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This photo shows Ngon Pok, 80, a tattooed Lainong tribesman, at his house at Lahel township in Sagaing region of Myanmar,
wedged in a semi-autonomous zone near the Indian border. — AFP photos

Ngon Pok remembers his father and grandfather returning
triumphantly to his tribal village in Myanmar’s far north
with a human head-and the agony of the tattoo he was

given to celebrate their victory. He is a proud member of the Lain-
ong, one of dozens of Naga tribes-many with grisly histories-
wedged in a semi-autonomous zone near the Indian border. Ngon
Pok, who believes he’s around 80, gestures to his six-year-old
grandson, saying he must have been about the same age when he
received his tattoo. “People had to catch me and hold me down,”
he tells AFP, removing his jumper to reveal his chest adorned with
parallel, vertical stripes and two warrior figures.

Tribes and villages commonly waged war over land, and there
are reports of warriors hacking off their enemies’ heads for tro-
phies as late as the 1960s. To celebrate, a thorn would be used to
drive tree sap under the warrior’s skin to ink a permanent re-
minder of his headhunting prowess-and his family would often fol-
low suit.  Ngon Pok’s wife, aged about 75, says she chose to have
the geometric designs etched on her arms, legs and face as a
teenager.

“It was so painful,” Khamyo Pon Nyun remembers, hoisting up
her skirt to expose her legs.  “But I told myself if my mum and my
aunts could do it then so could I,” she says, adding with a smile
that-unlike her husband-she did not need to be restrained to with-
stand the pain.

Naga nationalism 
The Naga consist of dozens of tribes in a region so isolated

that neighboring villages often speak completely different lan-
guages and dialects. Divided between India and Myanmar by a
border many deem as artificial, today a proud sense of nationalism
unites the disparate tribes. This is one of the poorest corners of
Myanmar, where many must walk for days to reach the nearest A Naga tribesman checking an old hunting rifle at his home at a village in Sagaing region of Myanmar.

Houn Ngo Kaw, 75, a tattooed Konyak tribeman, at Longwa village.

Nok Tan, 75, a tattooed Konyak tribeman.


