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Reading the chicken bones in
northern Thailand
The unchanging nature of Lisu medicine contrasts sharply with Western ideas

Chicken bones and bamboo slivers used by a Lisu shaman to divine spiritual messages during a healing ritual. (All
photos by Ron Emmons)
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I am taking advantage of the rainy season to explore northern Thailand while
there are few tourists around. Though the sky is overcast, the hillsides are
teeming with bamboo and teak trees in all shades of green as I drive north from
Chiang Mai, and I am delighted to see that I am the only guest when I arrive at
Lisu Lodge, about 50 kilometers from the city.
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I settle quickly into my rustic but luxurious accommodation -- a thatched
bamboo bungalow on stilts with soothing views over a lotus pond. The lodge is
run by members of Thailand's Lisu community, a Tibeto-Burman ethnic group
who live in mountainous areas of Thailand, Myanmar, southwestern China and
northeastern India.

The lodge employs staff from the local village, contributes to local children's
education, grows its own vegetables and arranges experiences such as nature
walks and village visits that introduce guests to Lisu culture. The group is
famous for cloth-making and embroidery, and for singing, dancing and music
made with pipes and three-string guitars.

I am snoozing, lulled by the rain splashing in the pond, when Bee, a lodge guide
dressed in the colorful Lisu garb, taps on my door and offers to take me for a
walk round the village. To be truthful, the drizzle puts me off, but I am also
curious to learn about Lisu culture, so we set out with umbrellas, trying not to
slip on the sodden path.

In the village, Bee wanders into a friend's yard and starts chatting. I notice
purses, bags and key fobs laid out for show, all in the bright colors for which the
Lisu are famed. While they are gossiping, I amuse myself by examining a rice
pounder and find that the apparatus is easily lifted by stepping gently on a
pivoted slab of wood. When released, it thumps down into a stone bowl to de-
husk rice or convert it into rice flour.
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Bee's friend offers me a cup of tea and a shot of homemade rice whiskey, which
warms me on this damp afternoon. Then Bee produces an unusual sight -- a
plate of chicken thigh bones pierced with pieces of wood that look like
toothpicks, though she tells me that they are specially cut slivers of bamboo. She
goes on to explain an unusual ritual of which I am entirely ignorant, despite
having lived in northern Thailand for more than 30 years.

Most Lisu are animists who believe that chickens are mediators between the
human and spirit worlds. So when a member of a Lisu community falls ill and
the cause or cure is unknown, a shaman sacrifices a chicken, allowing its blood to
flow onto a symbolic bamboo bridge, to honor the spirit world. The shaman
(traditionally a male) then extracts and cleans the thigh bones.

After carefully examining the shape, cracks and coloration of the bones, the
shaman inserts slivers of bamboo into tiny, natural holes in the bone. These
slivers are thought to act as conduits, making invisible spiritual messages
evident.

Lisu Lodge is nestled in a lush landscape about 50 kilometers north of Chiang Mai, in northern Thailand.
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The positions of the slivers, including their angles and any unusual patterns, are
interpreted as messages from the spirits about the cause of the illness and the
steps necessary for healing. As the shaman "reads" the bones, he divines which
spirit has been offended and what action is required to appease it -- which
usually involves another ritual or offering of food or liquor placed on the
household altar.

At first, this "chicken bone reading" strikes me as nonsense; if I were ill, I would
not like my future well-being to be determined by the pattern in which slivers of
bamboo protrude from a chicken bone. And yet, as Bee and I walk back to the
lodge, I reflect that my negative reaction to this strange ritual is based largely on
my lack of knowledge or experience of animism.

Left: Bright Lisu purses on sale in the village near the lodge where the author stayed. Right: Bee, a local guide,
explains the chicken bone ritual.
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Having been raised in a predominantly secular country (the U.K.), I am
predisposed to presume that there is a medical cure, whether in the form of pills,
surgery or physical therapy, for most illnesses. Yet on further thought, I realize
that our modern ideas of what constitutes health and wellness are constantly in
flux as scientific knowledge advances.

For example, some years ago butter was thought to increase the risk of
cardiovascular disease, but moderate butter consumption is now considered part
of a healthy diet. Likewise, in the past, calorie-restricting diets were touted as the
answer to weight problems, while nowadays a more holistic view prevails,
emphasizing healthy lifestyles over reduced food consumption as ways to lose
weight.

Back at my cozy lodge, I conclude that since Lisu customs, unusual as they seem
to me, have remained constant for generations, and are still widely accepted
within the group, I should not discount the practice of chicken bone divination
as a route to healing.

A short while later, as I settle down to dinner on my balcony, I look at the deep-
fried chicken wings on my plate in a new light.

Ron Emmons is a contributing writer.
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