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Introduction

From the time when the Indigenous Media Network [IMN] was
established in 2014 it has served as a continuing voice of the
Indigenous Peoples in Thailand. It has attempted, to the best of
its ability, to educate a wider audience about their community
strengths and contributions. However, it seems that what it has
achieved is but a handful of leaves, leaving an immense
collection of stories to be studied and broadcasted.

AIPP and its member organizations established the regional
network of Indigenous Knowledge known as Indigenous
Knowledge and Peoplesof Asia (IKPA) in June 2019. The goal
of the IKPA is to advance the recognition, respect and visibility
of Indigenous Knowledge and Community lead initiatives at
all levels. IMN, IKPA, and Indigenous Peoples Foundation for
Education and Environment (IPF) have been jointly undertaking
field visits, documenting action and initiatives of Thailand
Indigenous Peoples, and making them more visible among
Indigenous Peoples” Organizations, NGOs, UN agencies, and
donor communities. IPF priority areas include Indigenous
Peoples’ education, self-determined development, customary
land use and natural resource management.

Each time that we have visited these communities, we encounter
a vast array of greenery and forests, simple lifestyles, and
serenity. But these are rich in remarkable identities, cultures,
and valuable bodies of knowledge, things that the general Thai
society should also enjoy. If you look deeper you'll see that this
richness remains and is transferred from generation to
generation, in ways that differ by beliefs and practices of the
various ethnic groups. This motivates us to tell the many stories
to those outside the communities, especially the “roles and
knowledge of the Indigenous Women” - the key mechanisms of
transfer. We are quite concerned that these stories are not
recorded or disseminated in a timely manner and will be lost
over time.

Fortunately, the IKPA, IPF and IMN got another interesting
opportunity to continue working together to raise consciousness
about Indigenous Women’'s roles as a driving force of
Indigenous potential and biodiversity through this pictorial
record. This documentation was prepared during the
COVID-19 pandemic which impacted heavily on all grass-roots
communities, including those in remote locations.

Many traditional activities were limited due to the measures
required to eradicate the Corona virus, including cessation
of travel outside the localities, and especially persons outside
entering the communities.

However, the middle of April through May of 2021 saw a
favorable period of reduced Covid threat and relaxation of
travel restrictions, providing an opportunity to visit indigenous
communities and record what actions the residents had taken.

During this period, we were able to record these impressive and
valuable measures, with our compass first directed at the Shan
village of Taw-pae, Khun Yuam District, Maehongson Province
in northern Thailand - a traditional village leading to Huay
Ton Noon Village on the border with Myanmar. Our travel was
relatively easy and led to the superficial realization that the
infrastructure in Taw-pae Village did not differ much from other
villages with good infrastructure. But a deeper look showed that
the growth and progress we saw did not cause a loss of identity
and Indigenous Knowledge, but rather resulted in a merging
of two lifestyles, particularly cultures of Indigenous food and
agricultural seed preservation. We recorded as many stories as
possible from the Indigenous Women’s leaders to ensure our
confidence in the details, because we didn’t know when we
could return again during the given the situation of covid.

The second trip was to the La’wer village of La-oob, Mae La Noi
District, in Maehongson Province - a village well known for its
eco-cultural tourism and premier coffee production. But we were
more interested in their Indigenous Knowledge on rotational

agriculture, care & conservation of natural resources, and the
transfer of such knowledge to future generations.

Lastly, our compass led us to Chiangrai Province to listen to the
Akha women and their stories on the perpetuation of traditional
wisdom and the establishment of the Center for the
Demonstration of Akha Lifestyles - a center for learning about
seeds and the exchange of culture. There we learned about things
we knew nothing of. For example, the 9 levels of agricultural
theory, tools for measuring crop diversity in the rotational
farmlands, and the role of Indigenous Women as
representatives of the richness of plant diversity.

This final trip concluded our documentation along with a
sadness that we couldn’t collect more stories and benefit from
the intelligence and commitment of the women. At the same
time, we noted that this “adventure” gave us new hope from
3 communities, and provided the fuel of new knowledge and
lit the flame of inspiration. IMN, IPF and IKPA will organize
more such trips to locate and research these stories which need
to be shared with the public, and uncover more Indigenous
Knowledge - from communities quietly continuing their
“simple” lifestyles firmly grounded in their own wisdom and
commitment.

These 3 trips are over now and our next task is to expand our
understanding and public awakening based on sharing and
accepting what we’ve learned. We want a wider public to read
these stories and participate in a more inclusive expansion and
use of “herstories”. An appreciation of what's been happening
among Indigenous Peoples for hundreds of years is a fine
foundation for combining the old and the new in a diversity of
knowledge and practices in a mutually respectful and firmer
world.

We sincerely thank the villages of Taw-pae, and La-oob, and
the Akha Cultural Center for allowing us to learn from them
and their ancestors. This experience would not have been
possible without the generous financial support of the Norwegian
Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad).
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Our first destination took us 5 hours and 239 kilometers from
Chiangmai to Maehongson Province, following numerous
uphill and winding roads, to the traditional Shan communities
of Taw-pae and Bahn Luang in Mae-ngao Sub- district, Khun
Yuam District. On first sight, the 300 households seemed like
most other rural communities, but these were only 5 kilometers
distant from the district and showed signs of prosperity,
e.g. construction, schools, rural hospital. The residents wore
everyday clothing, like in other well-off communities
throughout Thailand.

But when we heard the words ‘new’, “high’, ‘“value’ - meaning
‘welcome’ - we began to feel the identity and language/culture
of the Shan hidden inside. As outsiders, we gradually learned
about their valued culture step-by-step, story-by story; a kind
of a test of our sincerity before they trusted us and shared the
things we wanted to know. We expected this and had raised
our flag several weeks ago in our commitment to understanding
the role of women in caring for the local natural resources and
promoting biodiversity. Yes, we had already prepared ourselves
for their stories in a new dimension that might not equate with
our own expectations.

The owner of the terms ‘new’, ‘high’, “value” who opened her
door and invited us in was Ms. Wanitchaya Kantayuang, known
to the villagers in different roles and duties. Our rationale in
deciding to knock on the door of Khun Wanitchaya was her
knowledge of ethnic Shan and their wisdom about food, herbs,
and the conservation of local agricultural seeds. Moreover, she is
a respected Indigenous Women's leader in the country.

Our first impression

If initial eye contact leads to first impressions, based on the
concept that the eye is the window to the heart, we accept this.
If we change from the “eye’ to the local menu of delicious food
varieties, we now have an open door to learning about the
traditional Shan through a ‘teacher of food’. Thus, there was
confidence in knowing that no one can better instruct us than
the owner of the culture relating herstories through food
preparation.

“Taw-pae is a traditional Shan community.
As time passes many things are changed
by the social currents, but we are fortunate that our community
preserves its culture. Our dress, our language and, importantly,
our food is still with us”
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Wanitchaya affirms that although her community has changed
in these new times with external influences, the Shan identity
has not, whether it be language, dress, traditional beliefs, and,
most importantly, the culture of food. For example, the food
before us. But what catches the eye is that in the form of a flat
circle, brown and dry, which is called ‘fermented soybeans’,
she is proud to announce that this is a dish which everyone
recognizes as Shan upon hearing the name.

In the past there were very few seasonings and the Shan used
fermented soybeans to enhance nearly all major dishes, because
it goes well with curries, chili sauce, and roasted meals. This
was the wisdom of Shan food preservation in the past. Foods
could be kept for a year, just using soybeans.

Although soybeans can be altered in form and texture, the Shan
used fermented soybeans for new menus, such as fermented
sa soybeans, tofu, or even soybean oil. Lesser menus included
the use of various seeds in making snacks and even foods used
in spiritual ceremonies demanded by beliefs. For example,
tiger-striped beans, black soybeans, and black sesame. Beans
and seeds are essential raw materials in every kitchen, not only
for eating but in following Shan ways.

“The relation between seeds and Shan lifestyle is most important
because without seeds there would be no food security.
When we produce the seeds ourselves,
we are confident they are perfect.

Seeds that are not produced with various chemicals
show the relation between the Shan and our lifestyle,
which correlates with sharing, giving, and supporting.”
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Seeds: caring and sharing

Wanitchaya let us know that every food and menu requires
first class ingredients produced by the community, and careful
preparation with their Indigenous Knowledge passed on
through generations, and a firm connection between the people
and the culture of food. Therefore, the Shan must use rotational
methods of sharing seeds within the community to limit any
possible extinction. This forms their system of food security,
which requires no dependence on the outside. Since no one
family can plant the whole variety of seeds every year, each
family must produce different crops and the seeds to be shared
after the harvest.

“Because no single family can produce everything, and the Shan use
numerous varieties, the families produce one or two types of seed and
then share with others. For example, one family may have sesame,
soybeans and peanuts, while another has green beans. They exchange
their products within the community and preserve the seeds
throughout the year. The community uses no seeds from outside,
maintaining seed security because we conserve, transfer to new
generations, and share without end.”
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Photo captions

ATUTIUIUAIN

01 wUasnuns Urusoun 39ninuigesau / Agricultural field, Taw-pae Village, Maehongson Province.

02 PR ﬁﬂﬁﬂﬁuﬁ"’sL‘tflﬁ@&lﬁaﬁﬂﬂLLUSgULfJuﬁ’JLmLL‘dU / Wanichaya boils soybeans to process into “fermented soybean dish ”
03 T / fermented soybeans

04 Léﬁﬁ / tofu

05 Fundesdide %gﬂﬁﬂﬁﬂ@@ﬂlﬁ / Wilted soybeans to be discarded

06 dndndaniutu / Fermented soybean chili sauce

07 97191 - 914U - 91977 / Black, mon, and white sesame

08 autindivalalls / The 3 types of sesame always needed

09 WINDULAS NTELEN UzWama noutunluanitiaieiu / Roasted red onions, garlic, and tomatoes before mixing
10 drndndani ludr3u /Fermented soy beans in the pack

11 ‘ﬁﬂﬂwwﬁuﬁm / Local corn

12 fundosh / Black soybeans

13 franede / Tiger-stripe beans

14 faden / Green beans
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The second destination:
Passing the baton

Now that the stories from Taw-pae Village, Khun Yuam District,
Mae Hong Son Province were told, it is time for us to embark
on a new search for stories in the next village. This time we are
headed to the La’wer Community in La-oob Village, Huai Hom
Subdistrict, Mae La Noi District of Maehongson Province.

We were attracted to this place for many reasons. One of those
is the legend on an inscription that claimed the La’wer peo-
ple were the natives of the upper northern region of Thailand
who lived in a prosperous empire before it collapsed about
1,200 years ago. The townspeople then dispersed and ended up
settling down in the highlands. Another reason is that the village
is thriving on cultural tourism. They are known for their woven
fabrics and economic crop like coffee beans. But that is not all.
The deciding factor that finally sent us here is not stories that
have already been told in various media outlets, but a hope to
find the community’s key to maintaining such a strong cultural
identity that stands the test of time.

We would not have found the answers we were looking for
without Mr. Chatchai Chompana who arranged for us to meet
with the community’s knowledge keeper. Also, we would
have been lost in the village of hundreds of households in an
attempt to find the person were it not for Mr. Panachai Chanta’s
help. He invited us into his house for a cup of tea while “Folk”,
his thirteen-year-old son, was asked to inform the knowledge
keeper of our arrival. What’s more, Panachai volunteered to
drive us to the community forest, the rotational farms, and other
places around the village throughout the day.

We sat and chatted for a while until the boy returned along with
a middle-aged woman who wore the traditional white dress of
the La’wer. It is out of the question that she was the one we have
made an appointment with. Soon after, Folk’s friends and mother
joined us for a traditional herbal tea party.

After everyone was introduced to one another, we began
discussing the community’s culture and way of life.
Mr. Panachai offered himself as translator where difficult words
or concepts came up.

As a native ethnic group member with a long history, the lady
had so many interesting stories to tell, including the traditional
practice like shifting cultivation, and beliefs such as their respect
for Inthakhin Pillars - pillars that were erected to serve as a home
to the community’s guardian spirits - as a spiritual anchor.
The Pillars is where the community members would pay
homage to the spirits of the ancestors of the community’s
founders. The answers to the question that brought us here gently
unfolded as the knowledge keeper shared with us the key
traditions, beliefs and values essential to preserving the
traditional way of life.
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“A La’wer saying goes:
One rice plant can feed one person.
One rice plant can feed the whole family.
And one rice plant can feed the whole world.”

Auntie Chankham Bongkotvijitrung, the knowledge keeper
recited the saying before explaining the profound meaning
behind those words: One rice plant can feed one person because
they produce grains which drop off and grow into another plant.
When the grains from that new plant are sowed the next season,
they will grow and feed a person for a meal or even a day.
If some of the grains are saved for the next season, they will
produce enough rice to feed the whole family. When this
practice is continued, the rice will multiply until there is enough
to feed the whole world. The key is to take care of the seeds
and natural resources, as well as to share what we have with our

fellow humans.
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Money is not a measure of wealth for the
La’wer

In the capitalist society, how much money or property an
individual owns may conveniently be a measure of wealth. For
La’wer people, this is not how it works.

“We don’t measure wealth by how much money one has.
A person is wealthy if they have cotton trees, cotton fibers,
and cotton threads.”

Auntie Chankham added that La'wer look up to those who
own cotton threads and a decent traditional attire, because that
represents the person’s richness. It is one that is not based on
economic status, but on their rich knowledge and skills passed
on by their ancestors. Particularly for women, possessing the
knowledge and skills brings them dignity and pride.

For La’wer people, a cotton tree, a thread, and a woven cloth are
intimately connected through traditional beliefs and teachings
that are passed down from generation to generation. Producing
a woven cloth requires fertile soil to grow cotton, different
natural fabric dyes from a biologically diverse forest to give the
cotton threads colors, and various types of wood to construct a
loom for weaving. Thus, one intricate piece of cloth is not simply
an indicator of any individual’s wealth, but the richness,
abundance, and biodiversity of the whole community.

Not only that, the La’wer rely heavily on herbs and wood from
the forest. These provide a firm basis for the people to take good
care of their resources. Now, we can see that everything forms a
part of a bigger whole, just like threads of different colors woven
into one fine fabric.
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An Apprentice

After hearing such a beautiful and profound philosophy, we
asked the knowledge keeper how they pass it on in order to
keep it alive and we were amazed by the answer. In the past,
children that have entered their teens or turned fifteen would
have to live in their relative’s house to learn and assist the family
with various tasks, ranging from preparing the land for shifting
cultivation, planting and taking care of rice, weeding and
harvesting. By the end of harvest season, those that worked hard
and well would be rewarded with clothes and rice from the
family although the amount might vary depending on their
favor. On the one hand, this practice allows children to acquire
essential livelihood skills as well as social skills. On the other
hand, this subtly provides an opportunity for more well-off
families to support their less fortunate relatives.

However, those days are gone. These days, as children are
required to attend formal school, the traditional learning process
is diminishing. What Auntie Chankham and other knowledge
keepers in the community can do is to fit the traditional learning
process into the youth’s free time after school or during school
break by taking them to the rotational farms.

“In the old days when we were young,
parents would send us to live with our relatives
to learn how to earn a livelihood, including farming.
Now that the kids have to go to school outside of our village,
we have to make use of school holidays to teach them about herbs,

weeding, and rice planting.”
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Photo captions

ANUSTYBAIN

15
16
17
18
19
20
21

Tsmyuiisy / Rotational field

Funifn vINYIINTH A33UIATIBE / Chankham, La-wer’s Indigenous Knowledge holder
fnneidefindefien / Weaving with a backstrap loom

sudmidwentulsvyudeu / Maturing rice stalks in a rotational field

R]’lﬂjquiiu / From one generation to the next generation

Aene)1 / Weeding

v

agiut aagualn / Living with the forest requires care of the forest
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The Third pin
“Akha Dae Khong”

This was the most exciting trip of the learning journey.
A previous appointment in the former area had been cancelled
unexpectedly because of the order to close the community to
prevent Covid-19 epidemic. And they also strictly prohibited
outsiders from entering the community. Therefore, our team
had to urgently look for a new learning area. Because there was
likely to be a third wave of outbreaks and the travel outside the
area would be limited again. We tried to seek advice from the
Network of Indigenous Peoples in Thailand and told them about
our intention to tell the story of the role of Indigenous Women
and natural resources conservation to the public. Finally, we got
a long list of recommended communities. Each area had its own
good and interesting story, in terms of knowledge, wisdom and
ethnic diversity. At that time, we were very excited because we

could not choose which community we should call first.
Therefore, we started by categorizing the communities with the
same ethnic group first, and then dialing the numbers in the list
respectively.

After our hearts were pounding strongly with excitement, we
began to be under pressure again. Because all communities we
had called were located in rural areas and announced the closure
of the village. They did not open for outsiders at all. This was
the strength of Indigenous Peoples who did not have to wait for
official announcements. But at the same time, our waiting had
passed by the end of May. Our team began to give up and went
to consult with AIPP about the story telling program probably
being stopped for only two communities, because we could not
enter the area anymore. AIPP also understood us very well.

Amid the glimmer of hope and a regret to stop this work, a
light at the end of the tunnel was shining again. Khun Kittisak
Rattanakrajangsri, or “ Jeam”, the director of the Indigenous
Peoples’ Foundation for Education and Environment,
suggested “For the time being, if you can’t enter the community,
why don’t you try contacting the tribal learning centers?”. And
then he called “Mr. Athoo” of the Akha Cultural Learning
Center or “Akha Dae Khong” in Chiang Rai Province.

After that, the good news arrived when Mr. Athoo said that he
welcomed us. Furthermore, at “Akha Dae Khong”, Auntie
Wanphen Sasuthisen, sister of Athoo, who was a facilitator
at the learning center was waiting for us as well. Our team
hurriedly checked the travel and public health measures of
Chiang Rai province. We found that people from Chiang Mai
were not prohibited from entering and no need to be under
quarantine. But we had to follow the measures strictly. So, we
didn’t wait and hurriedly packed our belongings for starting the
trip right away in the morning. It took about four hours to travel
from Chiang Mai to “ Akha Dae Khong” in Chiang Rai Province.

As soon as we got out of the car, Athoo and Auntie Wanphen
were waiting for us in the grass-roofed pavilion with
Akha herbal tea and various wild fruits. Some of them
were grown in the learning center, while some wild
fruits were from the villagers on the high mountain.

We spent a short time, about thirty minutes, to introduce
ourselves and describe the purpose of the journey. Auntie
Wanphen also signaled that she was ready to tell us her story.
She was picking up her personal hat and wearing it gracefully
which meant that it was the time to start the valuable
conversation.
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Women, represent the fertility of nature.

“Mee Ya Ma Chae, Kam Ma Chae.
When women are not cheerful, the crops will wilt.”

Auntie Wanphen, a 60-year old woman, raised this proverb of the
Akha people as a starting point for telling stories of local wisdom.
She explained further that Akha people respected women as
representatives of the abundance and diversity of crops in
the fields.

They implied that if any plot of land where housewives were not
happy, all crops planted would wither and lose their fertility.
Because women were both planting, caring and harvesting seeds
for planting in the coming years. It could be said that women
were planting by themselves since the beginning until the end of
process. They were planting, cultivating and then collecting seeds
in the kitchen.

The history of the establishment of this learning center.

Aunt Wanphen said that in the past, the Akha community had a
wide courtyard in the middle of the village called “Dae Khong”,
or the cultural courtyard. It was a learning area for young people,
either dancing, singing rhythm or receiving knowledge from
adults. But since the society had changed. The courtyard had
mostly disappeared. Children who were growing up in the
next generation had to go to school in the city. As a result, the
Indigenous Knowledge transfer process had also disappeared.
The essential living skills as the way of Akha life had not been
transferred. Mr. Athoo decided to turn this plot of land into a
learning center called “Akha Dae Khong”, or Akha Cultural
Center for demonstrating traditional ways and serving as a
learning area for both Akha people and people who were

interested.
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The disappearance of
Nine-layer Agriculture.

Not only had the cultural courtyard become a memory, but the
traditional farming system also became a legend.

Auntie Wanphen told us that in the past, the Akha people did
rotation farming system like other indigenous groups. In the rice
fields, we planted various vegetables, both biennial plants, vines
and perennial plants. We had both food and medicinal plants
until we could arrange it up to nine layers of different plant
heights.

“The Akha indigenous groups grow a variety of plants.
Everything is in the farm, from small plants on the ground,
rising and rising in sequence.

One is short, while others are higher and higher.

So, it is called “nine-layer agriculture”.

Auntie Wanphen continued saying that it was a pity that at
present the nine-layer agriculture was only a legend. Because of
the development, the prosperity, the promotion of monocultures,
as well as the government’s policy limiting the cultivation area,
the rotation farming could not be done as in the past.

Auntie Wanphen and her brother took many decades to collect
the original seeds and plant them at this learning center before
they were lost forever. They also tried to simulate the original
ecosystem as much as possible. Although it probably was not

exactly the same, but partial was still good.
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“Any crops we plant in the field, when we take them home,
they will be smoked to prevent insects
and keep them for planting next year.
Even basket or wickerwork, if smoked,
will not be eaten by weevils.”

Auntie Wanphen said that, and led us into the model of the
original kitchen. There was firewood waiting to be ignited and
smoke the seeds, basketworks or even meat hanging lined up on
a shelf hanging from the ceiling. This was the knowledge of seed
preservation in the past.

In this tiny kitchen, there were many hidden stories that visitors
like us probably didn’t even know the meaning, so she explained
further, “In the kitchen, of course, it is only a matter for women.
If the woman is good and loves to make a living, the guests will
look up at the shelf above here. If you see all the seeds, it means
- Wowl...this woman is right.” Auntie Wanphen probably
referred to a perfect woman.

In addition to indicating the diligence and wealth of knowledge
of women in each house, it was also a channel for sharing among
households when others visited as well. “We go to see other
houses checking how many they have and how many we have,
then we share. You see, all of them will be hanging seeds. There
is no secret.”
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It was a short time in the afternoon that we learned from Uncle
Athoo and Auntie Wanphen. Even though it was a small space,
we felt that the precious story had just begun. Of course, we
could record only a few parts of all the valuable stories,when
compared to the decades that the two of them had devoted to
building this learning space. Before we thanked them and said
goodbye, Auntie Wanphen left a message that we could feel the
happiness of their fruitful dedications.

“I feel proud. At least, it can be a learning space for our children.
Even if I'm not here, the children will continue to learn.
As much as I can teach, as much as I have, I am not possessive.
Sometimes, they just come to learn and ask,
but we will share the seeds for them as well.”
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Photo captions

ATUTIEIUAN
22 Tsvyudeuveswurnginluefin - nwane: as. dlo a8 HileIv I NUTDY
Indigenous Akha rotational field in the past - photo by Dr. Leo Alting von Geusau, expert on Indigenous Peoples
23 Tuiiigy Fnagndiau rzﬁ‘ziuu;\héﬂ‘d”l / Wanpen Saksuthisen, Akha knowledge holder
24 nsugndnlsvessuinginluefin /nweneg: a3, dle fleavymuvuLENNulies / Akha rice planting in the past,

photo by Dr. Leo Alting von Geusau, expert on Indigenous Peoples
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25 LIAANUG / Seed varieties
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26 wanugfnuliuiewiln / Seeds hung above the fireplace

27 PriuigiauaunIssaun3fivinianlilld / Auntie Wanpen plays a bamboo musical instrument
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