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In the present catalogue there are 27 items that the Santal tribe in India, Bangladesh, 

and Nepal has been using for their livestock for centuries. Livestock such as cows, 

bullocks, buffalos, goats and pigs, have played an important role in the continuity of 

the Santal way of life. They have helped them in the cultivation of land to procure 

staple food such as rice, wheat, bajra, millet, and vegetables, and providing them 

with nutritious food from their meat. In this essay, I have discussed the Santals’ 

traditional relationship with their livestock and the practical usage of the items while 

dealing with them in agricultural activities.   

Santals share a strong relationship with their livestock. This relationship begins 

when the animals are still very young. For example, any family who wishes to rear 

a cow will take in a young female calf from the neighbour as a loan. The first female 

calf that is born of this calf, now an adult cow, will be owned by the caretaker.  When 

this cow is pregnant a second time, she will be returned to the owner. The reason for 

rearing animals from a young age is to develop an understanding between the owner 

and the animal. The owner also uses that period to train the animal for the activities 

he has chosen for it to perform. While staying with the family, there is a separate 

shed for the cattle, but they are also allowed to use the family courtyard for their 

movement. Santals use pet names for their animals   according to their colour, 

appearance and temperament such as Kalomuni (black beauty), Pandu (white 

patches on black), Bende (short-tailed), Dabthu (large-headed), Khorda (limping-

leg), Gadha (lazy). They also whistle different melodies to call and feed their 

animals and to lure them inside their shelter in the evening. For example, for a cow, 

bullock, and buffalo they call aye-aye; for a goat and sheep a droi-droi; for a pig 
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dru-dru; for a hen it is ti-ti, and a duck tai-tai. The melody may change depending 

on the individual animal they call.   

Considering the importance of livestock in their life, Santals have incorporated 

cows, bullocks and buffaloes in their religious and cultural life. In their biggest 

festival, Sorhae, cattle are given great importance. In the five-day festival, the third 

day is dedicated to cattle; it is called Khuntao (tie to a post or a tree). They worship 

them by rubbing oil on their horns and body, and songs are sung in their honor by 

women and men separately in the evening and morning.  

 In this spirit of co-existence with their animals, there are several items in this 

catalogue that express the care and concern Santals have for their animals. For 

example, as the Ṭotko (a wooden bell for cows and buffaloes, and the hard shell of 

the palmyra-tree used as a bell for goats and sheep); Ghanti (different types of bells 

of iron or bronze); Jora (a bell with a rope); Kada Kuruda (tool to tie buffaloes); 

Kada banki (buffalo ring), Sukri Karuda (tools to tie pigs) and Dahni (a tool for 

branding cattle with rudimentary images). In Birbhum District of West Bengal 

Dahni is also called Takoo. All these items are hung on the animals’ neck or are 

marked on their back for the convenience of tending their cattle or in order to trace 

them easily if they got lost on slopes and in bushes and jungles. Many people also 

hang different types of seeds like Soso (marking nut), Jhinuk (shell of mussel) to 

protect their animals from evil spirits and also for making the cattle look pretty.       

An important part of the cattle’s life is their training for agriculture-related activities. 

There are several items in the catalogue which are used to train the animals. Ghura 

(a yoke for training) and Hodgor (a piece of wood that drags along the ground), 

putting the Ghura or hanging the Hodgor on the cow’s or buffalo’s neck helps the 

cattle to calm down and prevent them from running away from the herd or from 

fighting with the other animals.  Using these tools helps to make callus on the 

bullock’s neck, this is needed when the animals carry a yoke at the time of pulling a 
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plough or harrow or pulling a cart. In Birbhum, a Hodgor is also called a 

Dhingra. There are also tools for the calf to prevent it from drinking its mother’s 

milk while milking: the Dhila (a muzzle) and the Mihu Kauta (calf mouth collar). 

These tools are put on the upper part of the calf’s mouth before milking the cow.  

Despite having a friendly relationship with their livestock, Santals also manifest a 

contradictory character trait towards them. For example, during cultivation or while 

pulling a cart, Santals have different kinds of sticks to control the bullocks. A beating 

stick is considered a necessity for a cowboy while tending cattle. Santals who rear 

cows, goats, sheep,  or pigs with so much care and affection are able also to kill them 

easily by hammering their head with  heavy objects or by banging their head on the 

ground, against a wall or a tree. In some religious ceremonies Santals kill sacrificial 

animals by slaughtering them as well.   

In the catalogue we see different types of knives that Santals use for sacrificing their 

animals and removing their skin. Merom Mak Sonda, is a billhook used for 

sacrificing goats or sheep during rituals like marriage and Jhanthar Parab. This 

knife is also used for cutting branches and bamboo, or any red meat. In Birbhum it 

is called Kapi and is still used in religious festivals. Bodga Churi is a knife used for 

sacrificing pigs and fowl in the place of worship. It is also called a Sendra/Sikari 

Churi (hunting knife). Santals still carry it with them while going for a hunt.  Latic 

Churi, the literary meaning is a bent knife, is especially used for removing the skin 

of big animals such as cows and buffaloes.  

The cultural life of Santals is incomplete in the absence of their livestock. The 

shrinking of land and the scarcity of and alienation from natural resources is forcing 

the present generation to abandon their traditional livelihood and shift to a market-

based wage economy. The shift from human-oriented labour to machine-oriented 

work in agriculture also reduces the importance of rearing livestock. Keeping this 

predicament in mind, the importance of this catalogue is obvious and pertinent. 
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Watching the process of social and cultural transformation one suspects with sadness 

that livestock rearing may no longer exist in the future. However, the knowledge and 

wisdom of living in harmony with one’s livestock will continue to be documented 

viewing these items.  

__________________ 

(Special thanks to Dr. Clement Soren, Barharwa, Jharkhand, and Mr.  Kanu Soren, 

Bangtol, Assam, for crosschecking the information given in this essay) 

 

 


