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Photograph 168 shows Htingnan Kumja Duwa, a powerful Hkahku Jinghpaw figure in the Triangle. Green established a good relationship with this man and he is a good example of someone who, by wealth and astute management of political opportunities, could advance his own position as well as be advanced by the likes of men such as Green, who would write favourable reports to superiors encouraging positive contact. Green wrote in his account of his Triangle expedition: ‘The status of Tingnan Kumja is rather that of a wealthy trader than of a Chief. But he has acquired a great influence on account of his riches, and because Government has entertained him and because he has made a good marriage. His wife is the only daughter of Ting Zi La, the late owner of the Mogaung jade mines’. It seems that Htingnan Kumja approached Green on the issue of slave release and invited him to stay at his house. He was a prolific purchaser of slaves but calculated that negotiating for the highest possible compensation was a better line of approach than trying to resist slave release as other chiefs such as Nga Lang La had done (see photograph 0166). 

Htingnan Kumja was not the main chief of his family line – this accolade went to his brother Zau Kawng who in lineage terms was therefore the higher status figure. Yet in his self-presentation, Htingnan Kumja was the epitome of the ideal Jinghpaw gumchying gumsa chief. Of particular interest is photograph 165 showing his house – a rare opportunity for young Kachin people today to see a construction the type of which so many have heard about but few have seen. This house was over 100 yards long but in Jinghpaw terms size is expressed by the number of fireplaces. This house contained 17; the longest ever heard of is reputed to have contained 19. A 10 fireplace house would have been considered of great magnitude. The greatest palace of Kachin myth is that of Ja Tawng in the Ja Tawng Ningchyin stories, who had ten ten-fireplace houses fanned out in a circle, all with manau grounds at both ends. During the last century the Burmese King Bagyidaw was reputed according to local family lore to have made a promise to the Dai Far (Daiphar) Duwa of the Hugawng valley that he would build him a great palace for the assistance he gave in fighting the British in Assam in the first Anglo-Burmese War (1824-6). This story persisted for many generations of the family but there appears to have been no consensus as to what this palace was to look like other than that it would  have been very long. 

Photograph 168 shows Htingnan Kumja standing in front of his house. In the darkness of the house porch one can just make out the huge dawhpum house post with many buffalo horns attached. This was another symbol of a great chief and the circumference of the dawhpum reflected his status. The umbilical cords of the family members would have been buried at the base of this post and if anyone should branch off to form another family lineage, the umbilical cord, the ‘life string’ that bound the member to the family line would be symbolically cut. 

In recitations by the joiwa dumsa, it was typical for a great deal of time to be spent praising the house of the person requesting the service and the recitations clearly demonstrate the ideal to which a chief should aspire. The reality was usually very far from this ideal but it was important in honouring the person that even a humble, two fireplace dwelling should be lauded as the ten-fireplace palace of a mighty chief. However, with Htingnan Kumja we can see ideal made reality. The symbolism of a mighty chief’s house was indelibly connected with indigenous spirit practices and Leach commented how the chief’s house, the htingnu, was in many ways conceived of as a temple to the great wealth spirit Madai, offerings to which were the exclusive prerogative of the chiefly lines. The main Madai altar lay inside the chief’s htingnu. The npan housefront through which non-family members would enter also carried this symbolism (see notes on Bamboo) and no one but a chief could have a ten-step entrance ladder – the number reflecting the number of steps necessary to reach the highest level sky spirits. 

Htingnan Kumja was a devout ‘animist’ and Green declares that he never did anything without consulting a diviner first (see comments on Bamboo). Whilst he could adapt to change in his status as slave owner, he vehemently resisted any accommodation in his socio-religious status as demanded by the arrival of the Christian missions. Those elements of chiefly status to which he adhered were justified and exemplified through myth and to lose them would be to destroy the very core of the Duwa’s authority as men of his ilk saw it. 

The ending of the Second World War seemed to present chiefs like Htingnan Kumja with renewed hope that they would again be allowed to control affairs in their territories and resist the expansion of the missions. Htingnan Kumja had been one of the first representatives in discussions on setting up the Panglong Conference and the holding of an Independence Day Manau in Myitkyina in 1948 also raised their hopes that traditional practices could continue. Yet these hopes were unfulfilled. Resistance to the missions had become increasingly violent and Htingnan Kumja is reputed to have ordered the destruction of Christian homes in his territory. Yet the most symbolically significant moment in his declining political authority is deemed to have been when lightning struck the dawhpum post of his house where the offering made to the Madai had been buried. For Christian and ‘animist’ Kachins alike, this was an ominous sign and it appears that there was no surprise from those who believed in such signs that from this point his health and powers deteriorated, leading to his death in 1949.

