
lNHAB!TINlG THE WATERS OF THE RIVER ME KHONG
(N 73 THE NORTHERN AND EASTERN
FRONTIER OF SIAM

by
F, H. GiLes.

Introduction.

The rites and observances recorded in this paper must be of great
antiquity. They are purely animistic and lack all Brahmin and
Buddhist influence. There iy only one place where Vishnu is re-
ferred to, and in the Siamese text the word Phya Thorn (wens) is
used which may mean simply the Spirits having power to move
in the air. The people’ of the. present generation believe this word
to refér to Vishrw - Brahminism would seein to liave extended
ibs fnflaence to this region some 2000 years back, but probably did
not affect the everyday life of the people.  This lack of Brahminieal
influence leads me to suppose that the ceromonial and observance:
used in connection with the catehing of the Pla Blik must go back
several thousand yesvs,

The beliel amongst the people that the Spirits who have to be pro-
pitiated and whose favour must be obtained are Kah ("lﬁ) and that
Seng is’ an incarnation of a Kah Spirit is further evidence of the
great antiquity of this festival. The rites and observances connected
with the driving of elephants and the hunting of the wild ox, accounts
of which I have published in the JSS, vol. xxu1, part 2 and vol.
xxvir, part 1, are redolent with Brahminical and Buddhist in-
fluences. The territory in which elephant and wild ox are hunted
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is no great distance from the Golden Basin, where the Pla Bitk ave
caught, in fact all these three acts are performed in the region known
as the Korat platean (Tﬂ;ﬂ’tl) which is bounded by the river Me
Khong.

Attention is drawn to the belief of the people that the Chief Spirit
of the waters has found his home in the bodies of the ancestors of
Seng (UAY) from the earliest days to the present time. The Spirit is
now living as Ta Seng (mUa?) a local official of the district of Hawm
(¥B1) ; in fact, Ta Seng is an incarnation of the ancient Kah Spirit.
It is probable that the Kah people occupied this territory in early
times, but were dislodged by the irruption into the Valley of the Me
Khong of the Lao, which certainly commenced 2000 years ago. Many
Kah tribes still live in the viciniby of the Me Khong. They were an
important race at one time and were probably the ancestors of the
present day Khmer (1au5) and Mon (uaey).

At the present timo a good deal of freedom and licence is allowed
to the people who gather together for the purpose of catching these
fish, The custom of using abusive language, which forms a part of
the ceremonial, leads me to suppose that in ancient times much
greater licence was observed, in fact, the festival probably approx-
imated somewhat to the ceremonial of the Bacchanalian orgies.
Amongst some of the people of this region great sexual freedom is
allowed after the harvesting of the crop. Tt will be noticed that the
theme of abuse is one relating entirely to sexual matters,

The Lake of Tali mentioned by Dr. Smith is situated in Western
Yunnan. The ancient capital of the Thai and Lao people, known as
Nanchao, is situated on the banks of this lake. The Thai and Lao,
or perhaps I had better say the Siamese, know this lake as Nawng
Se (unia.) Dr. Credner has published in the JSS, vol. xxvi,
part 1, an interesting account of his exploration of this lake and the
ancient capital of Nanchao.

1sb April, 1935.
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1. Lying hetween Vieng Chandr (fﬁmw“im:f ) on the left bank, and
Amphur Ta Baw (M11g) in the provinee of Nong Khai (RURIAY) on
the right bank of the river Me Khong (uéﬁms), is found a deep pool
in which the Pla Biik (Uaifin), a species of Catfish congregrate.
This pool is close to the village of Sein Pa (Wwen) on the Siamese
hank, and in front of the village of Ang Ta Seng (a'wmmm) on the
French bank. This pool has been honoured with the name of Ang
Tong Nong Chao (ﬁhmmmumm"ﬁ) which means the Golden Basin,
the Lovd’s lnke. It is surrounded by rocly hills, thoge on the right
banlk called Pan (W) and on the left bank Punang (W‘Lﬁ), the wall.
During the months of July to September navigation is quite impossi-
ble as the pool itself becomes a dangerous whirlpool. The water
channel is on the right side of the river. In the third month,
February—Marvch, the water in the pool is quieb and has a depth of
sixty motres.

Having briefly sketehed the topography of the pool, I propose to
give a short description of the fish itself. A note written by the
renowned ichthyologist, Dr. Hugh McCormick Swmith, is appended
to this paper. The Pla Bliik is in appearance like the Pla Te
Po (lewﬁw) with two differences namely, that the Pla Btk has not
the black spot on the ears and js devoid of teeth. This fish is of a
light grey colour on the buck, and white on the belly. It hag no
seales; ibs heart is very small, heing only two inches in size, and is
situated near the throat. The fish i casily killed, a thrust with a
pointed picee of wood on the head causing death, These fish abtain
to a length of slightly over 3 metres with a givth of 2 metres. The
male is long and thin, and the female iy of stouter build with a large
abdomen, The Pla Bitk are in roe, according to local tradition, in
the first and second months, January and February, but I have seen
one caught at Chiengsen (1usuau) late in July in roe, and bought its
eggs. The roe is contained in two bags or cauly; the eggs are quite
small. Tradition has it that the fish in the Golden Basin are those
which lived there permanecntly whose numbers are augmented by
migration from downstream in the sixth month, May—June, and
that their habitat is in the great Lake in Cambodia,



94 I, H. GILEs [VOL XXVUIL

Pla Biik ave found in all parts of the river Me Khong and I have

\ ¥ " 1 .
scen them at the mouths of the Nam Mul (Wiya) near Suwanwarl

(qosmmﬁ) in the Province of Uhol (aua), and also at Chiengsen,
considerable distance above Luang Prabang (waiwiruis).  They have
also been caught in the Nam Kok (uﬁﬁﬂ) near Chiengsen. The
places known to be the habitat of the Pla Bitk are as follows,
starting from Kemarat (wumg) and going up the river.

(a) These fish are abundant in the great pools of the rapids of
Kemarab (Lipi) (mmm;;). 1t ds said that some of these pools have
a depth of 600 metres. The water is so turbulent that the fish can-
not be caught ;

(b) They are found and caught without cercmony in the sixth
month at Don Tamngern (malmaiﬁu) in the Amphur of Mukda-
han (ynmwn) in the province of Nakon Panom (URinuw);

(¢) Near the village of Nong Kung (MUEI\TI‘:IE) which lies opposite
the mouth of the river Namngtim ('LfWSJ) in the amphur of Phou
Pisai (Twuﬂﬂ,ﬂﬂ) provinee of Nakon Panom (upiwun).  The fish are
caught here in the third month without ceremony, the enteh heing
about three fish;

(d) Near the rapids of Ah Hong (uﬂlxmm) in the amphur of
Chaiburi (VL‘HWT'?), province of Nong Khai (wuase)).  There is no
ceremnony. The hawl is about three’ ‘

(e) Neflmr the village of Ban Tad Serm (iﬁummzﬁu) An’lplmr Ta-
baw (‘VhTJE]), provinee of Nong Khai, some 12 miles above the funous
Golden Basin, is found a small pool called Ang Noi (T’J"Im%ﬂﬂ). The
watber in this pool is deep and the pool is surrounded by rocky hills
which project into the main waterway of the viver, The Pla Bilk
are said to make this pool a homo and their numbers are replenished
by fish going upstream. About twenty seine hoabs are (:nn‘pl()vml in
this ﬁ.shery. The catching follows the great ceremonial ﬁg]]‘]:“q n
the Golden Basin, and is carried out by the people themselves with-
out ceremony. The cateh is about 8IX ; '

(f) Near the village of Ban Nong (ifumuas) is o lake called
Nong Chieng San (T/ﬁumﬁﬂmﬂ"ﬂ) in Siamese territory which is form-

ed by the waters of the Me Khong lezwing the mam channel. This
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lake is about 40 miles helow Chieng Khan (r’ﬁmmu) and opposite
the village of Kok Hai (r i1 L&) in the provinee of Vieng Chandr, The
Spirit of this lake must be propitiated with right and proper ceremon v
before the people can commence fishing ;

(g) At the village of Ta Ban Wang (‘Vﬁi’j'mﬁ), province of Vieng
Chandr (ﬁﬂmﬁmf), near Kok Pai (ﬂﬂw[.e\ll) i tambol Hat Kam (fisa
wnd), Amphur Chieng Kan (iusam) ;

(h) At Don Khai (@muﬂfﬂ) about a mile above Chieng Kan is found
a pool where the fish are eaught in the sixth month when ascending
the river, without any ceremony;

(i) The fish are caught in Luang Prabang (MRIWIELN) terribory
when ascending the viver in roe, in the sixth month, in the samne
manner ag at Chieng Sen.

2. Hach year at the season of the falling of the waters, the people
living in the vieinity of the Golden Basin, the home of the Pla Biik,
join together for the purpose of catching these fish.  The observances
rites and ceremonies in connection with this eatching, commence on
the 8th waxing of the 8rd month, and continue till the 12th waxing.
The netting of these fish is carried out from dawn to mid-day every-
day, from the 12th to the 15th waxing of the moon.  When the left
hank of the river Me Khong was under the jurisdiction of Siam, the
Chief Spirit of the Waters and the Chicf Spirit of the Locality weve
invoked by those in authoriby to assist at this important {unetion.
Sinee the left bank was handed over to France the Lao Chief of
Vieng Chandr has presided over the ceremony. The ceremonies
conneeted with the taking of these fish are ancient and have been
performed from time inmemorial, and earvried out once a year,

3. There are several important Spivit Chiefs who have the duty of
guarding over that portion of the river Me Khong in the vieinity of
the Golden Basin in the Spirit Lake, who must be propitiated by
offerings of food and drink in order to obtain their help and favour,
before the catching of the fish can take place, There are four im-
portant Spirit shrines, the Spirit inhabiting which, must be propi-
tiated. These shrines are situated in the following districts :—

The Spivit of Siri Mangala has hig shrine at Vieng Chandr,

The Spirit known as the Golden Swan (@if1) has his shrine in the
province of Vieng Chandr, at the village Kau Leo Ta Seng (m"izﬁm
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s, in the tambol of Si Kai (fla). This village Kau Leo Ta
Seng is opposite Ban Mor (tfumdd) or Don Ching Chu (ﬂ@ﬂ"ﬁi‘j‘),
tambol Sri Chiengmai, in Ampur Tabaw (thla), on the right bank.

The Spirit Chao Dan (mq‘]ﬁn.l), he of the Guard House, has hig
shrine in the province of Vieng Chandr, at the village of Hin Siu
(ﬁué’i‘?n, Tambo! Si Kai on the left bank, This village lies opposite
the village of Kok Sork (Tﬂﬂ"imﬂ), Tambol Sri Chiengmai, Amphur
Tabaw (VIH?_‘I'E]), on the right bank.

The Spirit of the Golden Basin in the Spirit Lake has his altar
or shrine at the pool itself.

On the morning of the 8th waxing of the moon, in the 3rd month,
the people who intend to go to the Golden Basin to cateh the Pla Bik
must first go to the village of Hawm (#b1), about 12 miles helow
the town of Vieng Chandr. This is done because the chief of the
village, o man named Ta Seng (muad) is the present day embodiment
or incarnation of the Chief Spirit of the Waters. This Spirit, a
Kah (“Ih), has found a carnate home for centuries past in the bodies
of the ancestors of Seng. He calls up all the Spirits from the lower
reaches of the river, and when they have come, the people prepare a
feast, at which the Spirits are fed. After this feast they are all
invited to accompany the fishing party to the Golden Basin, in ovder
that they may protect the fishers from all dangers and give them a
good catch. The offerings consist of one loin cloth for a male Spirit
and a sin (‘%u) or skirt for a female, five portions of hetel nut and
leaves prepared for eating, twelve leaf cups of flowers, a pair of brace-
lets, and & pair of earplugs or rings, one or two fowls, a dish of
sweetmeats. The party, after the feast, moves up the river to Ban
Suan Mon (fiuamuau), the pleasure garden of Ta Seng, in the
tambol of Hawm, about three miles below Vieng Chandr, opposite
Hua Sai (Winnw), Amphur Tabaw (‘Vﬁﬂm) on the Siamese bank.
The boats form a procession and move up the river stopping ab
Tana (v:w1) and Pak Sai (ﬂwnlw) to feed the, Spirits and then go on
to Ban Suan Mon, where another feast is prepared for these Spirits.
The party spends the night there.

On the morning of the 9th waxing of the month the hoats move

up to Kok Kham (Tﬂﬂﬁ?) and Chao Had Sai Mul (mﬁvsmwﬂwm)

g e
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opposite Ban Pan Prao (tFuwmwif). At each of these places the
guardian Spirits are propitiated and the procession then goes to the
town of Vieng Chandr. On arrival at the landing, the party proceeds
to the Shrine of Siri Mangala (A74iRA), the Spirit of Blessed Hap-
piness, where, after making respectful obeisance, and giving homage,
offerings are presented. The party passes the night here. The
ghrine is gsituated at the mouth of Huey Cham Pa Sakdi (ﬁ’gm“qﬁ
ﬂvﬂ%). Siri Mangala is a very powerful Spirit and he ig invited
to enter the fleshy form of a female medium known as Nang
Thiem (Wnfius).  This medium is dressed in a red skirt, a red coat,
and a red turban, and makes offerings of candles, incense tapers,
spirits and sweetmeats, inviting the Spirit to enter within her.
Musicians play on reed pipes the tune of the song Sudsanen (FPAUUY)
inviting the spirit to enter the medium. Nang Thiem lights the
candle and places herself in a sitting posture holding in her hand a
bowl with candles and incense tapers, motionless. When the candle
becomes dim, and the flame flickers, it i3 evidence that the Spirit
Siri Mangala hag entered his fleshly home. When Nang Thiem
begins to tremble, she places the howl on the ground, vises and
dances. In addition to the medium there is a second person, the
familiar of the Spfirit who looks after him and supplies his wants,
known as the Cham (”ﬂ?ﬁ). Thig person asks Siri Mangala, when in
possession of the medium, to grant favour to the party, fishing
in the Golden Basin, and enquires whether the eatch will be a good
one thig year. Nang Thiem replies that the cateh will be fair, and
more abundant than last year, but that a right and proper feast
according to ancient custom must be prepared for the Spirits, The
quesgtioner asks what are the requirements of ancient custom. The
medium replies that the food prepared shall not be contaminated
by any person putting in bits of meat or fish, or by any one
smelling the food or partaking thereof before the Spirit Hong
Kam (mf1) or Golden Swan has been fed. After this the cooks
and the givers of the feast may eat. The possessor of the Spirit
then calls on Siri Mangala to leave the body of the wedium
and invites him to accompany the fishing party to the Golden Basin,
Nang Thiem, the medium is paid sixteen atts (a quarter of a tical) a



98 ' . H. Guves [VOL. XXVIlL

flowered loincloth, two green coconuts, one bunch of bananas, nine
couples of candles and incense tapers, for her services, ‘

4. At day-break on the 10th waxing of the month, the hoats leave
Vieng Chandr in procession and go up the river towards the Golden
Basin. On the way up-stream it is necessary to stop and propitinte
by making offerings to the Spirit Yaya (#1¢71), Mother of the Spirvit
of Hat Mul (mngia), Tambol Si Kai (Z?TVLW) ab Norvth Tana, and also

at Huey Vichaya (Mqﬁﬂsivlfﬁﬂ). On arvival at Kao Leo (u‘ﬁxif\z‘;m) the
nine bends, offerings are made to the Spirit of the Golden Swan.
These offevings, for two successive years take the form of o pig,
changed to a buffalo in the third year, and this rotation continues
without alteration. These animalg ave slanghtered at one o'clock in
the nfternoon, The head, the fore feet, and the tail together with
saudalwood flowers, candles, and incense tapers are placed on a
salver, which the familiar of this Spivit called the Cham, takes to the
Shrine and offers to the Spirit Saying :—

“We thy slaves, people of the country, come together to make offerings to
thee, Chao Pawm Tua (mqﬁﬁﬂuvﬁ) chief of all the Spivits, und respectfully
invite thee to partake of our fenst prepaved for thee.  'The time has now
arrived for us to enter on the important husiness of eatehing the fish in the
Golden Basin, and we beg thee to grant us thy protection and thy fuvour
that we may net many figh,”

Later on, additional oblations ave offered to the Spirit at this
shrine. These offerings consist of nine different kinds of food, w
dish of each is placed on & salver. These dislies consist of lah (A1),
raw meat pickled with fish sauce, toagted meat- (Lﬁ’ﬂﬁ&), a curry
(Ung), boiled tripe (ﬁium’%mlu), fried tripe, a kind of Lroth (ﬁiJ'ﬁXj‘),
toasted liver (ﬁﬁJﬁ:), a kind of prawn salad (D), spivits, o glass
or bottle. These articles are known ag the nine offerings and ave
taken by the Cham, Spirit Possessor, to the Shrine where they are
offered up, being placed on the altar. The Cham SAYH e

“ We thy slaves, people of the country, coming. together, invite thee to
partiake of the good things prepared by us.  The time has now arvived for
us to enter on the importnnt business of eatching the fish in the Golden
Basin, and we beg thee to grant us thy protection and thy favouyr, that we
may net many fish,”

During the act of presentation of the nine offerings the Nang

Thiem (medium) puts on her red dress, lights the candles and incense






The s Hsli s on b T b o



PT. 1] THE PLA BUK FISHING CEREMONY 99

tapers, and these, with sandalwood flowers, she, holding in her hands,
makes reverential obeisance before the shrine and invites the spirit
Golden Swan to enter within her. The musicians play an entran-
cing air, the tune of Sudsanen, on recd pipes. The medium sits im-
mobile with the bowl containing the candles and incense tapers in
her hands.  She soon begins to tremble and then places the bowl on
the ground, rises and dances. The Spivit, has now taken pogsession
of her.  The Cham asks the Spirit, calling him the Lord of All, what
will be the number of the cateh. The Spirit replies that if the
fishers act in a right and proper way the cateh will be numerous, but
if their behaviour falls below the proper standard the catch will be
small, that you may not return home empty handed with your
feelings bruised and hurt, The Chamn then enquires what constitutes
a vight and proper manner. The reply is: Act in accordance with the
best traditions of the ceremony. The Cham then invites the Spirit
to leave the medium and join the fishing party. The food prepared
as oblation to the Spirit is now eaten by the throng and the people
pass the night on the spot.

At dawn on the 11th waxing of the month, the boats leave the
“ Nine Bends” and proceed further wup river, stopping at Pak
Mul (r_]m,‘hm) and Huey Hawm (Mqﬁﬂ%%/ﬂﬂ) where offerings are made
to the local Spivits, When the hoat procession arvrives at this place
in the afternoon, the Cham, taking offerings of porls, duck and fowl
flesly, presents this food to the Spivit. of the Guard House (mqﬁsﬂlm),
whose shrine iy at Hin Siu (ﬁué“v‘fg), There s ‘no‘ ceremonial of in-
viting the Spirvit to enter the medimm; the Cham merely pays his
respects to the Spirvit, and informs him that the party is going to the
Golden Basin for the yearly fishing. The Spivit being in charge of
the Guard House cannot desert his duties for he musbt remain on
guard, The party camps here for the night, where gawmbling is in-
dulged in Gill the break of day. A lwrge number of people from the
surrounding distriets with their boats await the ceremonial procession
at this spot, in order to accompany the party to the Golden Basin,
which they dare not enter without the Lovd of the Waters (the Lao
Chief of Vieng Chandr) leading the way. At dawn of the 12th
waxing of the month, the Lao Chief of Vieng Chandr known as the
Lord of the Waters, who will preside over the fishing ceremony leads
the way in his state barge, followed by all the other boats to the
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Golden Basin. He stops at Kawn Sa Hua (fTusizes) and the Kut
Kawng Li (gmﬂ“'mﬁ) and makes propitiatory offerings to the resi-
dent spirits.

Trom where the boats are moored, a post of Mai Chalao (\lﬁmm)
fixed on a sand bank can be seen. The Cham or Spirit Possessor
takes some pork, duck and fowl flesh, and makes an offering of these
things without any ceremonial to the Spirit Guardian of the gate at
this post. He merely pays his vespects and informs the Spirits of
the intention to open the Golden Basin and cateh the Pla Biik. Thig
Spirit, also on guard, cannot accompany the fishing party.

5. At 2 o'clock in the afternoon the Cham or Spirit Possessor
prepares food, candles, incense tapers and sandalwood flowers for
presentation to the shrine of the Spirit of the Golden Basin. This
shrine, which is situated in a building called locally the Pam
Sai (mﬂfﬁ), is approached with great ceremonial. A procession of
boats is formed. These boats convey in state: two swords, two
water gourds, two trays with betel-nuts and leaves, nine picces of

silver (gfb), four pieces of bee’s wax (fau), two green coconuts, tywo
dishes of swectmeats, nine pairs of candles, incense tapers and
sandalwood flowers, one gong and two flutes, to this building. The
Nang Thiem dressed in red as before, beats the gong and plays on a
flute in the procession. When the shrine is reached, the Cham lights
the candles and incense tapers and, making reverential obeisance,
places them with the food on the shrine, saying :—

“ Today, thy humble slave craves permission to pry homage to thee,
Lord of this place, Chief Spirit of all, I beg thee to allow the people to
net the fish, and that their efforts be rewarded by a plentiful eateh, T, thy
slave have brought coconuts ("n]"illl), sweet bananag, betelnuts and lenves,
pork (or buffalo Aesh) and spirits as gifts for thes, If and when fish are
caught, I will present two to thee, cut off their heads and pickle them,
giving this food to thee.”

During the ceremony, the musicians play on their instruments and
the Cham continues to speak to the Spirit saying :—

“I have now brought the people and their rulers to the Golden Basin
in the Spivit Lake, and now invite the Mother and the Father of the
Basin Spirit to proceed to the shrine in the Pam Sai. When fish have

been caught, I will present thee with fish, prepared for eating with
spirituous liuors at the morning meal,”
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The ceremony of invitation having been performed the Father and
Mother of the Golden Basin Spirit are brought in procession to the
shrine accompanied by music, At the Pam Sai everything has been
prepared to receive these Spirits: mats have been spread, a dais has
been arranged on which is placed one pillow, nine coats, nine pieces
of silk, nine skirts (‘%u), nine pieces of white cloth, a bottle of spivits
with tumblers. A lamp is 1it and the place screened by curtains. A
vast concourse of people is gatheved here to receive the Spirits, and
eagerly await the arrival of the procession. These Spirits are invited
to take up their residence in the Pam Sai, the insignia appropriate
to their rank is brought in a State barge, landed and placed by the
side of the shrine where two Chams are on guard duty.

6. The actnal business of catching the fish commences at five
o’clock in the morning just before the break of day, the 13th waxing
of the month, and therefore begins at the close of the 12th waxing
and ceases at mid-day on the 15th. (A day in this part of the world
commences and cloges at dawn, not from mid-night to mid-night).
No one dare contravene the convention laying down the period
during which fish may be caught, for if they did, such a breach would
bring ill fortune in its train,

7. Tach fisherman has a boat made from the trunk of a tree
having a breath of 1 metre and a length of 10, Boats made of
wood having eyes in the grain of lucky portent, such as Ta Song
Taw (mf&iﬁ’t‘l), “speeding the pole,” Ta Sawt Nguak (smwomdian),
sthreading the gills,” Ta Wat Hua (i), “cutting off heads,” are
selected. The nets used are very strong and made of ropes about
the thickness of a thumb with meshes of 50 centimetres square,
These nets are the short kind, having a width of 6 metres and the
length of 10. The manipulating ropes are 66 metres long.  The
weights are stones, weighing ahout 6 pounds each, Three or four
ropes made of tough creepers (m‘:}aum) are also provided. The
crew of each hoat congists of two men, one for the bow and one for the
stern. *However, before these boats can be used they are subjected to
a ceremony of purification, which includes the cleansing of the hull
by fire. Homage is paid to the Goddess of the boat, the Lady
Spirit (uﬂm‘”mwﬁm) by presenting fresh flowers, and incense tapers
in leaf bowls. These offerings are fixed to the bow of the boats
which is honoured by the sign symbolical of the Holy Trinity being
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made with scented powder. (This sign, |83, which is a protective
one consists, of three dots, or in some cases more, so placed as to forn
a triangle). Offerings of food must be made to the Spivit of the
boats, and he who makes these offerings promises that they shall
consist of such articles of food as the Spirit delights in, They are
fowls, eggs, fish paste, frogs and sweetmeats. The Spivit of the hoat
signifies what she would like to eat by making the vope which ties
up the boat vibrate. Some of the seine boats ave purvified by the
owner, seizing a live fowl by the legs and using this as u hrush,
striking the boat from stern to how till the bird is dead,

The people believe that the seine boats and the seine nets arve
endowed with life, in fact ave spirits, are living things, and it is for
this reason that these hoats ave purified, and the boats, nets, ropes
and stone weights are perfumed with scent. The stone weights are
then attached to the nets which are now ready for use. An incanta-
tion is used when this is being done. This incantation is 1

DNHNY, AAAT WHEY QN7 AN
Which means:

“Om, let all things of all kinds love ug, he attached firml v ag with
cement, hound tightly to us, attracted by that power to eause to love,
inherent in us, possessed by maidens all,”

The ceremony of purification is performed in the following manner
and these incantations are nsed :—

O N VR
N wnw]wmw] m@num@mqmmq ﬂﬂ“jl’l?J"lfJ m@mmumn"lm

ST ARz nnaﬁ;sﬁﬁmmmquﬂmn nanuuna NN Tz W
‘luuﬂuwmyn Nan Lﬂ@ﬂﬂNuLﬂ@ﬂnWL 81kib) mmuuumumvlu rm;
atan ldunas ﬂuﬁuu‘lu@mmmﬁm wmnummﬂzﬁmmmn i
upuln m’lmwmmidﬂmmq Pwrdanonin el
nj‘mw:g'm i lnn dinoeg dariainlunenn dromy

A A ¥ ]
Wdeaamianulnmdomn oy dovesnm,

“ Om, earth, emth paddle, paddle.  This my boat is named Ku Khua
Lam Khao (WII'JZWUWJ) (white boat stern and bow). My hoat is long.
A virgin can lie in it as though lying on one’s lap. Its stern points back to

e — e 3y et e
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the West.  Its bow points to the East.  Tts flowers have power like unto
the Lovd of Fire, Its lenves have power like unto the Lord of Nagas., Its
havle has power like unto the Lovd Vishnu, supporter of the earvth. Fell thie

tree and lauy it on the ground to dry. Its hull is wide like unto the leaves
of the tree “Sam Tum Si Taw (N?N@QEJZ%{E). The father of the tree is
confined in a teap with ivon teeth, preventing exit. When he twrns or
moves about and touches the noose, & sound like thunder in the sixth
month is given forth. This sound travels to Burma and is heard on the
hanks of the Mekhong. This sound excites to love young men and maidens,
This sound excites old spinsters.  Om, bring happiness to all,
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This translated into English means :—
“The lenther rowlock is torn. I repair it and brush aside (the evil Spi-
vit),  The leather rowlock is torn inside the ring, I will repair and hrush
aside (the evil Spivit). T will brush aside (the evil Spivit ), ennsing it to
rush forth like unto gpewr thrown by hand, the sound reaching the ends of
gpace.  The sound feavelling far, will vetun to whence it came.  Om, let
harrnony veign supreme.” ‘
The incantation recorded below is sometimes used in place of the

above.
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«Qm, word of God, I'vees great in givth and stature. Dead, slain by
steangling creepers united as one. I vestore, I brush aside (the evil spirit).
Dead, by hand of woman striking on the tree. I restore, I brush aside (the
evil spivit ).  Dend, by act of Spirit using black creeper roots. I restore,
I brush aside (the evil Spivit).  Dead, by fear of spears raised to strike.
I vestore, 1 brush aside (the evil Spivit). Dead by act of Spirit giving
poison of a deadly plant. I restore, I brush aside (the evil Spirit). Dead,
by act of Spivit using roots of plants, black and bruised whose leaves are
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striped. I restore, L brush aside (the evil Spirit). Dead, hy act of spilzit

cutting with sword, T restore, I brush aside (the evil Spirit). I slice in

bits the Spirit's head. Om, let harmony reign supreme.”(l)

The jncantation used when perfuming the boabs, nets, ropes, and
weights is as follows :—

o o
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“0m, word of God. O, scented bulb of creeper black, perfuming all
lands and sky. O, fields and plougbs, the rainy season has passed away.
The time has come for thee to stop thy work. Ten highland rice fields
and ten lowland fields shall run to me. By virtue of my magic they can-
not remain where they are, but crying, will run to me. Ten bulbs of the
scented creeper will come and enter on the place and another nine will
also come and join with them. O, please come, assemble on this land.
Partake of the feast prepared. The Lord the Chief sball ent from the
greater tray. Om, let harmony reign supreme.”

When this incantation is being pronounced, the Master of Ceremo-
nies shall pick up the net by holding the four corners in his hands,
that is the two weighted and the two unweighted corners, and when
doing so must suppress his breath. When the boats and nets have

@ 1n vol, xxv, part 2 of the JSS, I published a paper dealing with the
Rites and Ceremonies observed at Elepbant driving operations in the sen-
board province of Lang Suan, Southern Siam. In phase 111 of this paper, 1
described the rites which have to be performed when cutting timhber to be
used for the erection of the kraal. The incantations quoted above all veter to
the cubting of timber for making boats. The Spivits inhabiting the trees must
be evicted to prevent their doing any evil after the boat has been built. 1t
will e observed that the chief of all the Spirits, the father of the trees must
be confined and for this purpose he is placed in a fishing trap. 'This simile is
used because the boats are employed in the important business of eatching
the Pla Bitk, The leather rowlock have been also to be purified. "~ I'he evil
Spirit living within the same must be brushed aside, for if they were allow-
ed to remain the rowlocks would break and evil fall on the fishermen. Evil
Spirits are responsible for killing the trees required for making the boats.
They must be brushed aside that the trees may come to life agnin. The
people who engage in the pursuit of fishing in the Golden Basin have the

pelief that the boats they use are endowed with life, hence these death deal-
ing Spirits must be removed.
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been purified and perfumed, they should not be used for any purpose
whatsoever, until the time fixed for catching the fish has arrived,
when they should be brought out and used forthwith.

As some fish may break away from the Golden Basin and try to
escape, parties of fishermen assemble at Ban Sam Pan Na (Uqﬁumw
Whu1) near the Si No Hat (?TTWTW) rapids in Vieng Chandr territo-
vy, where a sand bank juts out from the left bank of the river. Other

parties assemble at Hard Mul (#n3ia) opposite Huey Hawm (Hk

#aw) on the left bank, lying hetween Ban Kok Sok (u"ﬁuiﬂwmn) and
Ban Ta Phra Badh (‘v'nm:um) in the commune of Sri Chiengmai
(ﬂ?x‘%ﬂﬂmﬁ), Amphur Ta Baw (‘v'nt'mj). Ban Sam Pan Na is above
and Hat Mul is below the Golden Basin, The fishermen use long
nets made by joining seven of the ordinary nets together, producing
a net 35 metres long, and the weights weigh between five and six
pounds. The incantations used for the short nets are used for the
long also.

8. Before the boats ave brought out to commence the operations
of catching the fish, some of the fishermen pronounce this incanta-
tion, but this is not done by all.
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“This day, this night is good, pregnant with good fortune. We beg
thee to give us in abundance, O, Lord of the waters, Lord of the Landing
and Lord of the Porests, Lord of the city and all Spivits great and small,
The cocks are crowing in the forvest before dawn. Please come to our feast
prepared as an offering to ye all.  To-day, we thy humble slaves pray thatb
we may, be favoured with good fortune, and in return for thy kindness will
give to ye the head and tail of a fish. 0, Guardians of the frontiers and
of the countryside, grant us thy favowr on this day.”

At five o’clock on the morning of the 12th waxing of the month,
each boat is brought out and paddled into the Golden Basin, going
towards its upper reaches. In each boat are two men each one
holding the upper corners of the net which is lowered into the water.
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The hoats then float downstream. The Lord of the Waters (Chief
of Viengehandr), supplies each boab with a jar of spivits. While
the boats ave movmg, this mcantutlon is chanted.
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“0Om, word of God. Rarth, earth, paddle, paddle. Swent from my
body flows. I undo, I brush aside (the evil Spirit). The stern points
towards the East, the bow towards the West, I puy it honoui that it may

- fruitful be. Thou wt long lived, like the women of the serpent, N(w{u
Tace. "I will not let thee longer here vemain, O, thy thlgah is white. I
thrust my penis in to the depth in search of thee.  Thy eye is large, , I
will fold and wrap thee in a net and bring thee to the surface in my nrms,
When thou art called, please come up. This reverend teacher comes
from the country of Lanam (Mi\ﬁutt). He hus barred the way to the exit
of the fish and sending forth his voice shouting loud, drives them to the
barriers, The people of the comntryside, on hearing the sound shall Jose
all mornl sense and self control, Let those (fish) who pass at the how of
the boat die, let those who turn at the stern sustain injury to the eyc,
Let them come by the 110ht way to the middle of the bO(Lt Om,
let harmony reign supreme.’ .

0, Cliff, friend standing o'er there, come brother, from Ta Toni.(l)
Oun, let haymony reign suprems.”

W This place Ta Tom is situated in the district of Sieng (L’%m) a
province of the Lao country. I am inclined to think that this place Ta Tom
is the important town of Ta Ting or Ta Tung in the province of Kywei-Chow.
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“ Now we beg that the catch may abundant be, O, Spirit of the Waters
and the great Sandbank. We beg the same of thee, O, Spivit of the
Golden Basin, Loke of the Lovd, Please open all the cavern doors thab
the fish may come out. Plense give us our reward.”

9. During the process of fishing a great uproar is created by all
those present who indulge in abusing each other and shouting out
challenges to fight.  While the owners of the boats beg the fish to
enter their nets saying :—

. s A 2 ' b2 o 1% '
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“Q@ive, O, PFather Possexsor of Plenty, give O, Cliff-faced rocks, O,
Golden Basin, Lake of the Lord, O, Ye Chief, living on the great sand
bank, O, Thou Great One, owner of the Golden Basin, now give us of thy
plenty.”

Many of the tribes who have come South have passed through this province
from Sze-Chuan and Shen-Si, notably the Miao, The country La Nam would
seem to be situated in the bowels of the envth, but not far below the surface.
In the Luanehung (Z\IQ’IH’[‘]]‘IJ) chronieals, it is stated that a king bearing the title
of Phyn Lanam Sen Lhai Puwanad (w:;mm'm%{;mu“lwzgamm) ascended
the throne. Lanchang was w name given to both Luang Prabong and
Viengchandr, but us the capitel was removed from the (former) place in
the year a. p. 1565 it is probable that the Phya Lanam referred to wasg
king of Luang Prabang, Lunam was known to the people of the country
henece the use of this nmme in the incantution, This incantation is used
for the purpose of coaxing the fish to come to the nebs. It is usual o stiv
the water with long hamboo poles, hence the reference to the male organ of

generntion. The reverend tencher well versed in magie, curses the figh,
that they, being overcome by fewr, will appronch the nets by the right way.
It will also be noticed that it is necesswry to enll on the Spivits to open the
cavern doors fo let the fish come out. This is analogous to the opening of
forests caves and subterranean passages. A good instance of this require-
ment will be found in my paper Z'%he catching of Elephants in the Province
of Langsuon, phuse virr, published in J88, vol. xxv, part 11,

The first few lines of this incantation are not very clear. The men appu-
rently ave covered with sweut due to their exertions in navigating the boats
and preparing the nets. ‘I'lat passage which refers to paying honowr to the
boats that they may be Fruitful is an ordinary custom which vequires thab
flowers ete. should be placed on the bow of the boat. See details given in
paragraph 5 of this paper.
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This prayer is repeated until the fish are caught in the nets.  When
a fish is netted, the boat goes down strean. The two men holding
the neb jerk it as a signal calling on the fish to come to the sweface
saying :i—
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Which in English means :—

« Little one, pleage come up.  'Thou of lucky omen, please come up.
Present thy tail before thy head, Now I let down the creeper nuose. Now,
thou art caught. [ tie thee with the creeper rope to the stake. Now, I
have a fish.  The Possessor of Plenty has made me n gift. Now, again T
ask for abundant gifts from thee, O, great Sandbank, Chief of all, Lord of
the Water, great in power, from thee, O, Great Sandbank, owuer of the
Golden Bagin.”

This prayer or incantation is repeated until the fish foats to the

surface in the net.  While all this is taking place should the fisher-
men’s hat fall from his head, or hig clothes drop from his body, he
should not pick them up, for if he did, the fish will escape from the
net. ‘ A '
- When the fish comes to the surface of the water, the boatmen
assist each other in securing it. This is known as scooping the tail
of the fish (Lé?ﬁmiﬂm). “This is done by placing a creeper noose
over the tail, tightening it and then threading the rope through the
gills, and securing the fish to the side of the boat. The fishermoen
begin to dance with joy, and in their excitement shoub out volleys
of abuse, and when they have calmed down, paddle the boat slowly
toward the river bank, where the fish is tied to a stake, fixed in the
watber in front of their hut.

10. The people of the right bank live in temporary huts on that
banlk, and those of the left bank do the same on their bank, They
do not mix,  Should any boat having caught a fish, lose it, owing to
the fish breaking away, the fishermen have to perform the whole
ceremony of propitiation afresh, and they are subjected to the abuse
and jeers of their move successful fellow fishermen,
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11. Barly in the morning of the 13th waxing of the moon the
ceremony of making offerings to the Spirit who owns the Golden
Bagin at the shrine on the sand bank, has to be performed, This
oblation consists of nine tables of sweetmeats, each table having nine
dishes.  Seven of these are presented to the Spivit of the Bagin,  One
to the Spirit Guardian of the Gate, and one to the Spirit of the Gong.
The offerings for the Spirvit Guardian of the Gate is made at a hut,
specially erected on the sand bank, in front of the hoat landing,
When these offerings have been made, a fish, the first to he caught,
lknown as the Cham fish (YJZWQ%) 15 killed, and its head and tail are
presented to the Spivit of the Golden Bagin.  The figh is prepared as
food, sone heing spiced (A1) some heing made into salad, some
toasted, some curried, some fried, some made into a plain curry, and
the liver toasted. Owne of caeh of these dishes is placed on a table
with a hottle of spivits, and nine tables are so prepared. Seven arve
presented to the Spivit of the Basin, one to the Guardian of the Gate,
and one to the Spirit of the Gong.  About midday the second fish
is canght, Killed, and its flesh, with spirits, is pregented to the Spirit
of the Basin, some heing offered to the Guardian of the Gate and the
Spirit of the Gong.  This presentation is made with the same cere-
mony as in the morning.  Music is played while the coremony is
being carried out, flutes and reed pipes being used.

Early on the morning of the 14th waxing of the moon, the Master
of Ceremonics commandy the Cham, Owner of the Spirit, to kill
another fish and make offerings of the flesh to the Spirit Guardian
of the caverns, sitnated on the rocky cliff on the right bank of the
river, beeause the subaqguabic caverns in which the fish live arc near
this spot.  The same ceremonial is observed as when making offerings
to the Spirit of the Basin ab the Pam Sai shrine on the sand bank,
and when propitiating the Spivit Guardian of the Frontier.

From the moment the nets arve dropped in the water, and
trawled or dragged to cateh the fish, the whole concourse of people
present, nen, women and childven, both fishermen and those who have
come to look on, engage in a great tournament of abuse, but offence
is not taken because the ceremony has demanded this observance
from ancient times. This tournament of abuse continues till fishing
is ovm- Abu‘s(, as follows is shouted ottt :—
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<0, my friends, men ,md women. Iriends, O, friends, O, dogs O, bald
headed fools, O, ancients in thy dotage. A dog shall lay with thy mother.

I will lay with thy mother. O, Triend, let me lay with thy wife. O,

friend, let me luy with thy daughter. 0, ancient, bald headed one, thy

age is grent, Death is newr to thee, yeb thou comest with the throng.

A dog shall lay with thy mother. As thou avt here, I w 1]1 go and in

thy place, lay with thy wife. Do not return home 1l dawn,

From very ancient time, to the present day, the Spivit which enter
the medinm has always been a Kha (’tﬂ) Spirit, and as w Spirit of
this nationality, is somewhat lascivious and delights in abuse and
taunts in which the sexual relationship takes a prominent place,
abuse of this nature has been handed down from father to son, ;Ln(l
from mother to daughter, from time mmemorial. The people believe
that the form of abuse as given above is as music in the ears of the
Spirit, gives pleasure to him and they thus gain his favour. The
people also hold that if they did not abuse each other in the coarsest
language the fish would not enter their nets.

18. When the left bank of the river Me Khong was Siamese territ-
ory, no fee, duty or royalty was levied in cash on the cately, us the price
of the fish tail (ﬁmm_lm) but a payment in kind was made on the
following scale. If one or two fish only were caught there was no
paywuent, but if three, then one fish was given, and if six, two were
given, One fish was reserved for feeding the Spivit. Since the left
hank has become French territory, a royalty of ten plastres is levied
in cash for each fish caught, which is called the price of the fish tail
The first fish caught is bought by the Lord of the Waters (Mﬁ“lﬁ),
and used for feeding the Spirits. The price paid is 30 piastres irres-
pective of whether the fish is big or swall, the owner thus only
receives 20 piastres. Should the people of the right bank cateh o
fish and keep it on their bank, which is Siamese tervitory, they sbill
have to pay 10 piastres to the Lao Chief of Vieng Chandr to cover
the expenses incurred in connection with the fishing ceremonies.
This price of the fish tail is not paid to the State. The ceremonies
depicted in this paper are performed on the left bank of the river.
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14, The maximum eatch in the Golden Basin in a season does
not exceed one hundred fish, and the minimum is about thirty. The
weight of an average sized fish is about 270 Ibg. and the eggs weigh
about 6} lbs.  Whole fish are sold at prices ranging from 40 to 80
piastres.  When the royalty on a fish has been paid, the owner is at
liberty to take it to his home. Tt is here killed, and the retail price
of the flesh is about Te. 1 [’01{ 1} Ibs, and of the eggs Te. 1 for 150
grammes. The people consider the flesh and eggs to he a great
delicacy.

As many as 1,000 seine boats engage in the pursuit of ecatching
this fish annually.  Traders and others are responsible for another
200 boats. The number of persons gathered at one of these festivals
is about 7,000.

The French authorities permit the people to indulge in every form
of gamblings free.  Opinm addicts arve allowed to smoke opium with-
out molestation.  Booths for the sale of food, drink, and other things
are seattered along the viver bank, The people are showing signs of
loging their beliel in the necessity for the observance of these rites,
and ag it 18 probable that this cercmonial festival will disappear in
o few years, T have thought it wise to make o permanent record of
]:t, with the ineantations, before decadence has set.in, and the festival
disappeared.

T H. Giies.
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ATPPENDIX

Doctor H. MeCormick Smith’s Letter. -

Department of Figheries,
Bangkok,
October 27, 1933,

Dear Mr. Giles,

The Pla Biik of Mekhong is a catfish belonging in the genus
Pangasius which has numerous species (about 12) in Siam, Malaya,
Duteh East Indies, Indochina and India. The fish hag unfortunately
been referred to in some of the local literature as a sturgeon,
and this misstatement is constantly recurring, as are other in-
accuracies and absurdities (a8, for instance, that the Pla Biik nour-
ishes its young with milk). So far as is known, this fish is peculiar
to the basin of the Mekhong, but its relatives are found in many
other streams, and among those common and well-known in Siam ave
the Pl Tepo, Pl Sawai, Pla Swiyw, Pla Sangkawad, and Pl Thepa.

The specific indentity of the Pla Biik has not been satifactorily
determined for the reason that no iehthyologist has studied the
young and half-grown individuals or has ever seen a specimen less
than one and a half metres long. My own opinion is that the Pla
Biik may prove to be an overgrown stage of a species which
when smaller is recognized under another name, hut specnlation
on this point is not very profitable and settlement of the question
must be deferred until studies can be made at the spawning grounds
at Luang Prabang or until young specimens are available for ex-
amination. A very interesting feature of the fish is the complete
absence of teeth and, in consequence, the fish has become a vegeba-
rian, subsisting entirely on algae or other aquatic plants. Thig
absence of teeth has been assumed to be of taxonomic importance by
M. Chevey, of Indochina, who has recently bestowed on the fish
a new genevic and specific name, Pangasianodon gigas; but I have
found that in Pl Swwai the teeth completely dlsappear by the time
the fish reaches a length of 70 or 75 em.

This Pla Bitk is found throughout the Mekhong at least as high
up as Chiengsen. At the end of the rainy season, when the floods
have subsided, the fish undertakes s definite upstream migration
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which carvies it to Luang Prabang by the latter part of February.
Spawning is said to take place in Lake Tali, and the fish remain in
the vicinity of Luang Prabang and are caught there as late as June
when, apparently, the downstream migration of adults and young
oceurs.

The Laos at Luang Prabang have some peculiar notions about the .
Pla Buk but apparvently possess little information. One of their
curious heliefs is that only the female fish migrate up the river and
that the male fish, with yellow scales, await the arrival of the fe-
males at Lake Tali, which water the males never leave. On the
other hand, the fishermen at Vientien and Nongkai report the pre-
sence of males in the annual upstream migration; and I have no
doubt that both sexes are represented throughout the fisl’s range.

I have been to the annual fishery above Nonglkai, and I have there
measured and photographed a fish that was 247 m. long. Theve are
authentic records of fish 3.00 m, long, and length of even 3.5 m. has
been reported.

Sincerely yours,
. M. Smrru.











