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This page: Locals all geared up for the Chalo Loku festival.

The Nocte and Wancho tribal groups 
residing in eastern Arunachal Pradesh, 

create art and craft that give the 
district its distinct identity.

TEXT AMRITA DAS

Arunachal Pradesh, also known as the ‘land of 
dawn-lit mountains’, is home to the vibrant district 
of Tirap – spread over approximately 2,362 sq. km 

and comprising about 190 villages.
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LOCAL CRAFTS

Above: The Noctes 
weave colourful beads 
and coins in unique 
patterns.
Below: Locals playing 
the bamboo stilt 
game, Kiko Kham.

Apart from its difficult terrain 
and wild countryside views, the 
tribes that belong here make the 
district unique. Tirap’s population 
can be largely divided into the 
dominant tribes of Nocte and 
Wancho, the early settlers of the 
Patkai hills. Although the two are 
not very different in their practices 
and lifestyles, the Noctes are said 
to be slightly more ‘urbanised’ 
in comparison. What struck me 
about them both were their arts 
and crafts, which are unbelievably 
similar at the first glance. 

ORNAMENTAL ARTS
I was introduced to the exquisite 
beadwork when I ventured out to 
Lapnan village from the district 
headquarter, Khonsa. I first saw a 
beadwork neckpiece adorned by 
the wife of a friendly Chief, the 
highest authority of Nocte tribe. 
As days went by, I saw more locals 
wear them and in course of time 
I understood two things – the 
patterns and designs sported 
by both tribes differed and men 
accessorised more than women. 

The beads are usually brought in from Tinsukia 
in Assam and are strung together in different 
forms such as neckpieces, waistbands, body 
and hair ornaments, calf rings, headbands and 
bracelets – all in the confines of their homes. 
Customarily, they are worn during the Hoju 
Kuwah and Chalo Loku festivals and other joyous 
occasions. 
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The Noctes adorn jewellery made of small 
beads – thin necklaces for women and about 
two- to three-inch wide neckpieces for men. 
Orange, scarlet, blue and yellow are the prevalent 
colours. On the other hand, jewellery pieces for 
Wanchos are longer and more traditional. The 
beads used vary from large, opaque, orange-
coloured to glass ones in bright green colour. 
These are stitched in different combinations 
with occasional additions such as shells and 
antique brass extensions (bells and motifs) for a 
contrasting effect and an enhanced appearance. 
Locally, the very long female neckpieces are 
called litchhapha; headbands for women made 
with coins and blue or red glass beads are ngun 
khuphok; and male neckpieces made of chunky 
brass lockets are called litto. 

WOOD CARVING AND CANE CRAFT
I noticed that wood and bamboo were extensively 
used in the everyday life – it made way as 
figurines and furniture, smoking pipes, mugs and 
various utility objects. The Wanchos specialise in 
carving unique figures on wood.

In a nondescript handicraft shop in Khonsa 
I saw two craftsmen etch out a tribal couple 
on wood. They use a special type of local 
wood, where a good bark suffices for two 
statues. It takes approximately a month 
to make these carvings, most of which are 
influenced by their history and association 
with head hunting. The carvings are realistic 
in the sense that body tattoos are carefully 
represented, and most figures are dressed 
up with clothes and ornaments. Other items 
such as knives, cutlery and tobacco pipes are 
also made. However, these woodworks were 
being made in and traded only in Khonsa.

Clockwise from above: 
Women adorning 
accessories during 
festivals; A member of the 
Nocte tribe; Tirap has a 
rich tradition of bamboo 
and cane handicrafts.
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GETTING THERE

Tirap is 119 km from Dibrugarh.

ACCOMMODATION

Hotels with basic facilities can be 
found in Tirap. However, for a more 
luxurious stay, explore the city.

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

Visit www.arunachalpradesh.gov.in

 QUICK FACTS

Jet Airways operates 
daily direct flights 
from Kolkata and New 
Delhi to Guwahati and 
daily direct flights to 
Dibrugarh from here.

LOCAL CRAFTS

Caskets and winnowing tools are made 
of a special variety of bamboo called 
wahhin. Khaplang or bamboo jugs, which 
make for exquisite souvenirs were originally 
made to drink jumin.

HANDLOOM AND WEAVES
The traditional costumes of the two tribes, 
too, bear a few resemblances. Women were 
commonly seen wearing long wrap skirts or 
gale and men styled themselves in jackets. 
However, owing to their love for head 
dresses, the Wancho tribe stands out. 

At the handicraft shop in Khonsa, I saw 
women sitting on bamboo looms, weaving 
traditional skirts, Naga bags, scarves and 
shawls, and festive wear. The women are 
trained here and thereafter create avenue 
for themselves by selling these arts and 
craft items. Their creations are sold directly 
to government-run emporiums who pay 
them for their time and skill.

At some shops, I noticed the bulky looms 
lying in a corner – weavers opt to use the 
new portable four-bamboo-stick looms 
which occupy less space and are easier to 
work with to thread their creations. 

In Dadam’s Hoju Festival I saw 
numerous dancers and performers wear 
traditional costumes – wrap bottoms 
for both men and women. The female 
white skirt with red thread work on them 
are called chahri romthok whereas the 
chequered, fitted bottoms with intricate 

Above: The traditional 
weave of the region is 
dominated by red colour.
Below: Artisan weaving 
on a bamboo loom. 

woven tassels for men are called 
kheddih ratak. The dominant colour 
at this festival was red. 

I made some space for Nocte 
jewellery and the traditional gales 
I bought from the Khonsa market. 
I continue to be in awe of the 
excellent craftsmanship and delicate 
designs meticulously carved, weaved 
and threaded together. 
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