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Photograph 1285 shows Green seated in the midst of a slave releasing ‘durbar’ in a Hkahku Jinghpaw village. Durbar was usually the term used when headmen from a number of villages were summoned together in an attempt by the military to have a more impressive local effect. The location and the identities of the assembled group are unclear but this could also be the forum at which slave release certificates would be handed out and slave owners would receive their payments. 

The fact that the bamboo flagpole is still green reveals that the slave-releasing column had only recently arrived in the village. However, the flagpole is of most interest when considered in relation to the other standing bamboo posts implanted in the ground just behind it. These dry, crossed bamboo posts with defoliated branches are the remains of a wudang or sacrificial cross, used for sacrificing offerings to the Mu nat. The significance of this is that Green himself feigned some association with the Mu nat in order to protect his column whilst travelling in the Triangle, an association which he at times credits with having saved his life.

Green travelled with three non-military technical items, which were intended to assist his entry into villages and to create a positive impression – a camera, a gramophone and a cinematograph. It was common practice for officers to travel with such items. For example, J.T.O Barnard states of his meeting with a number of Duleng headmen in the report of his 1912-13 expedition to Hkamti Long that a gramophone and mechanical toys were demonstrated (Maymyo, 1913, p.5). Photograph 92 shows Green employing a similar tactic in a Nung village. The scenes displayed from Green’s cinematograph were more impressive. In his account of this recruiting trip to the Triangle in 1927, he wrote upon entering the village of Gaza Ga: ‘In the evening I gave my first cinema display. This cinema was shown almost nightly during my tour and was received by the people with the greatest delight. They were much impressed by moving photographs of Kachin soldiers at Maymyo.’ Even more striking, however, was a film showing a contortionist emerging from a cloud of smoke, who Green identified as the Mu nat. He states: ‘My prestige was considerably improved by my apparent intimacy with the Heavenly Being.’ By containing and controlling this spirit in his box he was declaring his power over a force of which most local people lived in fear. 

The term Mu comes from Lamu, sky, but it is used in shortened form to indicate a group of spirits that collectively bring various kinds of thunder and storms. There are also local Mu nats, which reside at the tops of locally important mountains and thus have a territorial domain. Of all these thunder spirits, the greatest is Sinlap who was the first of the Mahtum Mahta spirits created by Chyanun and Woishun in the Jinghpaw ‘Creation myth’. As such, Sinlap is the most powerful of all the higher level nats and can bring devastation or great wealth and prosperity. Unlike the other great wealth bestowing spirits, Madai, the Mu nats may be sacrificed to by chief and commoner alike. Because of this, Edmund Leach referred to Mu as the principal spiritual being in the armoury of the gumlao groups who revolted against their chiefs.

Man and Mu were deemed to have a close relationship because Mu would frequently visit the earth in the form of storms or would send their messenger, Bunghpoi, the wind. Mu could be called upon in territorial disputes to cast his lightening strike to make judgement over contested land. Trees that had been struck by lightening were never to be used for building houses or making coffins, and if lightening struck the long ningchyun bamboo that ran along the top of the house roof or the large dawhpum housepost at the front (npan) entrance of the house, a particularly harsh judgement was being cast on the house owner. It was typical of both military men and missionaries to actively engage with local belief in this way as a means of proselytising their respective lifestyles and belief systems. For example, the Christian missionaries also claimed ascendency over Mu by associating the spirit with the thunderbolts of the Christian God (see photographs 168 & 162 for more information on this). Green’s familiarity with Mu was therefore a useful way of introducing himself and the significance of the juxtaposition of the flagpole and the Mu wudang at this durbar could surely not have been lost on Green.

