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ANTHROPOLOGISTS
ON THE ROAD

hnicity,
e and Flye|dS in Sichuan
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Edwin Schmitt, Ph.D Candidate, Department of Anthropology, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
Photography ~Katia Chirkova, Stevan Harrell, Geoffrey Morgan, Edwin Schmitt

fter a full, chilly December day of airplanes,
Ataxis, buses and vans, | finally descend out
of the mountains of Ninglang County into the
famous mountain valley of Lugu Lake. My original
plan was to arrive by mid-afternoon and travel on
to Muli County to the north in Sichuan. Yet as the
sun began to set over the western ridges with
rose tinted beams streaming between trees to
spread over the lake and surrounding rice fields,
my hopes are dashed with the revelation that there
are no connections on to Muli. Luckily, a friend
of a friend works in the local tourism bureau
and helps me find a place to stay. She is kind
enough to introduce me to the director of the
local cultural station in Lugu Lake. Lugu Lake
is well known in anthropological circles for the
controversial “walking marriages” of the Moso, but
director Yang comes from a Premi family (who are
classified as Tibetan in Sichuan) and | am much
more interested in the complexities of identity
in the region in relation to agricultural practices.
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My very first question to director Yang
(and nearly all the people I meet on this trip) is:
“Do you still raise buckwheat?” Buckwheat
has played a central role in providing
sustenance to many different communities
throughout the highlands of Western Sichuan.
Yet since the logging ban implemented by
Sichuan Province in 1998, preventing the
use of swiddening methods | knew were
used elsewhere to raise buckwheat, many
of these communities had begun to give
up raising buckwheat in the mountains.
Thus | was very excited when director Yang
informed me that buckwheat fields were still
grown in the mountains outside of town. “But
how can you grow them with the logging ban
preventing the use of swidden methods?” |
ask. With a slight look of disgust he replies
“The Premi have never been swiddeners.
Only the Nuosu would do such a thing to the
trees on the mountains.” | look to my friend,
who is Moso, to see if such an understanding
of buckwheat cultivation is found among the
majority of the residents of Lugu Lake. She
replied: “We actually used to be swiddeners
and certainly grew buckwheat in that way.
But | think most Moso would agree that this
method was learned from the Nuosu... it’s
difficult to say for sure though.” As | travel
through this region of Southwest China |
began to realize how important things like
buckwheat and swiddening are to one’s
identity.
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In China, swiddening is not well understood outside of the

mountainous regions of the Southwest. It is an agricultural practice of
cutting down small patches of forestland and burning them along with the
underbrush to improve the fertility of the soil before planting in the new
clearing. Initially, it requires a great deal of labor, but the fire often prevents
large infestations from weeds, thus once planted little additional labor
is needed until harvest season. The key to the method is moving from
one clearing to the next after every harvest, often allowing the clearings
to grow wild (or fallow) for 7-15 years depending on the climate. Whole
mountainsides are never cleared but rather little patches appear here
and there between the thicker stands of trees. Yet such processes do
encourage mobility in a community, particularly after they reach a certain
population level. The Nuosu described above, a branch of the ethnic
group called the Yi by the Chinese government, actually claim Zhaotong
City of Northern Yunnan as their ancestral homeland, but today they now
reside throughout large swaths of Southern Sichuan, including every
place visited on my winter journey. The Nuosu relationship to the trees
in their surrounding environment is perhaps slightly different than that
of the Premi. As my friend Prof. Koen Wellens, who has been studying
the Premi for nearly 30 years, later informed me: “They are quite terrified
of cutting down trees to be swiddeners. Most Premi believe that spirits
and ghosts reside in the trees and cutting them down would make them
angry and vengeful.”
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| leave Lugu Lake early in the morning with thick mists still hanging

low over the fields (thus sadly preventing any decent pictures) for the
County Seat of Yanyuan. This is my 14" trip to Yanyuan and most of
those times | had visited an agricultural village along the North edge of
the county. During one of my recent past visits to this village | learned of
a new proposal by the village to lease local forest land to a private lumber
company. When | asked my surrogate grandfather (or Apu in Nuosu) in
the village what he felt about the proposal he replied: “The trees are not
just ours, and because of that we cannot just sell them. We can use
them for our own purposes but we have to ensure that they are there for
future generations.” While this may sound slightly like something from the
Bruntland Report, Apu was simply relating a fairly normal interpretation of
how the Nuosu people relate to trees. While trees are meant to be used,

they are also recognized as a renewable resource if properly managed.
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Buckwheat was certainly grown by the Nuosu using swidden methods in
the past, but today golden fields of grain make checker board patterns

across the entire landscape below the mountain peaks. On this trip I'm
=
a2

unfortunately not able to make it to the village as my goal is to quickly
change buses and head for Muli County to the North.
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Editor’s note: The Brundtland Report
was published by the United Nations
World Commission on Environment
and Development in 1987, and
was where the term “sustainable
development” was introduced to the
world.
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As the bus moves from the broad plateau of Yanyuan
County over a mountain ridge into Muli County, the Yalong
River suddenly opens up below the road and cleaves one
of the steepest and most majestic mountain canyons | have
ever seen. The ecological shift between the two counties
is startling. Here I’'m introduced to two families of different
Tibetan branches, the Xumi and the Lizu. The Xumi family
explains to me that they never really grew much buckwheat
nor were they swidden farmers, because historically they have
grown rice on the steep terraces they constructed above the
Shuiluo River. Even in the deep of winter these terraces still
exhibit an emerald green color, like a cascade of vegetation in
what otherwise would be a fairly barren mountain slope. | also
spoke with an elderly Lizu to understand their connections
to the Ersu of Shimian County who I'll discuss below. We
know through historical linguistic reconstruction that the Ersu
and Lizu are very closely related. Through conversation we
discovered that both groups still have the same ritual leader
(called Shaba by both groups) and their most important task
of leading sacrificial ceremonies to provide praise for their
ancestors is still relatively similar. Yet when the conversation
turned to agriculture | was surprised to hear that while
buckwheat was still
grown and crucial
to Lizu rituals, the
crop had never
been grown using
swidden methods.
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The Ersuand
Lizu supposedly
went their separate
ways about 300 years
ago, after which the Ersu
migrated far to the North to
present day Shimian County which
was both the final destination of my trip and also where | had
conducted 4 months of fieldwork in 2010. It was then that |
became interested in the connection between cultural identity and
agricultural practices. | discovered that growing buckwheat was
central to the rituals and songs associated with being Ersu. On
this trip | was reconfirming this connection among other groups in
Southwest China, but at the same time discovering that the practice
of producing buckwheat was complexly related to both these rituals
and the differences in identity between the Ersu and Lizu. Around
the world, practices and the representations of cultural identity
are constantly in flux, not unlike the shifting ecology where we find
these diverse farming communities interacting directly with natural
forces to produce these crops.

This particular trip gave me one other example to consider.

While | was unable to visit my Ersu friends in Shimian, | did spend
Christmas Day in a Han Chinese village which had opened up a
bed and breakfast like farmhouse for tourists. After lunch we went
for a hike up into the mountains to discover two surprises. The
first was a group of men harvesting lumber illegally by sliding it
down the mountain side and then carrying it out on their backs.
They certainly were quite surprised to see us and one man tried to
scramble back up the mountain. On the way back down to the village
we also ran across another group of men who were heading home
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and picking clumps of wild plants to cook for dinner. They taught
us how to pick the tastiest pieces of the plant and we brought a
large bag for the farmhouse to cook for dinner. The Han farmers
in this area are just as deeply embedded within their surrounding
ecology as all the other groups | visited on this trip. Yet, again it
is their practice in using the forest and ecology which separates
the Han from the Ersu. In the months of time | spent with the Ersu,
I never heard of them illegally cutting timber. In contrast, one of
the more fascinating stories | heard among the Ersu was about
the collapse of a sacred tree after a lightning bolt had killed it in
2009. Although the tree blocked the entire road at first, no one
dared move it because it was believed to be the home of a local
god. Yet one day a family who lived on the other side of the road
cut up the tree for firewood. Two weeks later all but one of the
family members died in a terrible car crash which many villagers

took to be a sign of their wrongdoing.

The final leg of this trip was on a bus twisting up and over
the snowy slopes of Shimian County and back towards the broad
plain of the Sichuan Basin. Before reaching the nearly year-round
rotation of rice paddies and vegetable fields, | reflected on the
variety of agricultural patterns seen while on these mountain
roads. Indeed, while language and style of dress is rarely as
diverse in such a small section of the planet as it is in this part
of Sichuan, what is unique about agriculture is that producing
crops can define boundaries between cultures but it also is an
activity shared and understood by farmers around the world.
We may engage in planting and harvesting in various ways, but
ultimately what we desire is to place a wholesome meal on the
table to be shared by family and friends. "é’
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