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PREFACE

The study of the Snake Charmers ( A sec-
tion of the Kela community known as Sapua
Kela ) was considered necessary in order to
formulate suitable developmental programmes for
their upliftment. In a short visit to the Kela settle-
ment at Padmakesharipur which is situated ata
distance of about 12 kms. from the State Capital.
Bhubaneswar we found it inhabited by a large
population of about 916 persons all belonging to
the Sapua Kela community. This is the single most
populous settlement in Orissa where 265 Sapua
Kela households live off from a big heterogeneous
village called Patia. The Sapua Kelas identify them-
selves not by the name of their own settlement
but by the name of thier revenue village Patia and
therefore in the public they are known as Patia

Kelas.

The Sapua Kelas eke out their living primarily
by snakes charming, jugglery and begging. They
are known for their skill in the risky job of snake
catching and snake charming and for certain
peculiar customs like, inbreeding or intra kin-
marriage, frequent change of spouses and domina-
nce of women in domestic and village affairs.
Their rehgion is primanly concerned with the
worship of Goddess Durga in her various incarna-
tions and the ancestor-spirits. Their caste council
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which is very democratic in formation as well as
in function is still very powerful in maintaining
identity and group cohesiveness and at the same
time in bringing reforms and changes for better
living. They seem to be inclined to shift from
wandering life to settled life and are struggling
hard to acquire assets in the form of houses, land
and cattle and also to get themselves absorbed
in stationery governmental and non-governmental
jobs.

The materials presented in this ook were
collected during several visits in the year 1983.
Our aim in this book has been to give an overall
picture of various aspects of their life which may
change very fast because of their inclination
towards settled life. As this book is likely to be
used by the general intelligent public we have tried
to keep our presentation fairly in a popular style.
This small monograph is expected to remove a
long-felt need for a first hand ethnography of this
wandering group. The present monaograph alsg
gives an insight into various changes occuring in
different aspects of their life and their adjustment
with the new environment.

We are thankful to Shri Pagal Das and
Smt. Maguni Dei in particular and other Kela
informants who have ungrudgingly provided data
for this book. We must record QuUr appreciation
for the help rendered by Shri Sailendra Das,
Primary Investigator of our Institute during our
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field work in the village. He is a Sapua Kela by
himself and belongs to the same village

We are thankful to Shri J. P. Rout, Research
Officer for preparing the maps and charts and to
Shri S K Ray, Photographer for developing the

photographs which are printed in this book.
Shri B. B. Mohanty, Research Officer deserves

special mention for undertaking the laborious
task of proof correction in association with
Miss K. Patnaik., Research Assistant. Lastly, we
also thank Shril C. Nayak, dJunior Typist for
typing the manuscript.

N. Patnaik
B. Choudhury

Bhubaneswar
Jan., 1989
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INTRODUCTION

The Kela is one of the Scheduled Castes of
Orissa. It is a small semi-nomadic caste identified
as one of the vulnerable groups among the Sche-
duled Castes needing special care for their
development. The word ‘Kela® is derived frem the
Sanskrit verb ‘Kel' which means ‘to play’, ‘to
sport’, ‘to charm snake’, ‘to tremble’ or ‘to move.
E. Thurston and Rangachari (1909) hold the view
that the term ‘Kela' has been derived from the
word ‘Keli' which means ‘dancing’ or from “Khel’
which means ‘play’. But in common vocabulary
it implies those people who along with their fami-
ly members leave their house and hearth and
continuosly move from place to place showing
sankes and their skills in snake-charming, jugg-
lery and acrobatic fits. Like other Scheduled
Castes they suffer from the stigma of untoucha-
bility.

The term ‘Kela' is not only applicable to
Sapua Kela but also to such communities as
Bajikar, Sahakhia, Mundapota and Ghusuria who
are small semi-nomadic castes included in the list
of vulnerable groups of Scheduled Castes shown
in Appendix 1. All these castes including the
Sapua Kela live in large concentration mainly in
the coastal districts of Cuttack, Balasore, Furi
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and Ganjam. The Kela with a population of 14,
611 as per 1971 census constitutes the biggest
group among the nomadic and semi-nomadic
Scheduled Castes in the State.

The Kela caste is divided into several sub-
castes based on different professions and also

on matrimonial alliance with other castes. The
sub-castes are :

a) Sapua Kela- They are also known as
Goudin Kela and Ahir Kela. Their
traditional profession is snake-charming.
They call themselves ‘Mangata’ meaning

those who depend no others for their
livelihood.

b) Nageswaria Kela- They are sanke-char-
mers. They catch Cobra (Naga) only and
not any other species of snakes.

c) Nalua Kela- They show acrobatic fits
with the help of poles.

Apart from these sub-castes, several other
sub-castes have emerged out of matrimonial allia-
nces with other castes. Thus a sub-section called
Pathanta Kela has come into existence as a result
of marital union between Kela and Muslim. Simi-
larly out of the marriage between persons belon-
ging to Kela and Kandara has emerged another
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sub-caste called Kandara Kela. The sub-caste
Matia Kela has come from Andhra Pradesh to
Orissa. In most cases Kela girls have married
boys of other castes. These sub-groups are
strictly endogamous and among them the Sapua
Kela claim the highest status. The present mono-
graph relates to the Sapua Kela.

The Sapua Kelas are found only in one
village, viz. Padmakesharipur which is treated as
a hamlet of Enjana revenue village for all official
purposes, but acts as a fullfledged village in social,
religious and political purposes. Each Kela house-
hold has its own house in the village including
other assets like agricultural land and fruit trees.

Origin of the Kela has remained obscured.
However, some old persons have narrated a story
of origin of the caste as follows.

“There was no caste called ‘Kela'in the
beginning. A man named Dhatudagdha Kela alias
Bhadari Naik, who was specialized in aluminium &
belimetal works had six daughters and no son. He
was in sea'ch of bridegrooms for their marriage.
In the same locality six voungmen, Nunchala,
Santoshguru, Dwari, Jogi, Baguti and Patra by
name volunteered to marry these six dauqghters,
but the parents of the girls did not agree with
their proposal. These young men aft.r obtaining
the consont of the gqirls for the marriage
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approached the king for a verdict in their favour.
The king asked the girls in the presence of their
parents to express their willingness for their
marriage with these young men. When the girls
gave their consent, the king ordered to celebrate
the marriage then and there. While Nunchala,
Santoshguru and Dwari became the progenitors
of the castes of Tamli, Khuruda and Kalandi resp-
ectively Jogi, Baquti, Patra and Dhatudagdha
constituted a separate caste called Kela and later
on formed four Bandhu groups known as Nada-
guru, Prasad, Parmanik and Naik respectively."”

Originally the Kelas were nomadic people
and are generally referred to ‘Indian gipsies’'.
Their early history of migration is not remember-
ed by the present generation. However, older
persons give some idea that their ancestors were
originally in village called Thakurgaon in Midnapur
district of West Bengal and when the famine
broke out they left the village in 1860 and migra-
ted to Tigiria area of Cuttack district of Orissa.
But they could not stay there for along time.
After a few vears they shifted to Godipatna
village near Choudwar in Cuttack district. But
finally they migrated 50 years back to Chandra-
sekharpur or Padmakesharipur near Patia village.
They liked this place and made up their mind to
settle down there permanently. Their leaders
approached Shri Dibyasingh Deb, the then King
of Raj Kanika, ex-state in Cuttack district for
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allotment of the fallow land lying in between
Enjana and Kalarahang villages for setting up
their new settlement. They got the approval of
the Ex-King and established their settlement,
which has been named as Padmakesharipur after
the name of one of the Ex-Kings of Raj Kanika.
But a group of nine families who did not want to
settle down there went back to Godipatna area
under the leadership of one Shri Bhaskar Das.
They continued to stay there for a few years, but
came back again to join their caste members and
settled down in the new village founded by them.
They were given homestead land for their settle-
ment. These families are still referred to as
ndgharia (nine houses). Now this group has
grown to 25 families and the ward which inhabi-
ted by them is known as Patuasahi.



POPULATION

Table-1 gives the district-wise breakup of
the total Kela population in the State during the
decade 1961-71. The overall growth rate of
18.19 per cent in the decade of 1961-71 compares
very favourably with the growth rate of the
Scheduled Caste population and of the general
population which are 19.70 per cent and 25.05
per cent respectively.

It is also apparent from the table that the
Kela caste as a whole is mainly concentrated in the
adjoining coastal districts of Cuttack, Puri and
Balasore accounting for about 90 per cent of their
total population.

Table 1

District-wise distribution of Kela population
as per Census 1961 & 1971.

Sl. No. WName of the 1961 1971
district
1 2 3 4
1 Cuttack 2.205 9,192
(54.16) (62.91)
2. Balasore 1.361 2.583

(17.53) (17.68)
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1 g 3 4
3. Puri 697 1.380
(8.98) (9.45)
4. Dhenkanal 262 710
(3.37) (4.86)
5 Ganjam 204 298
(2.63) (2.04)
6. Keonjhar 312 224
(4.02) (1.53)
7. Bolangir — 85
(0 58)
8. Mayurbhanj 201 44
(2.59) (0.30)
9. Phulbani 37 44
(0.47) (0.30)
10. Sambalpur 450 35
(5.80) (0.24)
11, Koraput 31 16
(0 40) (0.11)
12 Kalahandi 4 —
(0.05)
13 Sundargarh — w—
Total 7,764 14.611

(100-00) (100.00)

A comparison of literacy position of the
Kela in the State during the Census of 1961 and
1971 clearly reflects the apparently low rate of
literacy among them during the decade 1961-71
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in comparison with the general population. Thev
recorded 14.3 per cent in 1961 as against 11.6
per cent for the total Scheduled Caste population
and 21.7 per cent for the general population of the
State, But in 1971 their literacy status has deteri-
orated amazingly to 10.4 per cent as against the
increased trend shown in the literacy position of
the total Scheduled Caste population ( 15.6 per-
cent) and general population (26.28 per cent).

Table-Il given in the next page shows the
classification of Sapua Kela population of Padma-
kesharipur by age and sex during 1968 & 1983
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One striking feature noticed in the distri-
bution of population by age-groups is that there
s a decrease in child population of 0-4 age-group
from 108 in 1968 to 99 in 1983 and in the oldest
population of 60 years or more of age from 17 in
1968 to 6 in 1983. In all other age-groups there is
increase in population between these two years

The annual rate of growth of population
isonly 198 per cent during the period 1968-
1983 as against 1.97 per cent for the general
population and 1.98 per cent for the Scheduled
Caste population of the State per year during the
decade 1971-81. In other words, the Kelas of
Padmakesharipur correspond in growth rate with
the general population and other Sch. Castes.
Among them there are 470 males and 446
females ina| population of 916 in 1983 This
shows that the ratio of females per 1000 males
is 949 in 1983 as against 988 in 1968,

The percentage of literacy among the Kela
populaton of Padmakesharipur is 18.72 as per
the survey in 1983. Male literacy was recorded
at 26 97 and female literacy at 10.32 per cent.
At present there are four matriculates out of
which three are reading in colleges. The propor-
tion of children in the school going age-groups
of 4-11 and 11-14 years is shown in Table 1.

i
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Table 11l
Number of children in the School going
age groups and number of children actu-
ally going to schools.

Age Number of Percentage of chil-
groups Children dren actually going
to school

Total Male Female Total Male Female

411 years 190 96 94 27.89 36.46 19.15
11.14 years 109 64 45 27.52 32.81 40.00

209 160 139 27.76 35.00 19.42

Total

The proportion of children going to schoal
is the same for both the age-groups. The Table 11
gives an idea that the majority of the children
(more than two third) are not attending school
although special school has been established close
to their settlement by the Harijan and Trital
Welfare Department since 1955. At present 15
8 girls are reading in Middle Engiish

boys and
girls in High Schoaol.

School and 12 boys and 2

From the above analysis, it is seen that
they still have remained educationally backward
to their wandering habit and want of

mainly due
he shape of free residential

5ppcial provision in 1
school.



LIVING CONDITION

The Kela settlement of Padmakesharipur is
situated on an elevated land composed of laterite
close to the Patia Passenger Halt in between
Mancheswar and Barang Railway Stations on
Howrah-Waltair S.E. Railways. An uneven katcha
road through fallow land links the settlement with
the pucca road which connects Bhubaneswar and
Nandankanan Wild Animal Sanctuary. To reach
the settlement from Bhubaneswar one has to
cover 10 Kms. of pucca road and about 2 Kms. of
katcha road. Another rough road on the bank of
Daya-West irrigation canal of the river Mahanadi
connects the settlement with the National High-
way No. 5 near the New Capital water works at
village Palasuni. The distance between Bhubane-
swar and Kela settlement through this route is
about 12 Kms.

The Kela settlement is bounded by the
village Kalarahanga in the north, Patia and Cha-
ndrasekharpur in the west, Daman in the south
and the village Enjana in the east Katcha uneven
roads run on four sides of the Kela habitation
proper. Close to these roads the Daya-West canal
of the river Mahanadi is located in the east, agri-
cultural field in the north and south and the
railway track in the west. There is a main passage
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connecting the katcha road along the railway tract
in the west, with road on the canal bank in the
east. This passage is cut by another main passage
connecting the Katcha roads in the north and
south. Thus the settlement is div.ded into four
segments which may be termed as north-west,
south-west, south-east and north-east. In the
south-east segment four narrow uneven passages
run towards the west direction. Although
Kela households are found in every segment of
the settlement, their maximum concentration is
in the south east segment. The settlement is
divided into two sahis (wards), the north-west
and the south-west forming Patnasahi and the
other seqment named as Dakhinasahi.

The upper primary school (upgraded seva-
shram) of Harijan and Tribal Welfare Department
and its hostel, the Panchayat Office, the Servicing
Co-operative Society, the V. L. W. quarters, one
Tea-Stall and two sanitary public wells are loca-
ted in the south-west segment of the settlement.
Eour Kandara Kela and ceveral Sapua Kela house-
holds inhabit in this segment. There are two
private katcha wells in the settlement, one in the
south-east segment and another in the north-east
segment and one tube-well in the mnorth east
segment. These wells are the sources of drinking
water. For bathing and washing purpose, they
depend on the canal water for a specific period
and also on a private tank located near the
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east-north segment. The construction of the
Yubak Sangha building located in the south-west
segment on the main passage is now in progress.
The partly constructed temple of the village deity
is located n south-east segment and the burial
ground on the other side of the railway tract. The
settlement is electrified. There are street lights
and some private houses have also taken electric

connection.

There are some fruit trees such as mango.
cashewnut and Jackfruit trees privately owned by
the households. Among these there are also a few
guava, lemon, tamarind and date-palm trees.

The settlement conforms to a linear patt-
ern. It means that the houses have been built on
either side of each of the main and minor streets.
Some houses face the street while others opposite
it. The houses in the settlement can be classified
into three categories according to the size of the
houses and the materials used for construction.
In the first category comes the spacious tradi-
tional houses which have a rectangular ground
plan of the size 21 feet in length and 15 feet in
breadth with a three feet wide front verandah and
one and half feet side verandah and single door
opened to a front courtyard. Such a house has
two-sloped roof thatched mostly with straw and a
few houses with fire-proof roof supported by
laterite pillars and mud walls of eight feet in
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height. Wooden planks are fixed along the inner
walls to serve as platform for keeping household
articles. The hearth is located in the right corner
of the entrance or on the verandah. A second
hearth is also constructed in the courtyard. The
interior is unpartitioned and serves as bed-room,
dining-room, living-room and kitchen and also as
a pen for the fowls. The snakes are also kept

there in basket.

The second category of houses consists of
small houses which may be termed as ‘hut’ of the
size of 12 feet in lengthand 9 feet in breadth
with one and half feet wide verandah. These
houses have two-sloped straw-thatched low roof
supported by wooden pillars and mud-walls of
eight feet in height. The third catecory consists
of houses constructed out of Government assi-
stance. The size of this type of houses in general
is 21 feet in length and 15 feet in breadth with 5
feet wide verandah in front. Most of these houses
pucca walls with fire proof roof of tiles or
Besides a three feet wide door, a
also provided in the
olds have received

have
asbestos.
window of 2'X 3" is
houses. As many as 42 househ
Governmant assistance ranging from Rs. 650/- to
Rs. 4000/- for construction of houses. At present
4?2 households (15.76%,) have pucca houses with
pucca walls and fire-proof roof, eight families
( 2.00% ) with semi-pucca houses ( house with

pucca walls and straw-thatched roof or katcha
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walls with fire-proof roof ) and 148 households
(55.65°,) won katcha houses. As many as 57
households (21.24%) have small huts or tempo
rary sheds constructed over the house site owned
by them. The remaining 11 families (4.14%) have
neither housesite nor house of their own. They
live either with their relatives or in temporary
sheds raised on Government wasteland. They do
not dare to construct house with reinforced
concrete roof, because they believe that the
owner of such a house will not survive soon after
the construction is over. This is based on a situa-
tion which occured about 18 years back. One
Bhopali Das constructed such a house which now
exists in the settlement, but he died soon a'ter it
was completed. Soon after the death of Bhopali
the younger brother of the deceased named
Satrughana also died. From that day onward
construction of house with reinforced concrete
roof is considered inauspicious.

The interior of a Kela house is not partiti-
oned into compartments. The hearth is usually
located in the right corner of the entrance. Some-
times it is located in the verandah outside. A
wooden platform of waist height close to a side
wall is constructed and in some houses wooden
planks at head height are fixed against the walls.
These platforms are used for keeping their valua-
ble possession while the snake baskets are kept
under the wooden platform.
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The Kelas themselves do not build their
houses nor do they have knowledge of thatching
or repairing it. They usually employ the members
of other castes of the locality for these purposes.
Before constructing a house, they consult an
astrologer belonging to the Nahak Caste of the
village Patia or Kalarahang to indicate the auspi-
cious day for setting the first pillar in case of a
katcha house or for laying the first stone in case
of a pucca house. On the appointed day, the
priest who belongs to a low-grade Brahmin, the
astrologer and the carpenter belonging to Badhei
caste, a mason belonging to- Khandayat caste or
Tanti caste will be present to do their respective
jobs. The astrologer selects the spot where the
pillar or the stone will be fixed. The priest per-
forms the worship with the ritual materials
brought by him on payment of cost in advance
by the client. Thereafter the carpenter or the
mason sets the pillar or lays the stonein the
proper place. For their services each of them
receives payment in cash varying from Rs. 15/- to
Rs. 20/- cach and a piece of new cloth. There-
after the house is constructed with the help of the
carpenter and the mason. The approximate cost
of materials and construction at current prices of
a pucca house, a semi-pucca house and a katcha

house is shown below.
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A) Cost of construction of a pucca house

with a floor space of 315 square feet excluding

verandah.

Items of expenditure Amount
1. Dressed laterite slab 1000

{2 X1*X1 3 ) Rs. 2500.00
2. Cement 8 bags Rs. 52000
3. Labour charges for cement work Rs. 1200.00
4. lIron rod for chaja &

window railing Rs. 500.00
5. Wooden materials for the roof Rs  800.00
6. The wooden materials for the

door and the window Rs. 500.00
7. Asbestos sheets with fittings Rs. 2400.00

Rs 250.00

8. White washing of walls and

painting of door Rs. 200.00
9. Labour charges for carpenter Rs. 1000 00

Rs. 10,000 00

B) Cost of construction of a semi-pucca

house (pucca walls and straw thatched roof) with a
floor space of 315 Sq. ft.

Items of expenditure Amount

A

Dressed laterite slabs

(2°X1' X14) 1000 pieces Rs. 2500.00
Cement 8 bags Rs. 52000
Labour charges for cement work Rs. 1200.00

- o — ey



Wooden and bamboo materials
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4.

for the roof Rs. 1000.00
5. Rope Rs. 40.00
6. Wooden materials for the

door and window Rs. 500.00
7  Labour charges for the

carpenter Rs. 500.00
8. Fittings Rs. 60.00
9 Straw for thatching Rs. 500-00
10. Lakour charges for thatching Rs. 150.00
11. White washing of walls and

painting, washing of the doors Rs. 20000

7170.00

C) Cost of construc

with a fleor space of 315 Sq. feet

tion of a katcha house

Items of Expenditure Amount
1. Laterite pillar 6 nos Rs. 200.00
2 Bamboo rafter 50 nos 200.00
3. Bamboo baten 4 bundle Rs. 60 00
4. Rope 4 Kas Rs. 40.00
5. Labour charges for construction

of mud walls Rs. 400.00
6. 1 atour charges for the carpenter Rs. 500.00
7 Straw for thatching Rs. 500.00
8. Labour charges for thatching Rs. 150.00
9. Cost of wood for the door 200.00
10. Iron fittings Rs. 50.00
11. Cost of white washing

Rs. 200.00

and painting

Rs 2500 00
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The household articles ina Kela house
includes both traditional and several items of
modern articles. Almost all items are purchased
from outside.An inventory of such articles in four
sample households belonging to different econo-
mic categories is given in the next page.



L — e ——— ——
KESHARIPUR . |

;ﬂLEWrﬂ OF PADMA

_——-—-_-_._
PUA KELA
NOTIONAL MAP OF SA ( oRISSA )

DISTRICT— PURI

REFERENCE

HUDCO  HOUSE (ASBESTOS)
-00- -00- (tEes)
TRADITIONAL  HOUSES
BLANXFLDTS

WELLS

ROADS

PANCHAYAT Crsiiz
KALARAMANG EIW & “'1gava SAMITTCE
VLW CENIRE

SEVASHRAM SCROOL

HOSTEL

BUILDINGS

TEA StaLt

ALY GANG MOUSE

WLLAGE DEMY TEnALE

®oe co

e I Y

—_— —
ROAD T0 ~4iin YILLAGE
EHA oy iy 809090909090 T TT ‘a
¢ 14 fosdl Wi

mALIE s WY Yoo
‘..cav""al




21

- o L [ G¢ ©1 02 00L afing apfny 6
T I 1 02 @ G1 00g ymem ISUM ejueyd '8
12p10521
a o = I ST 91 01 009 1apiooa1 ade] adej -
- — 1. 1 St9ol 00€ oipey apey 9
L I - I G1 91 01 02 XO§] UBPOOM Sexeq eyiey -G
- - U 1 Se90¢ 52 yunip (21 fundl b
T I ¢ G¢ 91 02 UE 1ey") Uapoom oy g
- = ! I G2 %1 02 ov ajqe | uapoo aqel ‘2
= = e I 0b 01 (€ 0S1 peajs paq pawei ] equeed [
6 8 L 9 5 1 € é 1
1004 3|PP'IW 2IPPIW Y21y
lamon] um__QQD
jo Aiobajed (‘sy)
LR B (1eax) asn  @0aid 1ad }s00 judeamba  sapuIe JO "ON

Aq passassod Jaquinp] jo uonein  ajewnxoiddy ystbug aweu @007 IS

sanobajed o1wouod2
juaiajjip 03 Buibuojaq spjoyasnoy ajdwes jo sa|dijie pjoyasnoy jo Arojuaau]

-y



22

T —— e el

01 01 8

G ued Buyeg eme] ‘€7
eHIPRYH

L 1 1 1 NI O 8 1 po1 1e) buifag eyitd ‘22

1 1 1 A 0T & 8 @ APE] Mueqd “[2

2 € b Z 01 91 8 8 jod wnuwngy ©aq esey 0z

1 1 1 Z 01 ™ 8 I 1aquu) winunwngy seb esey 61

) 1 I 1 01 9 8 Q Bn( wniuiwn)y [eyp esey |1

" ) - 1 Gé 91 02 0¢ bnf |ejaw-jjag [eyp esuey /]
‘A11n2> Buniedasd

1 1 1 1 L 99 71 10§ jod uou-jse) 1apey ‘91
jod

Z £ b € 219 01 g1  Bunjood wnwwnly  1ya4aq ‘Gl

1 1 I 1 ¢l 9 01 02 125ong Hied vI

) e 1 1 ob 031 0¢ 08 1ep sselq eien) ‘gl

- - 1 I G 0§ Sh BA0JG aUISO1dY| anoig ‘71

- - 1 1 G Od 02 gjjaaqui) eleyyD ‘11

-~ - — 1 G1 93 01 Ge yau10] Wpio] "ol

6 8 L9 S b £ Z 1




23

azIs 12|[ews rpad
? 9 S £ ST o1 01 9 jo jayseq ajeug  edeseueg /¢
I I I I - - (2q-qung niequed ‘9g
azis 1ab6biq ipad
l l ! I 02 ©1 61 0¢ jo 12yseq axeug edesepeq] 'Gg
1 i 1 1 £ A% € uej bBuimouulyy ey “bE
¢ 4 4 4 € 92 e syayseq 12401 ‘€€
poom [anj butAiied
¢ 4 ¢ Z b oi¢g S 10} pasn adoy ejor 'ZE
I I I é b olg G ajod Buiduen 1bunyeqg 1€
S S b b p o1¢g I 1au Burhiien eqiS 0§
I [ I 01 91 8 G fulinseaw uielio) euep 62
I ¢ I 1 01 03 8 ] axy  1yprany E7
I 1T 1 01 01 8 8 yooy g Bmey LZ
l r T 1 02 © ST S leqmor)  [eqeS "9
I 1 I I p o1¢g 1 dwe] uqg Sé
N - 1 1 21 01 01 Gl uiajue] ueyjue] g
o [, - L9 S b € -4 I




24

= il 1 I 8 019 Gl sseib jo ey edneg ‘gp
jeal werd
t & ¢ & 01 01 8 0l ajep piim jo jep tedunfeyy ‘Gp
& £ £ € E 9¢ I a1og IS1S "B
74 & 6 ¢ Yy ¢ é qwo) rued £p
I [ I 1 ST 9 01 A yextens 2y
" . ! 1 G1 9 01 g 10ze1 Bulaeyg 10zey ‘b
1 1 1 1 01 9 8 b enieq ‘o
(7 [ é 74 21 01 01 VA ajiuy Ny "6
é 4 [4 é £ 012 t beq Auuno RYRY ‘g€
6 L 9 S 1% € Z 1




25

A few well-to-do households have wooden
chair, table and cot. They have mats for sleeping
purposes. Aluminium utensils both for cooking
and eating, earthen vessels for cooking and
storing water are commonly seen. Some well-to-
do households have brass water jars, bell-metal
utensils for taking food. Baking pan and spoon
are commonly seen. Some households have lantern,
almost all households have kerosine lamp and
well-to-do households possess bicycle, radio, tape-
recorder, umbrella, kerosine stove, suitcase, steel
trunk and brief case. Besides all these articles
they have snake-baskets and equipments used in
carrying out their traditional profession. A list of
equipments used in snake-catching. fishing and
bird-catching are given in the next page.
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There is no peculiarity in their dress and
ornaments. They use modern dresses and orna-
ments like their Hindu neighbours. The male
members are found using bead or metal necklaces
and ear-rings like women. Possession of gold and
use of gold ornaments are taboo for them because
they believe that the owner and the user will meet
unnatural death. Use of shoes and chapals is no
more a taboo as in the past. Foot wear has
become very common among the people of
younger generation. Silver ornaments and coins
containing silver, pucca house, modern articles
and snake are considered their wealth.

As regards bodily cleanliness and sanitary
habits, the women are cleaner than men. Use of
washing soap and powder for cleaning clothes
and use of bathing soap is common among them.
Women, particularly maidens put on costly
modern sarees and other dresses and different
varieties of ornaments of different metals except
gold and use modern cosmetics. They take parti-
cular care of their hair shaping it to a beautiful
bun tied with coloured ribbons and ornamented
with flower-designs of silver and other metals
Tattooing of their own name or those of gods
and goddesses on the inner side of the arm is
prevalent among both sexes.

Rice is their staple food and they take it at
least two to three times a day. They also take



29

tea and tiffin which they get from outside. They
are fond of fish and meat, dal, curry, dry fish or
fried green leaves invariably constitute a side dish
with the staple food. They take alcoholic drink of
distilled country liquor only on festive occasions.
Some male members are addicted to smoking or
chewing of tobacco mixed with lime. Men and
women take betel with tobacco. They carry with
them all the ingredients of betel in a pouch called
batua wherever they go

The Kela commonly sulfer from scabbies,
fever, cough and cold and stomach trouble mainly
due to change of place and water during their
movements from place to place. They believe
that such diseases are caused by unhygenic water
and food, their exposure to climatic changes But
diseases like T. B, leprosy, cancer and filaria are
believed to be caused by one's mis-deed and
disrespect to superiors like parents and uncles.
For common ailments they primarily depend on
herbal medicines prepared by them Some of them
have knowledge about preparing some items of
medicines from herbal plants and other materials
and sell these to the needy persons during their
visit. For the treatment of scabbies, they bring
nim ( Azadirachta Indica ) leaves and chuo ( Qil
distilled from jhuna or dried milk of sal trees used
as Incense ). These are boiled with water This
is followed by anointing the affected portion with
oll extracted from Kuranja | Pongamia glabra ) or
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from Bolanga ( calophyllum ionophyllum ) or with
ashes of arakha ( Calotropis gigentea ) plant. For
cough and cold they take water boiled with
basanga (Adhatoda Vasica) leaves. For dysentry
they take water mixed with sugarcandy, juani
(used as spices) and ganja leaf (Indian hemp).



ECONOMIC LIFE

The Kela are a semi-namadic group of people
who move in batches from place to place round
the year with occasional visit to their permanent
settlement at Padmakesharipur on certain festive
occasions. They mainly depend on their traditional
occupations of snake-catching, snake-charming
and sanke-selling. These are supplemented by seve-
ral other economic activities such as mouse-play.
magical performance, bird-catching, jugglery, sale
of folk and herbal medicines, amulets, tattooing,
sale of toys, cosmetics and ornaments of cheap
metals. Some of them also possess land which
they cultivate, some work for wages and some of
them have joined in regular services. Table IV
gives the occupational distribution of workers.

Table 1V

Occupational distribution of workers among Kela
as per Survey (Primary occupation) in 1983.

Sl Occupation Totol Male Female
No. workers workers workers
1 2 3 4 5
1. Snake- 252 252 -

charming (49.02) (89.67)
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1 2 3 4 5

2  Sale of toys,
cosmetics and

ornaments of 62 - 62
cheap metals (12.06) (26.61)
2. Tattooing 32 - 82
( 6.23) (13.73)
4, Magic 6 6 =
performance { 1.17) (2.13}
5. Cultivation 2 1 1
( 0.39) (0.36) (0.43)
6. Forestry 34 6 28
(6.61) (2.13) (12.02)
7. Wage-earning 117 8 109
(22:77) (2.85) (46.78)
8. Regular service 9 8 1
(175) (2.85) (0.43)
Total 514 281 233

(100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

The workers numbering 514 constitute
56.22 per cent of the total population of 916.
Out of these workers 49.02 per cent depend on
snake-charming, 22.77 per cent on wage-earning,
12.06 per cent on sale of toys,cosmetics and orna-
ments of cheap metal, 6.61 per cent on forestry
and 6.23 per cent on tattooing. Only 9 persons
have joined reqular service, 6 persons conduct
magical performances and 2 persons do cultivation.
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In other words, about 69.08 per cent still depend
on their traditional occupations such as snake-
charming, sale of toys, cosmetics and ornaments
of cheap metal, tattooing and magical perfomance
and the rest 29.02 per cent have taken up wage-
earning, service and cultivation as their primary

sources of livelihood.

Among the male, the workers constitute
59.79 per cent of the total population of 470.
Snake-charming and magical performances and
sale of charms and herbal medicines are exclusi-
vely done by male workers. Similarly sale of toys,
cosmetics and ornaments of cheap metals and
tattooing are done only by female workers. The
Kela women are engaged in wage-earning and
collection of forest produce in a higher proportion
than their male counterparts. Among the females
the workers constitute 52.24 per cent of its total
population of 446. Various economic activities
undertaken by the persons of different sexes and

age-groups are given below.

Age & sex Economic Activities

group

Adult-male Snake- catching, Snake - charming,
bird catching, sale of charms and he-

rbal medicines, magical performances,



collecting minor forest produ-
ces like firewood, fruits and green
leaves and wage-earning.

Adult-female : Tattooing (ulki), selling of toys.
cosmetics and ornaments of cheap
metals, wage-earning, collection and
sale of minor forest produces like
firewood, fruit and green leaves.

Boys . Bird-catching, assisting father or
elder brother in snake-charming and
in showing magical performances,
watching camp and occasionally
begging, collection of firewood.

Girls : Selling of toys, cosmetics and orna-
ments of cheap metals, collection of
firewood and other minor forest
produces, watch'ng the camp, giving
company to mother when going
out,

The division of economic pursuit under-
taken by different sexes according to age-groups
mentioned above is not a water-tight compart-
ment since there is no bar for a woman to engage
herself in snake-charming or magical performa-
nces which are mostly done by males and there
is also no bar for a man to do tattooing or to sell
toys, cosmetics or ornaments which are generally
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done by woman. There is no bar for a man or
woman to do any of the economic pursuits
whether traditional or modern followed by them.
Inspite of adoption of several new economic
activities the majority of the Kela population still
depend on their traditional occupations which
are discussed below.

Snake-charming

The main occupation of the Kelas is snake-
charming They also catch snakes for sale either
among themselves or to outsiders.

They have knowledge about the places
where different. species of snakes are generally
found. They visit these places in batches during
different seasons to catch them. The names of
places which they visit and the snakes they catch
are given in Table V.
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The Ahiraj species generally live in hillo-
cks covered with dense forests and Gokhar in
ant-hills or under straw thatched roofs of old
houses. Both the species usually come out in the
early morning before sun rise or in the evening to
take fresh air. This is the time when these are
caught. The species of Ajagar and Boda take
shelter in swampy lands covered with bushes and
shrubs. Both these varieties enjoy cool sleep of
longer duration during winter season when these
are caught. They also catch different species of
non-poisonous snakes such as Dhanda ( Natrix
piscator) and Mati Biradi ( Natrix stolata) to use
as food for the poisonous snakes. They also catch
frog, mouse and different varieties of birds for
use as food for the snakes.

Only male members go out in batches to
catch snakes. Before proceeding on their snake
catching trips they pray and worship Lord Siva,
Goddess Mangala and forest deities for success
in the pursuit and safety. During the days when
engaged in snake-charming they themselves cook
their own food in earthen pots and also take their
food in leaf plates or earthen pots. They neither
eat the left-over food of other persons nor parta-
ke food with any body during the period when
engaged in snake-catching. The equipments used
in catching snakes consist of a wooden stick of 3
{eet in length and one inch in girth, a gunny bag,
a knife and bamboo-baskets with carrying nets.
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Before going to catch snakes, they clean and
wash these equipments, if they are not new.
They also carry carbolic acid with them for the
treatment of snake-bite.

In the forest they look for the snakes in
the bushes and big trees near the sources of
water. When a snake is located, the person sho-
uld move very stealthly without making slightest
noise and should try to hold it by its tail and raise
it swiftly in such a manner that its head will be
touching the surface of the land, so that the
snake gets no time to turn and bite him. In such
a position the snake will not be able to move,
rather it will start biting the surface. The person

will press the head of the snake with the stick
with his left hand. When the snake is under

control, he moves his right hand to hold the head
of the snake. Then there follows the removal of
the poisonous teeth with the help of a knife be-
fore putting the snake into the basket. A bigger
snake if found in deep sleep is caught by hand
without using the stick. He catches this type of
snake by head and tail simultaneously and puts
it into the sack.

Although the snake catchingis an indivi-
dual pursuit they move in batches and help each
other at the time of need. If any occasion arises
for a joint endeavour for catching bigger snakes,
they share the cost which varies from Rs. 500/-
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to Rs. 1000/- equally among themselves. The
persons who will keep the snake will pay the
shares to other partners. At present permission
of the officers of local Forest Offices is to be
obtained before going to catch snakesin the
forests in accordance with the Forest Rules.

Table VI

Local names of different varieties of snakes
handled by the Kela

Zoological Local names Approximate
name of cost
species

1. Naja Naja 1. Gokhara or Naga
(with sandle mark

on head) Rs 30.00

a) ltalia Naga Rs. 200.00

b) Kanthua Naga Rs. 20.00

c) Dhulia Naga Rs. 20.00

d) Gendalia Naga Rs. 20.00

2 Tampa (with lotus

mark on head) Rs. 20 00

a) Panibuda tampa Rs. 15.00

b) Patraja tampa Rs. 1500

c) Kolthia tampa Rs. 15.00

d) Karkatia tampa Rs. 15.00

2. Naja Hannah 1 Ahiraj Rs. 500-1000
(King cobra) 2. Sankha~ ' Rs. 500-1000

chuda

3 Manichuda Rs. 500-1000
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1 ' 3
3. Python Molurus 1. Ajagar Rs. 200.00
4. Bungarus 1. Rana Rs. 15.00
(Fasciatus)
5. Viper Russelli 1. Boda Rs. 25.00
6. Bungarus 1, Chid Rs. 10.00
Caeruleus

Now-a~days some of them are not going to
catch snakes. They purchase the snakes from
other members of their own group or from other
sections of their caste, such as Pathania Kela,
Bajikaria and Matia Kelas coming from Andhra
Pradesh who catch snakes primarily for sale. If
an individual has snakes more than what he requ-
ires he sells them either to his fellow members or
in Clacutta. The approximate cost of each variety
of snakes is also given in Table V1.

The longivity of a snake in natural surrou-
nding is generally 30 years, but it can survive
only for 8 to 10 years under human care ana
nourishment. The cobra or Ahiruj snakes are
given to eat live frog, small bird, lizard, mouse
and non-poisonous snakes. In the absence of
these small pieces of mutton are given. Clear
water is supplied to drink. Both food and water
are given to these snakes kept in the bamboo
baskets atleast once in a week. A snake when
required to drink is brought outside and its head
is dipped in water and kept in watch. [t brings
out its head from the water pot after it has drunk
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sufficiently. Thereafter it is put inside the bamboo
basket.

The Kelas generally move in groups consi-
sting of six to fifteen families in a group and visit
various parts of Orissa and outside Orissa to earn
their livelihood through their traditional profession
throughout the whole year excepting their brief
stay extending for a fortnight or so in their native
village during Dola Purnima in the month of
March, Raja Sankranti in June or Dasarha in
October and Pimpei in November. In the past all
families excluding the old persons and pregnant
women used to leave the village in several groups.
In such cases they had to engage Dakua or some
local people to watch their houses on payment.
But at present most of the families are not taking
their women and children with them.

Married brothers with their parents and
with families of paternal or maternal uncles, gene-
rally form a group. Before starting their seasonal
migration they informally discuss about the areas
which they intend to visit and form groups. In
this respect, they gather information about the
area affected by natural calamities like flood,
drought and cpidemics for exclusion from the list
of areas for their wisit. They visit those areas
where the people can understand the language
spoken by them. The formation of a group Iis
called Sea-bandha. Each group selects a Dalpati
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(Leader) who will preferably be the seniormost
and most experienced male member of the group.
The main duties of the Dalpati is to lead the
group and take care of its members. Sometimes
a group may be sub-divided into several smaller
groups for their movement with the permission

of the Dalpati.

They carry with them all the things requi-
red in a camp life such as mats, mosquito-net,
utensils for cooking and taking food These
articles are carried by both husband and wife
assisted by other family members accompanving
them. The male member carries his share which
generally includes snake-baskets, medicines, stat-
ionery articles for sale and utensils and food stuff
with the help of a carrying pole and the female
carries in head-load of all other necessities such

as mats and clothes.

At the time of movement, they generally
camp in urban, semi-urban areas and bigger
villages. In such places, they take shelter under a
big tree, open sheds of the weekly market or in
some deserted big buildings close to the source of
drinking water. In the camp everybody gets up
very early The male member lits the hearth and
the female member goes out to the water source
to wash the utensils and to fetch water after
finishing daily ablusions. When she returns and
cooks the food, the male member goes out for
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the daily ablusions. Thereafter all of them take
their morning meal simultaneously about 9 a m.
Women wash the utensils and men check up
their equipments. After taking rest for half an
hour or so, he goes out to visit different parts of
the town or to a neighbouring village to show
snake-play. She carries the stationery articles,
ornaments, toys and the instruments and materi-
als for tattooing in a bamboo basket on her head
and visits different parts of the town or the
neighbouring village. The children watch the
camp. Sometimes they go out to beg or to fetch
firewood. She returns early at about 3 p. m. to
the camp. Once again she goes to fetch water for
the evening meal. Men return at about 4 p. m..
While cooking will be going on, the family memb-
ers discuss about the days experience. They take
their meal in the evening. All members of the
camp spend sometime in chitchating before going
to bed.

The duration of stay in a camp during their
movement extends for five to fifteen days occasi-
onally upto one month depending upon the
number of villages which they can visit for exhi-
biting snake-play. Under the leadership of
Bichitra Das, a group of 15 households with a
population of 38 (17 male adults, 5 female adults
and 6 children) left the village after Dasarha, by
train to Berhampur in Ganjam district. The
itinerary of the group giving the names of the
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places where they camped and duration of stay in
different camps is given bleow.

Places of camp Duration of stay Month

1. Berhampur One month August-
September

2 Rukudakhandi 7 days September

3 Nimakhandi 5 days September

4. Solagh 10 days Novembet

5 Handighar 8 days November

6. Bhabandha 10 days Novembet

7. Bhatgumuda 10 days December

8. Chhatrapur 15 days December

9. Court

Chhatrapur 15 days January

10. Rambha )* days January

11. Hmua 10 days January-
February

12. Khalikote 10 days February

13. Keshpur 8 days February

14. Ganja 8 days February

15. Balugaon One month March

16. Banpur 10 days April

17. Soleri 7 days April

18. Gangadharpur 7 days April

19. Kuhudi 7 days May
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1 2 3
20. Bhusandapur 7 days May
21. Kalupada 5.days Mav
22. Nirakarpur 5 days May
23. Golbai 6 days May

Another group of 8 families with 21 per-
sons (8 male adults, 9 female adults & 4 children)
led by one Basanta Das left the village by trainm
after Dasarha for Bhadrak in Balasore district and
camped in the places.

Place of camp

Duration of stay Month

Bhadrak
Soro
Bahanaga
Nilgiri
Kaptipada
Udala

Khunta
Jashipur

S O® N ! s W

Baripada
12. Suliapada

13. Kostha

. Rairangpur
0. Gorumabhisani

Two months
10 days

7 days

7 days

15 days

10 days

7 days

7 days

One month

15 days
Two months

10 days

8 days

July-August
August
September
September
September
October
October
October
November
December
December-
January
January-
February
February
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1 2 3
14 Amarda 8 days February
15 Betnoti 5 days February
16. Baisinga 7 days March
17. Balasore One month March-April
18. Bhadrak One month April-May
19. Chandabali 15 days May-June

by bus upto Chainbasa.

Another group of only nine adult male
members led by one Hemanta Das to Jamshedpur
area of Bihar State. They left their village after
Dasarha for Chianbasa in Bihar State. They trave-
lled by train upto Jajpur-Keonjhar Road and then

Various places where

they camped one after another are as follows :

Places of camp Duration Month o
1. Chainbasa 15 days October
2. Kuju 7 days November
3 Keshargadia 6 days November
4. Ichagada 6 days November
5. Rajnagar 10 days November
6. Heta 7 day December
7. Pataka 5 days December
8. Jadugoda 10 days December
9. Musabani 10 days December
10. Rajghat 7 days January
11. Rakha Mines 10 days January
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j 2 3
12. Tata Two months January-March
13. Gambharia 7 days March
14. Kanda 7 days March
15. Seni 5 days April
16. Gadabambu 5 days April
17. Mahalmorucha 7 days April
18. Supeisahi 7 days April
19. Kuruma 5 days April
20. Gopinathpur 6 days May
21. ltihasa 10 days May
22. Kareikala 8 days May
23. Latapahadi 10 days May
24. Chakradharpur 10 days June

Another group of 5 male adults under the
leadership of one Nath Das, visited various parts
of the State not at a stretch but at different
months of the year. They went to a place from
their village and camped there for a period not
exceeding 30 days and returned home. After
staying at home for three to four days they left
for another place. During the year 1983-84 the
group visited the following places.

Places of camp  Duration of stay Month

1. Puri One month October-

hovember
2. Balugaon 10 days December
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Places where camped Duration Month
of stay

3. Nayagarh 10 days December
4. Banki 8 days December
5. Talcher 10 days January
6. Dhenkanal 15 days January
7. Berhampur 10 days February
8. Paradeep 15 days February
9. Chandabali 10 days March
10. Baripada 15 days March
11. Rairangpur 15 days April
12. Choudwar 10 days April
13. Dandakaranya One month  May
14. Balimela One month  July
15. Kalahandi 10 days August
16. Balliguda 10 days August
17. Phulbani 15 days August-

September

While they are away from homes, they
keep contact with their kinsmen and other memb-
ers of their community staying in the wvillage
through postal correspondence. Whenever any
necessity arises for them to be present in their
home village, they come back. Sometimes the
caste-council directs them to return to the village
on or before a fixed date. On such occasions
they have to come back to village otherwise they

have to pay a fine to the council.
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At the time of playing a sanke or a mouse
a Kela attracts and startles the audience with his
talks and songs. The most common song for
snake-play accompanied by the music of dambaru
(dumb-bell) played on by the singer h mself is
called Padmatola (Baramasi) in Oriva language.
This song which relates to the works of Lord
Srikrishna runs as follows :

PADMATOLA (Baramasi) SONG

Kansara gharani Padmavati Rani
Karithile Dhanuntori Ossa,
Lakhyebhara Padma debure Kanhei
nathiba pakhudamisaki Gobinda Hari,
Bandili hatabata, bandili choupenta
bandili kaunrideshar mati,
Banaili charidigs
Sarababandita Khelauthiliki Gobinda Hari,
Padmapatara Hari chalile
Banama!i payare na lage dhuli
Bijuli kadhaele bataki Gabinda Hari,
Kansara gharani Padmavati Rani
Karithile Dhanuntori Ossa
Lakhyebhara padma debure Kanhei
nathiba pakhudamisaki Gobinda Hari
Baisakhe chandana Pravu Khelibe Janardana
Dekhile Bhaktankara sire chandana
Jesthaki masare Baliara girisama
Asarhe Gundicha jata biie
tini ratha agare Balaram
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Maijire Suvadra ta pachhare Kalia Kanhei
Ki Gobinda Hari,
Sravane Giridhar barase garagara kapaleki chita
Ratna kathaumadi trahi karibe
Ke Gobinda Hari
Bhadrava masare Pravunka janam
Pade sankata kaledura
Dekhi na male Kansa, Na dekhile Dasaratha
Putna kale nasaki Gobinda Hari.
Aswina masare Kumari Janam
Jua khelanti Radhamane
Puchi khelanti kumarimane
Ki Gobinda Hari.
Kartika masare baramasi hoeba sampurna
trahi karibeki Gobinda Hari
Padmarp atare Hari chalile Banamali meghar
mala mala

Kansara gharani Padmavati Rani
Karithile Dhanuntori Ossa
Lakhyebhara Padma debure Kanhei
Nathiba pakhudamisa Ki Gobinda Hari.

The gist of the above song is as follows -

Queen Padmavati, wife of Kansa, was
performing Dhanuntori Ossa (worship of bow).
[.ord Srikrishna with two lakh headload of lotus
flower had gone to attend the worship. The path,
the magical world. four directions were sealed
h'!J magical 5pe” and lord Srihrishna walked over
lotus leaves all the way to avoid covering of his
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feet with dust particles, under the light provided
by lightening in the sky. In the month of Baisakh
(April-May), Lord (Jagannath) comes out for
boating during a festival called Chandan (Sandal
wood) Jatra providing an opportunity for the
devotees outside the temple. In the month of
Asarh (June-July) Lord Jagannath, Balabhadra
and Subhadra again come out and go to the
maternal aunts house in chariots during the
famour car festival. In the month of Sravan
(July~August) when there is heavy rain lord use
sandal made of gold. The Bhadrab (August-
September) is the month when Lord (Srikrishna)
is born to protect the mankind by killing Kansa.
Thereafter lord killed Putana (in the incarnation
of Ramchandra) which was not known to King
Dasaratha. The month of Aswinu (September-
October) Gopis and so also the unmarried girls
spend the fullmoon day (called Kumar Purnima)
by dancing and rejoicing. The festive calender in
honour of Lord Krishna ends in the month of
Kartika (October~-November).

During the snake-play and mouse-play,
the Kela allures the audience with his talk, song
and action and gets scope to sell the herbal medi-
cines and amulets. Similarly Kela women can
allure the womenfolk for selling cosmetics, toys
and ornaments. While undertaking the painful
operation of tattooing she sings romantic songs,
some of which are reproduced below :
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(2) Chhi karide, mana maride, gandi paride,
Chaul bhaja, manaku maja
Kakadarpur niti maja.
Naera bali, mote dekhi tama dhamak chali
Ana sorisa, mote dekhi tume tahi karucha.

The theme of the above song is a request
to the person undergoing the operation of tattoo-
ing to remain mentally strong to bear the pain
which is not so severe.

(b) Asa Asa tu brajabali bege chali
Chitakutidebi nana bhaliki bhali,
Mora chitakuta sansare sara
Asundara na disiba dehaku tora,
Belabudilani gruhe jibi chali
Brajataruni, chita kutidebi bhaliki bhali
Kapalare adha chandradebi kutl
Duru dusuthiba phuti,
Beni haste kuti debi suasari,

Manaku ati jatanakari,
Mayura mayuri karuthibe dalarebasi
Kunjabinodia karuthiba bainsi dhuni go
Dekhuthiba taku niti  Kalakanhu mo
netra sampati go,

Nua kelunira nua katha ago suna
Sakhi pachare pachare go
Keun desha ate ghara tahara go
Ke atanti janani piar
Ago sodasi bayasi
Purusa bayase dekhile jibe tarasi
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In this song the Kela woman narrates the

beauty of various designs of tattoo-marks for
different parts of the body. English translation of
this alluring song runs as follows

(c)

Come. come quickly O Brajabali

(1) will tatto different designs

My tattooing is top in the world.

These (tattoo marks) will not look indescent
to your body

It is going to be sun-set

(I) will return home. O' Brajatarani.

(1) will tattoo different designs.

‘Half-moon’' on the fore head,

will look dazling from a distance.

On your arms with utmost care (I) can tattoo
a pair of parrotor a pair of peacok or a
picture of Kalakana, Kunjabinodia Srikrushna)
with a flute in hand which you can see every
day and hear the music of the flute to
Kunjabinodia (Srikrushna).

O' Golden friend (Sakhi) 1 unknown kela
woman asking **To which region (you) belong ?
Who is your dear mother i i

O' sweet sixteen, young men will be amazed
on seeing you.

Asa chita kutibe Labangalata
Disuthiba suasar: pari
Kumbhapadithiba dhad ki dhadi
Asa chita kutidebi Labangalata
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Asalo jhia kutiba chita
Dekhaidebi bahu chita

Hassi deba tuma manaku

Asalo chita kutiba Labangalata.

In this song the Kela woman calls the girls
by addressing them as Labangalata for undergoing
the operation of tatoo-marks of different designs.

English translation of this song is as follows -

O’ Labangalata, come for tattooing a pair
of parrot, rows and rows of flower designs come,
come O' Labangalata for tattooing, come, daugh-
ter for tattooing (I willl show you different
designs (you) will be joyous come, come, o'
Labangalata.

She sells the ornaments and cosmetics on
both cash and food grains. Apart from this she
also begs for foodstuff, old clothes, vegetables.
etc. from the housewives. At present the average
daily income of a male member varies from Rs 8/-
to Rs. 15/- and in case of a female it is around
Rs. 5/-. Previously women were earning quite
appreciable amount from tattoing operations. At
present tattooing has become unpopular among
many communities as a result of which the in-
come of Kela women has gone down. Previously,
both husband and wife were able to earn Rs. 20/ -
to Rs. 25/- daily.
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About 25 to 30 years back the Kelas were
solely dependant for their livelihood on their tra-
ditional occupations of snake-charming, tattooing
and sale of cosmetics, cheap ornaments and toys,
showing magical performances and begging were
also additional sources of income The economic
life of the Kelas is in the present time undergoing
change. Many Kelas no longer want to pursue
their nomadic habits. In fact some Kelas have
taken up regular services and some of them,
mostly females have become wage earners.
Among them there are some Kelas who are inter-
ested in educating their children. In such cases
the father and other adult members of the house-
hold go out on seasonal migration leaving the
children in the village with the mother to attend
school. Besides wage-earning some of them go
out to collect fuel-wood, green leaves and seaso-
nal fruits from the neighbouring Chandaka forest
primarily for own use and occasionally for sale.

Now some of them have purchased agricul-
tural land and started cultivating the same in
contravention of the taboo current among them
since long. Possession of agricultural land and
practice of cultivation was considered inauspicious
in the past. It was the belief among them that
any breach of this taboo would bring disease and
death. But this has been changed since last two
generat ons. For the first time the father of one
Sailendra Das, who is now a government servant
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purchased agricultural land about 36 years ago.
Subsequently some others also purchased land. At
present as many as 40 out of 266 households
possess land, the size of holdings varying from
Ac. 0.12 to Ac. 3.00. Except one household who
cultivates land other land owners have their lands

to non-Kela cultivators of the locality on sharecro-

pping basis.

In the past they were not keeping any

domestic animal except poultry. But some of

them have started keeping of goats and sheep. A
few years back two households purchased goats
but finding it cumbersome to keep them they gave
them to a tribal on condition that whatever in-
come would acrue would be given to the owner.
Two more households have now calves and 16
households sheep for which they have obtained

loan from commercial bank.

Plantation of fruit trees is now gaining
popularity. Several households own trees like
jackfruits, mango, guava, lemon, cashewnut and
plants like banana, papeya etc. by their own effort
as shown 10 Table VIIL Most of them sell the
surplus produce of these trees and plants for
1dditional income. Most of the households grow
ugggtables like gourd, pumpkin, peas, lady's fmger
etc. during rainy season mostly for their own

consumption.
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Women have knowledge about making toys
and mats of different sizes with multi-coloured
designs from the date-palm leaves which they
purchase from the people of Khajuria caste of the
locality. Toys are sold while mats are primarily
meant for their own use. Moreover they have
knack for knitting and embroidery work. Now
some of the Kela girls are undergoing training in
tussar reeling in the Training Centre at Rasulgarh,
sponsored by the Khadi and Village Industry

Board.

Their income from snake-charming, tattoo-
ing and sale of herbal medicines and amulets is on
the decrease. As tattooing has hecome out of
fashion there is so to say no income from this
source. Use of herbal medicines and amulets has
also become very unpopular. Previously they used
to earn sufficiently from different sources and
therefore were able to save something. But now-
a-days the situation has changed and they are in
want and living even from hand to mouth has

been very difficult.

Table V1l
Classification of households by size of land
holding.
S| Size-Class of land No. of Percentage to
No. holding (in acre) house- total house-

hold hold

1. Within one acre 32 12.04
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1 < 3 4
2. Between 1.0 ac. to

2.5 ac. 6 2.25
3 Between 2.5 ac. to

3 ac. 2 0.75
4, Above 3 ac — v
5 Mo land 226 84 96

Total 266 100.00

Table VIII
Possession of fruit trees

S . Type of trees No. of house- No. of
No. hold owning trees
1. Jackfruit 19 27
2. Mango 38 52
3. Guava 1 1
4 Cashewnut 14 54
5. Lemon 1 1
6. Papeya 8 8
7. Tamarind 7 7
8. Date-palm 5 5
9. Barakoli 2 2
10. Banana 9 32
11. Jamu 2 2
12. Palmolin 1 1




SOCIAL ORGANISATION

The Kela community is strictly endogamous
and marriage in the same settlement is not appro-
ved. All the households in the settlement are
closely related to one another by blood.

The family among the Kelas is the smallest
social unit and primarily responsible for providing
nourishment. food and protection to its members.
The elders of the family transmit the knowledge,
<kill and secrets to its younger generation for
carrying on their traditional occupations

The form and size of the family have con-
siderable influnce on social interaction, socialisa-
tion and economic life of individuals. The types
of family and its composition are given in Table-
VIII. The simple nuclear family which is compo-
sed of husband, wife and their dependant unmarr-
ied children is found in large majority (64 66%;).
If thisis taken together with the intermediate
nuclear family having husband and wife only
(27.44°}), it becomes 92.10 per cent. Monogamy
is considered ideal and also a reality in their
society. Neolocality is the general rule and a
boy soon after his marriage builds a separate
house, preferably on the homestead land alloted by
his parents. A widow or widower if not very old
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enough, gets remarried since it is considered
disgrace to remain without having a life partner.
There are 21 broken households having widow or
widower with or without children and dependant
siblings.

The size of household varies from one
member to ten members with an average of 3.44
members. From Table IX it is seen that there
are 12 households having only one member each.
As many as 63 per cent of the total households
have 2 to 4 members each Households having 5
to 7 members each constitute 40.60 per cent and
those having 7 to 10 members claim a negligible
percentage of 1.66 only. Nuclear families which
are smaller in size are most numerous.

After marriage, each adult man is entitled
to have his own house and hearth independently
with the consent and cooperation of his parents-
in-law. Since they are patrilineal the husbhand s
the owner and head of the household. He repre-
sents his household in the community and inherits
parental property alongwith other brothers
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The husband and wife with their depdnda-
nts work together as a team for the maintenance
of their family. Together they go out on seasonal
migration, provided there is no such situation
which may warrant the presence of the wife in
the native village. The wife is the custodian of
the family purse and all earning members of the
family have to deposit the daily income with her
for family expenses. Without her approval the
husband will not venture to spend anything

from it.

The husband-wife relationship among them
is very informal and friendly with an accent of
equality. Even at the time of informal or formal
gathering of the village elders the women have
freedom to participate in the deliberations. On
many occasions more commonly when they are
in camp the husband helps his wife in fetching
water and cooking meals which are the primary
duties of the wife. Both husband and wife are
equally responsible for the selection of supouses
for their children. Although the husband is the
head of the family, he always consplts his wife in
almost all matters concerning the family,

Parents are primarily responsible for the
training of their children in their traditional econo-
mic activities. They quide their son and daughter-
in-law for a year or so following their marriage in
earning their livelthood. The family is solely respo-
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nsible for the celebration of

most of the religious
festivals.

Inspite of mutual cooperation and compa-

nionship there are Occurances of quarrels and
conflicts between husband and wife on the
grounds of laziness, suspicious character and bad
temper. In the past quarrels and conflicts between
husband and wife generally ended with divorce 1
On such occasions. the aggrieved woman with all
her personal belongings had to goto her parents
till a compormise was reached or a divorce was
effected. The aggrieved husband has to seek the
approval of the Caste-Council for a divorce before
marrying another woman. Byt the Caste-council
took a big hand by imposing Pecuniary punish-
ment on the couple involved In quarrels, conflicts

and divorce, nsidered very degra-

. Th

The next bigger unit
called Kutumbq The lin

Membership of which

is the lineage which is
€age is a patrilineal group

Tests on descent through
males from a common ancestor. The members of
a lineage group are bound together uptg three
generations only. Thys a lineage 4roup is segme- -
Nted into several lineage groups in course of time. !
The Primary function of the lineage group s tg
obeserve death Ttual of i deceased members.
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Apart from this and occasional cooperation in
family functions and in camp life, the lineage has
no other role to play. Even marriage within the
lineage which is commonly restricted among many
castes and communities is allowed in their society.

The Kela recognize four patrilineal descent
groups known as Bandhu. These are Nandaguru,
Prasad. Parmanik and Naik. Each Bandhu group
is believed to have descended froma common
ancestor as mentioned in the story of their origin
earlier. Like lineage, these groups are neither
e¢ndogamous nor exogamous. There is no symbol
or any other insignia attached to any Bandhu
group. Ina group there are several lineages.
Status differentiation among these Bandhu groups
is absent. Previously a person from the Nanda-
guru group was required to act as the priest in
the marriage ceremony of the members. But this
has been discontinued and now a male and female
member from each of the Bandhu groups act
jointly as priests and priestress in the marriage
ceremony. The earlier practice of selection of a
male person from the Prasad Bandhu group as
Mardar to distribute wine among the village elders
on behalf of the bridegroom’s family at the time
of marriage ceremony is still continuing.

Apart from this, the most significant role
played by these Bondhu groups may be marked at
the time of communal gatherings on the occasion
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of the meetings of the Caste-Council and at the
time of performing. Marriage ceremony and puri-
ficatory rites for readmitting an outcasted person
into the castefold. Male members representing
cach of the Bandhu groups must be present on

these occasions.

No meeting of the Caste-Council or the
celebration of a marriage or purificatory rites can
be held in the absence of representatives of the
Bandhu groups. Each Bandhu group has to select
a prestigious and influential male member to act
as its leader on these occasions.

The pattern of kinship system among the
Kelas excepting a few peculiar features is more or
less similar to those found among the neighbou-
ring Oriya Castes. There is joking relationship and
familiarity between the grand children and grand
parents of both maternal and paternal lines and
between a man and his wife's younger sister. But
the joking relationship of a man with his elder
brother’'s wife and with wife’s younger sister
which is commonly observed among many Oriya

Castes is absent among them.

Avoidance between a woman and her
husband's elder brother and husband’s maternal
uncle common to Oriya castes is notin vogue
among the Kelas. Avoidance relationship between
mother-in-law and son-in-law, between a man
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and his wife's elder or younger sister, between 2
man and his elder or younger brother's wife is
observed.

The pattern of reciprocal avoidance bet-
ween these relatives includes non-utterance of
each other's name and non-acceptance of food
from hand to hand.

As marriage within the same group living
in the same settlement is permitted, individuals
are bound one to the other by multiple interlooking
ties and all of them have face-to-face relationship.
Besides the network of relationships in kinship
and affinity, some of them enter the bond friend-
ship with one another within their own group.

Kinship terminology

The kinship terminology used by the Kelas
is more or less like that of their Oriva neighbours
and is characterised by preponderance of classi-
ficatory terms. The terminologies used for the
paternal and maternal kins are given here.

Terms of relationship Terms of reference
Father Baba, Bapa
Father's father Dada

Father's mother Ae

Father's elder brother Jetha
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1 2
Father's younger brother Kaka
Father's elder sister Pisi
Fathe'r younger sister Pisi
Mother Ma
Mother's father Dada
Mother's mother Ae
Mother's brother Mamu

Mother’s sister (elder, younger) Bada Mansi.
Sana Mansi

Father's brother's son Bhai
(Older than age)
Father's brother's son Bhai

(younger than age)
Father's brother's daughter Didi

Father's sister's son Bhai
Father's sister's daughter Didi
Mother's brother’'s son Bhai
Mother's brother’'s daughter  Didi
Mother's sister's son Bhai
Mother's sister's daughter Didi
Brother (elder) Bada bhai
Brother (younger) Chota bhai
Brother's son (elder brother's) Putura
Brother's son Putura
(vounger brother’s)

Sister (elder) Bada didi
Sister (younger) Sana didi
Elder sister's son Bhanaja

Younger sister's son Bhanaja
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1

2

Elder sister's daughter
Younger sister's daughfer
Son

Son's daughter

Son's son

Daughter

Daughter's son
Daughter's daughter
Husband

Husband's father
Husband's mother
Husband's elder brother

Husband's younger brother

Husband's elder sister
Husband’s younger sister
Wife

Wife's father

Wife's mother

Wife's elder brother
Wife's elder sister

Wife's younger brother
Wife's younger sister
Father's sister's husband

Father's elder brother’ wife

Bhanij
Bhaniji

Po

MNatuni

Nati

Jhi

Nati

Natuni
Marad
Sasur
Saudi
Bhasur
Diar
Nanand
Chota Nananda
Me

Sasur
Saudi
Bada Sala
Bhuasuni
Chota Sala
Sali
Pisa
Jethi
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1

Father's younger brother‘s_
wife

Mother's brother's wife
Mother's elder sister’'s
husband

Mother's younger sister’s
husband

Elder brother's wife

Younger brother's wife
Sister's husband elder sister's

Sister's (vounger) husband
Husband's (elder’s brother's)
wife

Husband's younger brother's
wife

Husband's sister’s husband
Wife's brother’s wife

Wife's sister’'s husband

Son’s wife

Son’s wife’'s father

Son's wife's mother
Daughter’s husband
Daughter’s husband's father

Daughter's husband's
mother

Kakima

Mami

Mousa

Mousa

Bada bhauja
Chota bhauja
Bahatoe
Bahatoe

Ja

Ja
Nanadei
Salabhauja
Sadu
Bohu
Samadi
Samaduni

Jamei
Samadi

Samaduni

=
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Husband's brother’ son
Husband's brother's daughter
Husband's sister’s son
Husband's sister's daughter
Wife's brother’s son

Wife's brother’'s daughter
Wife's sister’s son

Wife's sister’'s daughter
Husband's father's father
Husband's father's mother

Step mother

Putura
Jhiari
Putura
Jhiari
Putura
Jhiari
Putura
Jhiari
Dada
Ae
Ma



LIFE CYCLE

Birth :

The life cycle from birth to death among
the Kelas shows several special features which
distinguish them from the neighbouring castes.
The normal attitude towards pregnancy is a
matter of pride and rejoicing. When a woman
misses her monthly menstrual flow and some
other minor signs indicate conception she has to
take care about certain things for the safety of
own self she should neither see any corpse nor
attend funeral. She should not go to temple and
cremation ground. Sheis expected to do her
normal work till the seventh month after which
she must abstain from heavy work. If itis the
first pregnancy, she should not take fish or meat

of any kind.

The parents-in-law are expected to be
present at home at the time of delivery of their
first grand child The parents of the pregnant
woman prefer a female issue to a male one. The
delivery is conducted by a village midwife belong-
ing to their own castein the living house of the
family. One or two experenced women Tremain
present to assist the midwife. If any complication
arises. the pregnant woman is shifted to the
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nearest hospital. A knife is used for cutting the
umbilical cord by the midwife or the paternal
grand-mother of the baby. The placenta with the
umbilical cord is putin an earthen pot and is
buried in their kitchen garden or outside. The
baby is annointed with turmeric paste mixed
with mustard oil and washed. There-after the
laying-in room is cleaned by the midwife and the
other women present.

The birth pollution lasts for 12 days in
case of a male child and for 21 days in case of a
female child. During this period, the family me-
mbers are not allowed to take part in any religious
rites. The father of the baby should not cut his
hair and nails. The mother should not leave the
baby and go out. She should not cook or go to
other parts of the house

On the fifth day called Enturi utha the
house is cleaned with cowdung water and clothes
are washed. The goddess Satht is worshipped by
the midwife. Fried rice and hoiled rice are collect-
ed from five other families for offering to the
Goddess. On this day an experienced woman puts
the marks of burns made by a heated iron  nail
at four points around the umbilical cord prepared
for the purpose so that the baby will not suffer
from indigestion and dysentery. Sometimes the
baby is given a name on this day.
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On the twelveth day called Bara-jatra in
case of a male baby or on the twentyfirst day
(Ekusia) in case of a female baby the final purifi-
catory rites are performed. On this day the
mother takes her bath and washes her clothes.
The father cuts his hair and pares his nails by
himself. Food is prepared by the midwife and the
women who attended the delivery and some
elderiy members of the village are fed sumptu-
ously. On this day the name of the baby is given
if it is not done earlier.

Child care and Training

When the child is less than six months old,
the mother generally does not accompany her
husband in seasonal migration but stays back in
the village. When the baby becomes eight to nine
moths old. cereal food in addition to mother’s
milk is given for the first time Breast feeding also
continues till the baby is 2 years old if the mother
does not have another baby within this period.
The baby is not given any special food, but takes
common food prepared for other members of the
family. A child is not carried habitually. When
the mother goes out the child is left at home/
camp in the care of older children or any reliable
person. The baby sleeps with the mother upto the
age of 3 years. if the latter does not have another
child by then Generally brothers and sisters sleep
together till they are 9 to 10 years old Not much
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care of the children is taken by the parents for
their cleanliness.

After the age of 10 years male children of
different families sleep in night together in some
place lying vacant in the village. Similarly the
female children do the same thing in a different
place. A widower's house is generally used by the
boys and a widow's house by girls as places for
sleeping in the night. Here they acquire some
knowledge about their traditional economic purs-
uits and caste-rules by mutual discussion. Older
boys and girls narrate their experiences in camps
before the young ones.

The boys who do not attend school remain
with their father constantly to learn the techniqu-
es of the risky craftsmanship of snake-charming
It is the duty of the father or in his absence elder
hrother or paternal or maternal uncle to train up
the boys to earn their livelihood in future. Simila-
rly the mother orin her absence elder sister or
paternal or maternal aunt has to train up the girls
through formal and informal instruction from time
to time. While they go out in seasonal migration,
the boys and girls accompany the group in which
their parents or in their absence maternal or pat-
ernal uncle's family or elder brother's family have
joined. The boys observe and assist the adult
males in showing their performances. Similarly the
girls observe the activities of the adult females for
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acquiring knowledge of traditional economic
activities.

Besides this informal training at home, the
Kelas have recently developed interest in giving
education to their children. They now prefer
emploment in service and business for their chil-
dren to traditional economic pursuits. Women are
now not going out on seasonal migration in large
number as in the past, but staying back in the
vilage to look after the children who attend
school. At present about 35 per cent of children
of the school-going age group of 4-14 years are
attending schools,

Marriage -

Among the Kelas, marriage is not merely a
matter which concerns the boy and girl who are
married, but it is equally a matter of great concern
of the family and of the caste. The caste strictly
forbids and severely punishes marriage with any
outsiders whether belonging to higher castes or
lower castes or with relatives in a prohibitive
degree. Those who marry outside their caste
are outcasted. In case of a male member marrving
outside the caste, there is some relaxation for
their readmission to the castefold. His readmission
is possilbe only after the death or desertation
of his non-Kela wife and by undergoing necessary
purificatory ceremonies But in case of a female
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marrying outside the caste, sheis outcasted for
good and readmission is never allowed. Similarly
any person marrying a relative of a prohibitive
degree is excommunicated but readmitted after
performing the purificatory rites.

Monogamy is ideal and aiso reality in the
Kela society Out of 243 married males none has
more then one wife. This is because a Kela
woman does not tolerate co-wife. Neolocality is
the general rule, for it is considered proper that a
newly married couple set up a new residence
apart from their parental home, preferably in a
homestead land alloted by the boy’s family. But
there are some exceptional cases where boys
after marriage have moved to take up residence
near wife's family. This happens accasionally in
case of boys who have no parents. During the
first year of their marriage, the newly married
couple are guided by their parents. If the couple
will go out in their seasonal migration, parents of
the boys and the girls join the same group-

As mentioned about the Sapua Kela comm-
unity is endogamous Any sexual union between
uterine brothers and sisters, and with one’s wife's
elder sister and with one’s younger brother's wife
is considered undesirable and incestuous and the
offenders are always excommunicated. Marriage
between persons of unequal age groups le. bet-
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ween younger and older persons is considered
indecent and not appropriate. In the third place.
the preferential marriages such as cross-cousin,
parallel-cousin on both father's and mother's
lines, levirate and sororate are not in vouue.
Lastly, the selection of mate is made from among
the familiar faces within the settlement but not

outside it.

In the selection of mates, the consent of
both the boy and the girl is primary and the role
of the parents and neighbours in their selection is
secondary. However, the boy and the girl genera-
lly take the approval from their parents more
particularly from the mother before the final

selection of mates is made.

The marriage takes piace after the girl
attends her puberty and the age at first marriage
varies from 18 to 22 yearsin case of the boys
and 15 to 20 vyears in case of the girls. Child
marriage is never parctised although parents
sometimes select mates for sons and daughters
even before they are matured. In such cases, the
prospective bride before attending puberty s
expected to attend to the domestic duties in the
day time in the boy's family. She gets her food
and dress like a member of the prospective bride-
groom’s family and works under the gquidance of
the would be mother-in-law. After the evening
meals she goes back to her parental house to



79

spend the night there. Families of the prospective
bride and bridegroom join together and go out on
seasonal migration. This continues till her marri-
age which generally takes place after one vyear
from the day she attains puberty. While selecting
spouses factors like age, efficiency and skill in
earning livelihood and physique are taken into
consideration by both the boys and girls and also
by their parents. Asa general rule, the bride-
groom is older in age than the bride at their first
marriage. But in cases of second or subsequent
marriages after widowhood of divorce sometimes
the husband may be younger than his wife.

Divorced men and women and widows and
widowers can remarry. Soon after the death of
the husband or separation by divorce, an able
bodied woman gets herself married as it is consi-
dered disgrace to her not having husband. In such
types of marriages, no reqular marriage procedure
is followed. Presentation of a saree, bangles and
vermilion mark given by the man on the forehead
of woman are enough for them to live as husband

and wife.

After selecting a spouse, the boy generally
informs his parents or in their absence to his
‘paternal and/or maternal uncle about it. If it is
approved. the proposal is communicated to the
girl's family formally by the boy's parents in a
visit accompanied by two village elders. If the
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girl's parents give their consent for the marriage.
the boy's parents inform the Caste-Council about
it. All marriages, now-a days are celebrated n
the village but never in the camp as was occasi-

onally done in the past.

Parents of both the toy and the girl con-
sult the village astrologer belonging to the Nahak
caste in the locality and fix the auspicious date
for the marriage. In the past marriages were
performed on any day of the year ar was suitable
for it. When the date for the marriage is fixed,
hoth the parties formally inform the Caste-council
for approval. The boy's parents have to deposit
Rs. 16/- and the giri's parents Rs. 13/- with the
caste-council which selects a boy married or un-
married and an unmarried girl from each of the
Bandhu-groups excluding those to which the
bridegroom and the bride belong to act as the
priest and priestess. lf the marriage takes place
between persons of one Bandhu-group, a boy and
a girl are selected from each of the remaining
three Bandhu groups. If the marriage is taking
place between two Bandhu-groups priests and
priestess are selected from other two Bandhu-

grO upS

In the morning of the marriage day, the
bride accompanied by the priestess goes to the
village shrine to offer flower to the deity and to
pray for her blessing on the occasion of her
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marriage. Poth the bride and the bridegroom
observe fasting till the last rite of the marriage is
performed. All village elders both male and famale
present in the village should suspend their normal
works to participate in the marriage ceremony.
lf any body does not do so without justified
ground, he or she is to pay Rs. 1/- as fine to the
caste council. All the village elders, assemble at
the marriage platform which is constructed in the
village street close to the bridegroom's house. A
person called Marder is selected from the Prasad
Bandhu-group to distribute wine and betel to
each of the village elders on behalf of the bride-
groom’s family. In the meantime the priestess
should have arranged two garlands, a little qua-
ntity of turmeric powder and vermilion for
use in the marriage rites When all persons are
served with liquor and betel, the priest and pries-

tess handover a garland, turmeric paste and

vermilion to the bridegroom. In an winnowing
fan they also handover 4 pieces of betel, sandal

wood paste and flowers to the castec ouncil.

Thereafter they go with flower and sandal wood

paste for distribution among the family members

of the bride. Thereafter they return to the bride-

groom's house.

The bridegroom dressed with new dhoti
and shirt of white colour and occasionally with a
ceremonial cap is taken in a procession by the
priests and priestesses accompanied by villagers
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to the house of the bride. The procession is led
by a band of musicians belonging to their own
caste. The priestess and other girls present on the
occasion sing marriage songs. They return with
the bride and bridegroom to the latter’'s house
On reaching the bridegroom’s place the bride and
bridegroom are conducted to the marriage plat-
form for undergoing necessary rituals of the cere-
mony. First of all bridegroom with his left hand
is required to anoint turmeric paste on the left
hand of the bride & the latter with her right hand
on the left hand of the former. Thereafter they
exchange garlands. The newly weded couple pay
respect first to the bridegroom’s parents, then to
the bride's parents and finally to the village elders.
Then they sit on the marriage platfrom for recei-
ving gifts from the relatives and invitees At the
time of giving gqifts the guests have to declare
which items are given to the bridegroom and
which to the bride. Now-a-days gifts include
bicycle, radio, watch and electric fan. etc. The
guests and relatives present on the occasion are
entertained with festive meals by the bridegroom’s
family'.

In the past divorce was very common amo-
ng them since marriage was considered as a mere
contract but not a sacrament Divorce was possi-
ble without or with any of the following reasons
subject to the approval of the caste-council

a) Temperamental differences
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(b) Idleness

(c) Sexual misconduct

(d) Disrespectto parents-in-law on either side
(e) Infection of incurable diseases

(f) Barrenness
(@) Marital tension and unhappiness

Although these were the most common
grounds on which divorce was sought and caste-
council was approached for approval, there were
a number of other factors which effected divorce.
There might be a pressure from the wife's mother
and her kinsmen and influence of the new lover
who live in the same village. Moreover legal
procedure was easy and legal charges were mini-
mal to obtain a divorce easily with as little
stigma or scandal as possible.

The final decision regarding divorce is
taken by the caste-council in a meeting attended
by village elders belonging to all Bandhu groups.
The matter is referred to the caste council by
paying a legal fee of Rs. 2/- either by the husband
or the wife who seeks divorce. A very simple
procedure is adopted In executing a divorce. At
the first instance, the council members try to
reconcile the differences and if they do not
succeed the husband, the wife and their parents,
if present are asked to express their opinion i
the party which has sought for the approval of
the council does not agree fo reconcile, the
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council calls both the husband and the wife and
gives a piece of straw to each of them for perfor-
ming the symbolical action of dissolution of
marriage tie. At first the husband severs the
straw into two pieces. While doing so he utters.
“from today onwards | will have no relationship
with so and so as my wife” The wife also does
the same thing uttering the same thing as was
done by her husband. Then comes the turn ot
one member from each of the Bandhu groups for
severing the piece of straw as an expression of
approval of the council to dissolve the matrmo-
nial alliance.

Out of the amount of Rs. 2/- deposited by
the mover the council retains a rupee and the non-
mover is paid a rupee. The wife is required to retu-
rn all the ornaments & other valuables presented
to her by the husband and her parents in-law and
thereafter goes back to her parental house. A
woman who has been divorced has no claim over
her children who belong to the father. But where
there is an infant, the woman is required to keep
the baby with her for nourshing till it attains one
year of age. The worst sufferers are the children.
The father has to take the help of his sister or
mother and in their absence aunts to bring up his
children till his next marriage. 1f he does not
remarry at all he takes care of his male children
by himself and his sister, mother or aunts the
‘emale children. The council never approves
divorce of a pregnant wife before delivery.
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When such was the state of affairs the
Kela leaders became aware of the impact of frequ-
ent divorce on the children. The neighbouring
non-Kela population looked down upon them for
such a disgracing practice. They passed a resolu-
tion in their caste council in 1962 to allow
divorce on only genuine grounds. Even though
the rate of divorce came down, it could not be
stopped totally. However, divorce has been
strictly banned since 1974. The rate of divorce
in 1968 was as high as 30 per cent. At that time
there were 163 married male persons with their
wives. Among then 42 persons have faced
divorce once in their life time, 9 persons twice
and 4 persons thrice Out of 72 cases of divorce,
in 39 cases males demanded divorce and in the
rest the females. At present there are 245 married
couples. Among them only 32 males and 37
females faced divorce before 1973 In addition to
the public condemnation and disfavour there are
also other factors responsible for the fall in the
rate of divorce. The HKela women at present do
not get much scope to earn substantially from
tattooing as they used to do in the past. As a
resu't they are fast becoming economically depe-
ndent on men. Many of them now do not acco-
mpany the males in their seasonal migration
because the sources from which they used to earn
something have dried up and therefore they stay
al home and depend exclusively on the earnings
of their husbands. In such a situation their inde-
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pendent outlook have gone and they now do not
think of divorce. Lastly, the infunctions of the
caste council have worked effectively to keep
the cases of divorce in check.

Death rites

When a person dies, the news spreads
immediately in the whole village come to the
house of the deceased and make arrangements
for the cremation. The members of all the four
Bandhu-groups must be present during the crema-
tion. 1f the members or any Bandhu-group are
not available at that time. somebody frecm any
other group should be selected to represent it. 1f
any adult male though present in the village 1is
found avoiding to participate on this occasicn
without satisfactory reasons, hets fined Rs. 1/-
by the caste council. The cropse Is covered with
a piece of cloth and carried to the cremation
ground by the male members. Such articles as
tobacco-container, umbrella, utensils and dresses
used by the deceased are also carried with the
corpse. Women & children are also allowed to par-
ticipate in the cremation. On reaching the crema-
tion ground, a pit of 6" in length, 2" in breadth &
21" deep in east-west direction is dug by the male
members. In the meantime women will bath  the
corpse and dress it with a new piece of cloth and
apply sandal paste on the forehead. The bed is
spread inside the pit and the corpse is put into it
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with face upward and head towards the east.
They put coins near the corpse in all directions so
that the spirit of the deceased will not bring trou-
ble to the villagers. All the belongings taken with
the corpse are put by the side of corpse in the pit.
The eldest son of the deceased or in his absence
any male member of the family or the lineage
throws a handful of soil first and other persons
present follow him to fill up the pit.

On the way back to the village all persons
who went to the burial ground, take bath and
came back to the deceased house. Here every
body purifies his/her body by sprinkling sanctified
water over and taking a few drops of it Thev
also inhale the smoke coming out of burning
neem leaf to avoid the wrath of the spirit of the
deceased The deceased's family feed them with
fried-rice if available The mourning is observed
for nine days during which all members of the
deceased's lineage (kutumba) abstain from using
oil or ghee in food and from eating non-vegeta-
rian diet. During this period they also do not
perform any rituals. On the nineth day the houses
are cleaned with water mixed with cowdung and
clothes are washed. On the tenth day all the old
earthen pots are thrown away. All members of
the lineage go to the nearby tank and there the
male members cut their hair. pare their nails and
take bath. Similarly the females and children also
take bath. While bathing one of them catches a
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fish and keep it in a pot containing water. In a
second pot ghee mixed with honey is kept, After
taking bath each member drinks a little water
from the first pot and takes a little quantity of
ghee mixed with honey as a purificatory measure.
On returning home they cook their food and now
there is no restriction for using in food.

On the eleventh day, the deceased's family
has to arrange a feast for all members of the
lineage and also for those who accompanied the
corpse to the burial ground. If the deceased's
family cannot afford, in that case the lineage
members contribute in the shape of cash or kind.
Either meat or fish is served along with other
items of food cooked on this occasion to entertain
the agnates. First the members of other three
Bandhu-groups are fed and then all others present
take their food. The chief mourner offers food,
betel and drink to the spirit of the deceased at
the burial ground on this day.
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RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

The religious beliefs and practices of the
Kelas are more or less the same as that of the
low caste Hindus. They pray and worship a
number of deities starting from high Gods and
Goddesses to local ones and minor deities of
Hindu pantheon and observe a number of Hindu

festivals round the year.

They worship Lord Krishna and Lord Siva for
safety and protection from deadly serpents which
they deal with constantly. They worship Goddess
Durga in her various manifestations and incarna-
tions such as Goddess Bhagavati of Banpur and
Mangala of Kakatpur in Puri district and Chandi of
Cuttack town for safety and security and also for
success in their traditional craftsmanship of snake-
play. They worship Goddess Laxmi on every
7 yursday in the month of Margasira (November-
December). Their village deity named Nahakani is
equated with Goddess Durga. She is represented
in a statue of clay and is installed in a shrine. They
also visit local shrines of Goddess Mangala in the
neighbouring villages and perform worship for
recovery from illness and also for success in their
<nake catching expeditions. Besides these deities
of their native place they also pray and worship the
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presiding deities of different areas which they visit

for catching snakes. They also worship Yama for
the safety and welfareof their children. Itis very
common practice among them to pray and make
vows before the Goddess with promise to sacrifice
fowls for the success in snake-charming expedi-
tions or for recovery from illness.

They worship their ancestor-spirits who
are believed to have considerable influence over
the living members. It is the belief that these
spirits help in bringing success in their economic
pursuits, enjoying a healthy life provided they are
worshipped regularly on festive occasions. These
spirits are believed to have their abode in the
auspicious pillar that was erected or the first slab
of stone laid ceremonially at the time of the
construction of the house. Like the living being,
they are believed to move about and watch the
activities of the people. The oldest male member
of the family worships the ancestor spirits on
every festive occasion at home and offer food and
drink to please them. The annual cycle of religi-
ous festivals observed by the Kelas is given below
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On the Mahavisuva Sankranti which falls
in mid-April coincides with the new year's day of
Oriya Calender, the Kelas like their Hindu neigh-
bours worship their ancestor spirits. Foods liked
by them are offered to them with drinks and
tobacco to keep them in cheerful disposition. On
this occasion the box containing amulets and
herbal medicines is washed and worshipped and a
fresh piece of root of Bajramuli ( Clerodendron
inforunatum ) plant kept in the box to make the
medicines more effective.

The Raja parab which is commonly obser-
ved by almost all Hindu castes of Orissa for three
consecutive days in mid-June is also celebrated
by the Kelas. All persons should return from their
camps to the village atleast eight days prior to
this festival, least the caste-council imposes a cash
fine of Rs. 20/~ to each of the defaulting head of
the households. This is a festival of rejoicing and
merry making. All persons suspend all their eco-
nomic activities. Prior to this festival houses are
repaired and cleaned. Most of them particularly
children and women put on new dresses. Festive
meals with fish or meat preparations are taken.
Children. young boys and girls spend their time
in playing, swinging and singing. It is at this time
that the caste~-council is held to adjudicate cases
of breach of caste rules, make new rules, finalize
accounts of the council and discuss matters conce-
rning the village including measures to be taken
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for the solution of various problems which the
people face in the village. The people also spend
the time leisurely and in gossiping their experiences
in the camp life.

The Khudurikuni Osa is observed by the
unmarried girls in the month of Bhadrab (August-
September). It is a local festival of the State,
observed in honour of Goddess Mangala In
memory of the sailor traders popularly known as
Sadhabas who used to visit different countries
overseas for trading this festival is observed. The
unmarried girls of the village form several groups
observe the festival in some vacant houses of
the village separately. An image of Goddess
Mangala is purchased from the local market along-
with the offering materials like coconut, cucu-
mber, flat rice, mollasses, etc. All participants have
to contribute equally towards the expenses of the
worship. The festival is observed in the evening
of each Sunday of the month. On these days the
participants remain fasting in the day time and
break their fast after the worship is over at night.
They decorate the image with flowers One of the
girl acts as the priestess, offers the initial worship,
while others sing the Khudurikuni songs jointly.
This is followed by the concludi ng worshlp. All
participants and also the married women and
children if present, are given Prasad to eat. The
unmarried girls break their fasting by eating Prosad.
Thereafter they may spend some time in singing
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other songs and merry making. The same image
of Goddess Mangala is retained for similar worship
on the subsequent three Sundays of the month.
Finally, the image is taken in a procession after the
worship on the last Sunday for immersion in the
pond. The purpose of this festival is to invoke the
blessings of Goddess Mangala for the welfare of
the brothers of the participants.

Dasarha is another festival which is also
observed with great pomp solemnity in the month
of Aswin (September-October). Those who are
out on snake catching expedition have to come
back to the village eightdays prior to the Dasarha.
Otherwise they have to pay a fine of Rs. 20/- to
the Caste-Council. During this time the communal
worship of their village deity named Nahakani is
held by the village priest (Kalisi) who belongs to
their own group. Each household contributes in
cash towards the expenses of the worship. The
deity is worshipped daily frem the seventh day
to Vijaya Desami Day. Individual households
offer coconuts and fruits to the deity and parti-
cipate in the worship. Those who have been cured
from diseases, those who have achieved success
in catching snakes and those who have escaped
accidents during the last year make special offe-
rings according to the vows made. Cocks are
generally sacrificed on behalf of individual house-
holds

During this occasion meeting of the Caste
Council is held to discuss caste matters and the
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problems of the village. They hold informal discu-
ssions among themselves about their experience
in different places they visited for catching snakes

On this special occasion of Dasarho, they ren-
ovate their tools and equipments and make new
ones. The snake baskets are given ‘U' mark with
vermillion and are sanctified by waving incense

around them.

The festival of Pimpae Aniavasya which is
the same as the Dipavaii Amavasya of the Caste
Hindus is celebrated at the household level. This
is the time when the ancestral spirits are worshi-
pped by offering specially prepared foods. On this
occasion the Kelas clean their houses and at night
the eldest male member of each household lights
kounria (stem of Jute plant) sticks and offers foad,
drink and narcotics to the ancestral spirits. At the
end of the puja he proceeds to the source of
water where the ancestral spirits are left to rest
Those who are in the camp may also perform
this festival in the same manner.

They have started worshipping Goddess Laxmi,
the Goddess of wealth like their hindu neighbou-
rs on every Thursday in the month of Margasira

[Nauember-Dﬂcemherl. For this purpose, a small

portion of the courtyard is smeared with cowdung.

After bath in the morning and putting on clean
cloth the eldest female member of the household

conducts the worship at the place whichis cleaned
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for this purpose by offering flower, coconut,
vermilion and incense. They repeat this on everv
Thursday of the month and pray for wealth and
prosperity

Several married women form a group to obs-
erve Bata Osa in the manth of Pusa (December-
January). On every Sunday they themselves calle-
ctively perform the worship in the village-street
by offering frie1 rice, molasses and coconut to
Yama for the protection of their children. This is
not observed by all households

Most of the households visit the shrines of
Goddess Mangala located in their own village or
in the neighbouring villages on every Tuesdav of
the month of Chai:a (March-April) and offer pray-
ers and fruits and flowers. Those who have reco-
vered from illness or have achieved success in
some work for which they had earlier wish-
ed to offer something to the deity visit the shrine
tor offering the materials promised to do so. On
these occasions they also pray for the welfare of
their family members.

They worship Lord Siva like their Hindu neigh
bours in the morning of every Monday in the
month of Kartikxa (October-November). For this
purpose they go to the temples of Lord Siva loca-
ted in the neighbouring Padasahi and Kalrahanga
village. )



SOCIAL STATUS

The Kela form one of the vulnerable groups
of the Scheduled Castes of the Sate. Since they
are a wandering group of people habituated to
cook their meals at different places under pollu-
ting conditions they are treated by the clean castes
as untouchable. As pointed out earlier they were
a non-producing community wandering from
place to place to earn their livelihood primarily by
snake-charming and begging. Because of their
economic dependency on others they are consi-
dered parasites. But in course of time they have
changed their nomadic habit and have become
permanent residents of the present habitat. Now
they have permanent immovable assets like houses
and lands and have made systematic attempts
through their Caste Council headed by enlightened
leaders to bring about varipus reforms in their
society  They have given up some of their cultu-
ral traits which are considered degrading by them-
selves and by their neightours. They are now
adopting new economic pursuits like agriculture,
service and wage-earn na.

Here they live in the midst of a number of
Scheduled Castes. Scheduled Tribes and other
Castes. Among the Scheduled Castes there are
the Keuta (Fishermen), the Pana (Weavers). the
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Dhoba (Washermen), the Chamar (Toddy extra-
ctors), the Bauri and the Kandara and among the
Sch. Tribes, the Savar and the Munda are found
in the neighbouring villages. The Brahmin, the
Khandayat, the Karan, the Gouda (Milkmen), the
Barik (Barbers), the Gudia (Sweet-makers), the
Teli (Oilmen), the Bania (Goldsmith), the Kumbhar
(Potters), the Kamar (Black-smiths), the Kansari
(Bell-metal workers) and the Kachara (Glass bangle
sellers) comprise the non-scheduled communities
of the area.

Being a nomadic group they had no well-
defined position in the caste hierarchy of the
Hindu society. An analysis of their present social
status in the framework of Hindu social system
may be of some significance since various changes
in their traditional society have occured. As they
still suffer from the stigma of untouchability,
question of getting the services of the Hindu
Brahmin, the Barber and the washerman does not
arise. Very rarely they invite the low grade
Brahmins to officiate in the worship at the time
of founding a new house or celebrating certain
religious festivals like Trinatha Mela. On such
occasions a brahmin priest is only called for to
bring all the materials used in the Puja on payment
by the client. The duties of the barber and the
washerman are performed by themselves.

The wandering habit of the Kelas which
forces them to camp in dirty places. their tradi-
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tional occupation of snake-charming which is
considered defiling and their habit of eating pork,
drinking wine have all added to give them the
status of untouchables. They do not provide any
service un like many other Scheduled Castes to
other communities and therefore they are consi-
dered as parsites on others.

The neighbouring communities maintain a
distance from the Kelas. It is evident from the fact
that not a single non-Kela family is found inhabi-
ting the Kela settlement of Padmakesharipur.
Physical contact with the Kelas by all castes
except the Hadiand the Chamar is considered
defiling In the past this was very rigorously
ohserved and nobody from the clean castes was
entering their settlement. At that time a Brahmin
was not only to take bath and wash his clothes
but was also required to change his sacred thread
whenever he had physical contact by accident
with a Kela. Even the shadow of a Kela falling on
any person of clean caste is enough to defile him,
Raw vegetables and fruits touched by a Kela are
now accepted although it was not the practice in
the past. No caste accepts water or any type of
food from them. Only the Hadi, the Chamar and
the Pana accept tobacco leaves and wine Now
members of all castes are purchasing vegetables
and edible fruits like mango and Jackfruits from

the Kelas.
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The Kelas on the other hand accept cooked
food of all types, dry food and water from all
castes except from the Dhobas, the Panas, the
Hadis. the Chamars, the Bauris and the Kandaras
who are included in the list of Scheduled Castes.
They accept tobacco leaves and wine from all
castes except from the Hadis and the Kandaras.
Toddy-drink sold by the Chamars is acceptable to
the Kelas. Being a wandering caste they cannot
strictly observe the caste regulations of while
taking food and water.

The Kelas themselves feel that their status
in the society is inferior to that of any clean
caste. But they claim a status of equality with the
Scheduled Castes living in the locality. They
maintain distance by not accepting any food from
them. Marital relationship with any other caste
is not acceptable A kela girl marrving a non-
Kela boy is expelled from the community for the
whole life. In case of a bov in similar situation,
ex-communication from the caste is revokable by
undergoing the purificatory rites after deserting
the non-Kela wife and her children, if any.
Similarly diffrent Scheduled Castes have the same
relationship with the Kelas.

However, the pollution-purity concept is
now being weakened everywhere as a result of
education, urban contact. politicization, changes
in economic life. enactment of special legislation
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and Implementation of various welfare measures.
Now the schoo! teachers and students belonging
to non-Kela communities are mixing with Kela
students in the schools and the educated Kelas
serving in offices are not looked down upon
Their Caste Council guided by the educated
persuns is making serious attempts to refo.m their
soclety by asking its members to give up the
deqrading practices. The politicians and the
officials belonging to different castes are visiting
their settlements to contact them for wvarious
purposes. Petty traders visit them to sell daily
necessities and also to purchase edible fruits and

vegetables grown by them.



CASTE COUNCIL

The pattern of leadersh’p among the Kelas
which has been changing from traditon to
modernity is now elective, collective and func-
tional type. They have acaste council called Panch
which is democratic in its formation as well as in
its functions. The Punch is primarily responsible
for the management of caste matters and also for
maintaining group cohesiveness by enforcing social
control. It, not only tries breaches of caste-rules,
arbitrates disputes between members and adjudi-
cates cases of theft and physical assaults but also
makes new caste-rules and looks after the impro-
vement in the living condition of the caste

members.

The Panch is headed collectively by two or
more secular officials called Behera. Frcm the
beginning there were two Beheras till 1972 when
one Dhruba Das and one Bhaskar Das were acting
jointly as the headmen of the Panch. But a split
took place when a Kela Bipra by name being
instigated by Bhaskar Das violated caste rules by
deserting his wife Damayanti (the daughter ol
Dhruba’s son) and married one Dhira (the daughter
of Bhaskar's wife's brother's daughter) secretly
in the court. W