Strange Marital Customs In Distant Land
‘Where Premium Is Placed On B:-*idegroom

By John Richard Finch

HERE'S an old Mother Goose rhyme — or
maybe it's & proverb—that ends, aftar some
inconsequential preamble about pins and needles:
“When a min marries his troubles begin.” True
perhaps--but 50 do a wommn's—especinlly If she
lives in the curfous provinee of Ladakh In Tibet,
where the strapge custom of polvandry is pric-
ticed. Polyandry, as wa all know—I hope—is
the interesting and unusual (1 might add rure
when practiced legally) custom of & woman tuk-
ing unto herself various and sundry hushands.
To the best of my knowledge, if polyandry
In the year 1986 ia to be practiced logally, the

The Ladakh city of Leh, more than two
miles above sea level, and the curious capi-
tol where polyandry flourishes.

Iadies interested must travel first to India, then
overland through-that great country to the
Tibetnn border and finally up steep mountain
passed in the festness of the Asian interior to the
¢liy al Leh, more thin two miles above zea level,
anid roputedly the highest inhabited eity in the
waorl], There the lucky lady may not only marry
the man of her choico, providing thero is o
choice, but nll of his brothers ns well, regardless
of number. Thera's one catch, howaver! Accord-
ing to tradition, the eldest brother rules su-
preme, and his word is generally law—nt least
where his brothers are conrerned,

Strange to say, the Ladakhi wife, in splte of
her many mates, is often left entirely alone, her
retinue of hushands spending much time away
from home, When a husband returns he leaves
his shoes on the door-step as n warning for rival
husbands te keep away, and only the eldest
hrother, whose shoes are inviolate, dares dis-
turb them. No wonder one sees so few children
in this far laml. But perhaps it {= just as well,
for it's a wise child that knows hiz own father
in Ladakh,

N KEEPING with the rest of the country, the

city of Leh, with its ten thoussnd people, is a
fantastic and pleturedqus itk eity, composed of
& lumble-down cluster of ancient stone huts
leaning st all angles and in all stages of dis-
repair, It bopsts, however, pf its Main street,
broad straight avenue lined with poplar trees
and swarming with a heterogeneous é¢rowd from
& hundred diferont races and secte. The city ia
not far from where Ind Ruissin, and China
unite, and one finds evidences of this proximity
in the fentures and costumes seen about the
bazpars,

It seems incredible that people ean not only
exist yeur ufter yenr In the rarity of the atmos-
phere more than two miles high, but can rear
their children, their eattle, and raise barley and
ricn at the same |ofty altitude. But the Ladakhi
nre a contented people despite the abnormalities
of their country. Thers is no renl poverty, due
perhaps to the controlled birth rate. Rain seldom
falls in Ladakh, and the land at can be irri-
galed Is unnlterably limited, wh in turn limits
the food supply, The wise lamas, or priests, who
completely rule the people in the religious-mad
land, ¢ zunt of the danger of ovarpopulation,
eenturi y a8 A mouns of checking the birth
rite inaugurated the practiee of polyandry. To-
day in 35,000 square miles of territory there wrn
onl 55,000 poople, or a i mile for svery
mun, woman, and ehild in Ladakh,
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ing down the back of anothor point at the wilst.
It is studded with graduited rows of turguelse
stones, somelimes more than two hundred in
number, which represents not only the entire
wealth of the owner, but of generations of e
vious ancestral owners, While the stores on
these unusunl and elaborute adornments woull
not create & sensation on the Rue de la Paix,
Rond Street, or Fifth Avenue, they are of n
beautiful color and possess considerable value.
Attached to the leather are large ear-flaps made
of black wool, which protruding at each side of
the face, hive a strong resemblance to horse
blinkers.

Above s pictured the little “Skushok™
of Ladakh, who, being the living incar-
nation of Bakola, a saintly contempor-
ary of Buddha, is the holiest and high-
est lama in the district. He is held in
the arms of one of the lamasery servants
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concenl a face which might, in mame cases, be
pretty if not almost completely masked over
s1th dirt.
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unto himself a wifa resants the fact that he must
share her with his 50-year-old brother, In faet,
not only share her, but place himeel! in subjec-
tion to hix eldest hrother’s every wish insofar as
his marital life In concerned, On the other hand,
the aging bachelor brother, content with hix
single blessedness, is often greatly spnoyed by
the foisting of & wife upon him—a dictator per-
haps, who will heap unwanted responsibilities
upon him,

HEN thare ix the problem of an overabund-

ance of unmarried women in Ladakh, Due to
the practice of polyandry, hushands are %o
searce that there in an endless seramble for
every unmarried man in the country. Parents
hoping for a hushand far thelr daughters, hire
professional murriage brokers, paying them
Inrge sums to snare a mate, The (ron hand of the
Inmas alone prevent “racketecring” among the
numerous maleh-makers,

Mizsionaries in Ladakh report that polyandry
in doomed, due to its eronomic and moral prob-
leme which is making it unpopular with the
present generation. Family tles are being dan.
garously loosened by the habitusl infidelity of
younger hushande, while the large number of
unmarred mothers and unsupported children in
fast becoming a wserious Jdetrimont to mociel
prder. But relesse from the custom must come
from “tha temple,” for religion f« the ruling pas-
slon of Latdekh,

Being eacentielly & part of Tibet, Ladakh
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With one son from every family in some re
Iglous order theen mre {51 too many pr
irt of no practical value, and in consequonce »
great majority of them are left frea to meditate,
occupation into which they plunge with vigor,
Liking a recess anly 1t instruct the
boy lamas in the art o that shen they are
grown they may be able ta meditate as well as
their Instructars,
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HE lumas ageribe to themselves supernatural

powers, and control over the elements. Rich-
ard Halliburton, famous ndventurer-writer, who
visited Lndnakh a few years ngo, tells of a lamn
in the city of Leh who, during n recent water
famine, promisid rain if he were paid well
enough. He i handaomely, whersupon one
of the hepviest 18 eyver recorded fell, reviving
the perighing crops, and thus bringing renewed
faith in the supernntural power of the priests,
and despair to the Toreign missions which were
promptly dessrted.

The lamas are uald to be extortionnte money-
lenders, and by thix means have little difficulty
in keeping posseasion of the tillabls land. In.
deed, between the drend’ of earthly spolintion
and threats of spiritual disaster, the Ladakhi
in kept in eternal subjection. The runk and file of
the people take their religion with great seri-
ouxness. Since thelr prayers and exhortations
can be offered, wo they believe, mueh oftener by
mechanies than by thought, they take advantage
of this dispensation made to them by Buddha
and spin and =1l and waft prayers to heaven in
a hundred diferent ways that demand no effort

Jbr attention on thelr part. It s not the man who

{ollows their moral eode with the most diligence
who soonest attaine Nirvans, bhut the man whe
manufaetures the most prayers. There are spv-
eral which, if offered n sufficiont numblsr of
timen, no matter how nutomatically, are sure to
win salvation.

Many people have prayer-wheels of hrass
cylinders, which they twirl by hand ax they sit
idly ar walk behind thelr pack-pon These
exlinders are filled with thousands of printed
rs nnid every spin of the wheel bring=
» closer to Nirvina, Moat ingenious
of mll & the water-wheel, which, filled ns it often
ix with hundreds of pounds of p er cloth,
mrkes the other econtrivantes seem n wiste of
Lirme,
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14 was my good fartune to be in Leh in time
te attend the inauguration of the child Skuehok
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An claborate headdress is worn
by all Ladakhi women, It is atud-
ded with turquoise stones, some-
times more than two hundeed in
number, representing not only the
entire wealth of the owner, but of
generations of previous ancestral
owners,

nt the loeal lnmasery, There was a festival con-
nected with it in hin honor much as occurs only
onee in n lfetime, wnd which, lasting three days,
had drawn the population from long distances,

“0Op this momentour day, previous to being
eartied out for public observation, the boy was
placed in state within the inner temple, where
the leading monks from far and near came to
prostrate themselves, and in return receive a
strip of colored eloth from him ns his blessing,
Through a secluded lattice, 1 watched the entire
ceremony, It wais indeed n solemn occanion, rens
dered doubly so by the dim light prevailing in
the temple, The gold images and brass jars of
oil shone dully and garish Chinese portraits of
demons and frescoes dopicting the horrors of
hell eovernd: the. walls, while from the ceiling
hung acores of grotesque devil-masks,

G"HE only fresh and beaotiful thing in the

room Alled with depressing ornaments and
svil-looking priests was the wsilk-robed child,
whose sweet face and guiloless ayes gave him
the expression of an infant seraph. He wag not
mare than four years old amd, while obviously
bored with this unnntural life, seems to have re-
signed himself to it and to he enduring it
manfully.

“When he was carried out to his throne on the
covernd stage in the courtyard, from which he
wan Lo nbserve the entertainment, the hundreds
of expectant people greeted him with enthusingm
and gave way to festivity, During the acelamas
tion and entertainment that followed, the baby
aon the throne fell fust maleep, and, as sunset
eame, his guntdian Hiftsd him from his plle of
cushions and earried him hack Lo the tefrifging
devil-infested ‘playroom.” No divinity thix, no
muperhuman saint—aonly a nataral and homesick
baby boy, who, after such a strenious day, was
matre Intere in hix erib and his porridge than
i the apiritunl welfure of his fold

1 oeotild not readst an drge to follow them fnto
the monastery, tor did anyone seam to ohijeet,
From a distance, | witched the monk, holding
the sle child on hin lap, remove the yellow
rolies of state, and wrap him in & yolominous
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lide th monnetery wolfted in on the broes
Holinean, with the Jast ray of sunlight slanting
b Inttlewid window from the western
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i the shleme of polyandry
o citizens of Ladakh often find
sxing Thi
nomn wi their wastern hroth-
dom't we all? 8o Instead of the
little prover an marries his troubles
begin," with which nue story started, In Ladakh
it should be pewritten to rend: Y When & woman
murrien her teoubles increape—in propnrtion to
the number of hor hushand's hrothars*
Capyeight 1934}
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