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Despite the persistence of COVID, there has been a lot of
scientific activity in the field of Sindhi Studies since the last
newsletter in July. Hopefully, 2021 will bring a revival of travel
and fieldwork, especially as it will be marked by two major
events: the ten-year anniversary of the CSSK, which now has
a logo, and the organisation of the first Karachi Winter School
in Social Sciences. Last but not least, we welcome Saba
Sindhri, doctoral student at EHESS, who has joined the
newsletter team.
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In Conversation: Masooma Shakir with Saba Sindhri

Architect Masooma Mohib Shakir is Assistant Professor
at the Architecture and Planning Department, NED,
Karachi. She got her undergraduate degree in
Architecture from the Indus Valley School of Art and
Architecture in Karachi, Pakistan. She got her Masters
from University of Leuven, Belgium and is currently
working on her Phd research on Interrelationship of
Living Heritage to its Context, Case of Sufi Shrines in
Sindh, at the , in Germany. Her interests lie particularly in
planning and urban design for historic environments. She
has been involved in several urban research projects and
publications and contributed to national and international
journals, symposiums and conferences. Since 2019,
Masooma Shakir is Pl of an international project funded
by the French Embassy and HEC Pakistan. Based on a
partnership between CEIAS (CNRS-EHESS) and NED
University, it focuses on the representations of the Indus
River within the riverside populations and beyond.

SS: What was your basic academic training and career? How did it inspire you to work on Sindh and
how did you select the topics you are working on?

MS: Thank you Saba for this opportunity! I am an architect by training and got my undergraduate
degree in Architecture from Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture in Karachi. After being
engaged in regular architecture practice for a couple of years, | decided that something enormous
was missing in the practice realm and joined Architect Arif Hasan to work on design and urban
research projects; both to learn from him and to study the built environment on a larger scale. It was
there that | was introduced to the idea of looking at community frameworks with reference to built
space, the concept of social inequalities being represented/manifested through various planned
interventions. | then got a Master’s in Architecture for Human Settlements from KU Leuven, Belgium
and joined the Architecture Department at NED University as an academic in 2007—where | have
been ever since. Throughout this period, | have maintained engagements with multiple research
projects at NED oriented towards understanding urban and community contexts and spatial
associations. Working with Dr. Noman Ahmed and the various faculty members of the department
while taking advantage of opportunities to engage with visiting scholars and academics who broaden
the scope of architecture, | am constantly learning.

History, for me, plays an important role in the shaping of built environments and people associate
with historic/traditional environments in special ways. | decided to explore this association in my
doctorate work, where | focused on community associations with Sufi heritage in the Sindh region.
For me, Sindh has been that non-urban reference which contrasts sharply with the fast changing,
urban character and detachment (to the point of being ruthless) that | associate with the city of
Karachi where | reside and have worked.
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Of course, Sindh has many other cities within it, but their patterns of urban development are
relatively slow in comparison with the capital. This contrast makes Sindh a good ground for research
aiming to identify meaningful associations and their patterns as represented in built space.

Research work on cities and historical areas in Sindh allows an opportunity to travel, to experience
the towns, their structuring features connected to ecology, geography, culture, distribution of zones
and major roads, and history and people. Historic sites often summarise these associations within a
built space and therefore become interesting places for study.

SS: What are your current publications?

MS: My recent works have focused on specific traditional communities and the historic landmarks
and architecture attached to them. This includes the PhD work that | finished in 2018 and work with
Prof. Michel Boivin on the Hindu communities attached to Oderolal. Recently, research frames have
been created to study, among others, the Mallah and Mohana communities that have been
associated by livelihood to the Indus River, coast and delta.

SS: Your Ph.D. thesis, among other research works of yours, is very interesting. Could you please
tell us a little bit about it: what was your purpose? What were your findings when your research was
completed?

MS: My PhD thesis stemmed from the frustration of watching heritage in the Karachiite context
crumble and deteriorate. Karachi is the main economic center of the country and its orientation is
primarily on business and the economy. History and its preservation are generally not valued much
within the Karachiite context where interests of stakeholders within the old city areas clash. The
purpose of my study was to look at a community that worked at preserving a historic, cultural, and
social association. My case study of the Mazar of Shah Abdul Latif Bhitai in Bhitshah was an
interesting exploration of this. An examination of the conflicts in ideology of preservation between
formal institutions and the traditional community structure was an interesting outcome.

Yes, | learned many things from my research, most important of which is that when a traditional
community is oriented towards preservation of a regional history, persistence and motivation is
dictated by the community’s social organization and the sentiments that support that association and
that this persistence can be seen as a fragile one within the larger milieu. Thus, it needs to be dealt
with as such, that is, with care in planning. Yes, you can say | managed to achieve my aims, but |
believe this is only another major piece within the larger puzzle of understanding contextual changes.

SS: Apart from space as cultural heritage, how do you observe devotees in separate groups such as
Hindus, Muslims, and Scheduled castes? Could you explain how they share space with each other
and how, specifically, Muslims and Hindus share it with Scheduled Castes?

MS: | prefer to see them within frameworks of community with a particular hierarchy and relations
that dictate their role. While my work does have anthropological leanings, scheduled castes are not a
subject that | have touched upon. | do understand that social relations often dictate the organization
of spaces, the case of Oderolal dargah and the Hindu complex has been one that brings this out
clearly. Physical boundaries at times are safe spaces that represent the tensions between particular
social groups; that they may delineate the comfort zones of groups for particular activities has been
an interesting observation that has come through.
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SS: How would you generalize the religiosity of Sindh in Sufi shrines and in other sacred places, in
past and in present? If you give a general historical background of Sufi shrines, could you please tell
us which century in the history of Sindh is important in order to understand the origin of such spaces
and why? Finally, did you observe change in religiosity since you started to work on shrines?

MS: Sufi shrines are religious/sacred spaces for many, and my research revealed that places like
Bhitshah which have a performance dimension attached are also visited for recreational purposes by
groups of friends or single men from the region. According to the fakirs attached to the shrines, the
numbers visiting for recreational purpose has increased over time. | do not believe that this can be
generalized though because it varies from place to place and shrine to shrine. Some shrines are
more controlled and religious. Sometimes the associated facilities, like madrasas, or institutes etc.
also add to this. The Mazar of Bhitai is different from many other shrines because of some of its
spatial features and cultural elements, perhaps also by its location at the center of the town. The
sanctity of the space seems to somehow justify the congregation of various social groups whose
code of behavior is much different from that observed in streets.

Similarly, | feel that each shrine has to be seen within its own historical framework and context.
Various shrines have been historically significant within their own context. The social and cultural
associations of these built environments with the community and the region, in the various forms of
expression particularly in terms of historical and political relevance, is important to decipher. Their
historic role in communities and subsequent evolution is an area of research interest for me.

For the rural populace, the occasional visit to shrines is a day out. It definitely has a recreational
value for young people. The older members of the family attribute religious value to the places. |
suppose the young are still learning about them. | also feel that history of shrines should be available
at the sites as general information for the masses so they are informed. In some of the bigger
shrines, there are some little booklets and plagues that give this information.

SS: Do you have any ongoing project on Sindh?

MS: Currently, we (Department of Architecture and Planning, NED UET Karachi) are working on a
collaborative interdisciplinary research project with Prof. Michel Boivin and his team from the CEAIS
under the Pak France Periodot Research Project funded by the Higher Education Commission
Pakistan and French Consulate. The project is oriented to study communities associated with the
River Heritage of and related to the Indus River. The major focus of this research is to understand
the different dimensions of sanctity attached to the river, in material and social forms, attached to
figures like Oderolal, Khwaja Khizr, Zindapir, Sheikh Tahir. In line with this, the various built heritage
are a focus of study and documentation. Our project fieldwork and travel however, has been delayed
guite a bit due to the corona virus outbreak in both countries!
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SS: How do you think we can reinforce Sindhi Studies in Sindh, Pakistan and European projects?

MS: Projects like the Pak France Peridot are good opportunities that foster and promote the study of
Sindh through scholarly interaction between universities. Prof. Michel Boivin is very well informed
about Sindh and often he discusses aspects that provides a framework for us, and we learn about
the very region where we live and work in. People from Pakistan and Sindh themselves need to
understand the global theoretical frameworks to create lenses and objective methodologies of
documentation of the region in the larger context. Regional studies of any part of the world have to
be done within certain frameworks that present an accurate and unbiased picture of the area. My
Sindhi colleagues in the academia usually agree that there is dire need for better scholarship on
Sindh from within. Familiarity with the language is in my opinion a big advantage that can allow them
as native speakers to document and interact closely with the locals of the region and understand the
finer undertones that often some of us miss as non-Sindhi speakers.

2019-2021 | URLP - Interdisciplinary Survey of the Legacy related to Uderolal/Zindapir in the
Indus Valley — Udero Lal Research Project

Cordinators: Michel Boivin (CNRS-CEIAS) and Masooma Shakir (N. E. D. University)

In October 2019, a new research project « Interdisciplinary Survey of the Legacy related to
Uderolal/Zindapir in Sindh — Uderolal Research Project (ULRP) » was started by the CEIAS and
N.E.D. University (Karachi). It is jointly funded by the French Embassy in Pakistan and the High
Eucation Committee (Islamabad).

The Udero Lal Research Project (ULRP) visions to highlight the interaction between the local
society of Sindh and the Indus River, in centering on the material legacy that has been constructed
throughout the centuries. The ULRP plans to survey first the material culture that shows the
multidimensional involvement of the local people with the Indus River. It will include the built
structures, as well as art expressions, such as iconography, architecture, decorations, etc. The
main case study will be the darbar of Udero Lal, about 50kms north of Hyderabad, for the
relationship between the local people and the Indus River was embodied in a sacred figure, known
under many different names, from Jhulelal to Zinda Pir. Secondly, the project will analyze how the
sacred figures related to the Indus River was appropriated by different communities, and how his
life narrative draw peaceful and balanced relations between the different communities, firstly
Hindus and Muslims. Several sites related to his life narratives will be surveyed, such as the
physical remnants of his birthplace in Nasarpur, along with the place of his gabr / samadhi, as well
as the Zinda Pir island in Rohri. It will reveal the multiple ways through which the local groups
associated this figure with the Indus River, and how the River nurtured the local life.
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Mata’s Melo: Devi Worship among the Samis of Sindh

Saba sindhri, CEIAS-EHESS

This fieldwork report is part of an ongoing PhD reseach. The reseach is not specifically on the Devi
panth in Sindh but on the Samis as a social group who follow Devi and celebrate her autumn festival
Navratri. The following text is a field report on the festival celebration which was conducted in
October 2020 preceded by a short literature analysis on the Devi panth in Sindh.

Devipanth in Sindh

Goddess worship in Sindh is known as Shakti cult or Devi Panth. They both refer to the following of
one deity, Maa Sherawali, and her different forms/avatars. Among different temples of the Goddess in
Sindh, Singh Bhavani and Hinglaj Mata are popular for visits. Hinglaj is one of the fifty-one Pithas,*
and it is believed to be the place where her head landed (Briggs 1938: 106).

On the various forms of the Goddess, U.T Thakur in his book titled Sindhi Culture, states that three
forms of Mata, Singh Bhavani or the lion goddess, Kali, and Sitala Mata (Thakur 1959: 115) are
followed in Sindh. He further writes Sonaras are a caste of Devi worshippers, who claim themselves
Mai pota (sons of the Goddess). BGur, Wanhan, and Bhat also worship Devi, and Shaivas, like Jogis
and Sanyasi, may be Shaktas at the same time (p;116). However, goddess worship is not limited to
only a few groups. Raja Rajput in Tharparkar are followers of Devi and many other scheduled caste
communities are Devi-pujak (Goddess followers). U.T. Thakur's idea of Goddess worship by
Brahamns and a limited number of groups is mainly based on the observation of upper castes but
apart from them, all the scheduled castes worship the Goddess alongside other gods like Shiva or
Vishnu. Some, like Gujarati Meghwar in Hyderabad at Fateh Chowk and Gujarati Vagri in Bheempura
and Narayanpura in Karachi, are exclusively Goddess—in the form of Kali—worshippers. The
Meghwars of Hariyar village, Tharparkar, also Goddess worshippers, are constructing new spaces in
her name using local names like Mata Malhan, Maubhan, and Mauji (Kalhoro 2015: 26) while the
Jogis of Nabisar, Tharparkar, who used to keep stones as murti (idols) of the Goddess, are now
constructing temples in her name. Therefore, the following of the Goddess in Sindh is not restricted
to certain groups. Many communities in Sindh including the Meghwar, Jogis and Samis follow her as
their clan-deity.

There is a lot of regional work, presented in the form of bhajans (religious songs) published on Durga
Mata, Maa Sherawali and other forms of the Goddess by Hinglaj Sheva Mandali, Sundar Sheva
Mandali and other regional publications. Some literature ciruclates from different areas of India as
well. However, existing literature is mostly about bhajjans and Navratri and not much is published on
the different groups and their following of Goddess. In particular, there is a dearth of literature
examining the different rites, the different iconographies of the Goddess and groups’ associations
with her.

Recently, an in-depth study on Hinglaj Devi was completed by Austrian scholar Jurgen Schaflechner
who has studied Hinduism in the Islamic republic of Pakistan through the case study of Hinglaj Devi
in his book titled Hinglaj Devi: Solidifying Hindu Identity at a Hindu Temple in Pakistan. He observes

! Spots where the dissevered limbs of Sati were scattered.
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how the Hinglaj Seva Mandali has organized and solidified the historical tradition of Hingaj Devi
andhas excluded or included traditions of the members’ own caste, Lasi-Lohana. He also examines
their influence over the tradition of bali (animal sacrifice) which has been a core-ritual of Goddess
worship. The tradition of bali is associated with one particular form of the Goddess, Kali Mata, who
asks requires for blood. In the ritual, a red cloth is placed over the murti of the Goddess and her
temple until the bali is completed and the meat is distributed and eaten by those who have performed
the ritual. In the patel sub-castes, Devi-pujak Vagri, who refute the ban on bali, carry out the ritual
and similarly, in the case of Samis, one sub-caste performs bali among other the others. Therefore, it
is not difficult to understand why Devi-pujak Vagri find it hard to understand the ban on bali and how
it is easier for Lasi-Lohana. Depending on the authority and their influence, different traditions in the
methods and subject of worship have evolved.

The role of the Lohana community and its emergence in the late 1980s at the Hinglaj temple is
interesting because we observe that the caste/Dalit issue in Sindh dates back to this period. Devi-
pujak Vagri are scheduled caste Hindus and Lasi-Lohana are upper caste. Hence, there is a need to
understand what in the context of that period led rise to the emergence of upper castes as the new
authority at the temples and the subjugation of the Dalits.

Moreover, the book seems more about Devi-pujaks than Devi herself. It overlooks Goddess
worshipping in different forms by different groups. For example, the Goddess of the Samis does not
ride a lion but sits in a chair and similarly, Malhanr Devi, in Hariyar village, rides a horse. The
different regional names with completely different iconography deserve detailed study. A separate,
specific study is also required to understand the Devi cult and Devi-pujaks individually and
comparatively.

Samin jo Melo/ Mata no Melo/ Norata/Navratri

The Samis refer to their Goddess as Mata (singular, Matas [plural]) and celebrate her festival every
year in the seventh month of Hindu religious calendar Asu? (Ashvin). They call it Mata no Melo; Mata
means “mother” referring to Mother Goddess, no in Guajarati is used as “of” and melo means festival
or fair and thus the “Festival of the Mother Goddess” in English translation. Mata no Melo is a
Navratri festival celebrated in the honor of the Goddess and Samis call it Norata (Navratri). Norata is
commonly used in place of Navratri in Kutch, Gujarat and Rajasthan. It is a big Hindu festival
celebrated by almost every Hindu group. Samis, as well as considering it a religious event, celebrate
it as a social event. Gathering at one place for ten days, they bring their conflicts for resolution before
Sardar Lal Chand, prostrate before their mata, pray for a prosperous year ahead and perform the
rituals.

Sami call their Mata as Murshid (Guide). Murshid is the common term for a Sufi master in Muslim
context. They explained it to me that everyone in Sindh has a murshid and their murshid is Mata. It is
incomprehensible to them to not have a murshid. Many Samis are followers of Muslim saints and
visit their Melo and similarly, Mata along with being their Goddess is their Murshid whom they feel
obliged to visit during Melo/Norata.

The Samis, as a group, are divided in sub-castes called Parra (singular as Parro) or Nukhoon
(singular as Nukh)) and every Parro has their own Mata. The different names of Mata are Mata
Sherawali, Mata Verai, Mata Herochi, Mata Vishet, Jog Mata, Mata Shekootar, Sombarr Mata and
Harrk Mayi.® Each Mata has more than one name, for example, Mata Sherawali is also called Hinglaj

2 The Indian religious calendar is a lunisolar calendar and Navratri starts on the 14" of the solar month.
3 Mayi is also used for mother in Sindhi, derived from Maa, but the typical meaning of mayi is woman.
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Mata and Sarniyani Mata and Mata Verai as Mata Bhawani. Mata Sherawali is considered the
supreme Mata whereasthe others are considered her avatars whom she created to fight the demons.
The Samis do not explain why Mata Sherawali is the highest ranking, but as their forefathers revered
her as supreme, they follow the tradition. Mata Sherawali is also the Mata of Romani Parro from
which the Sardar of Samis is descendent. The ifferent Parra of the Samis include Romani, Parmar,
Parahee, Mogrriya, Chauhan, Keehani, Nangnai, Bheemani, Rathod, Sukhani, Garirri, Magani,
Noraye, Bhand (Gora (white) Bhand and Kara (black) Bhand) and Dodani.

In Sindh, Samis celebrate Mata no Melo at Nar jo Potho,* Tando Bagho, Badin. It is said that Mir
Bandeh Ali Khan Talpur® gave this potho to their sardar Kanbho Khan and asked him to settle there.®
Some Samis tell a different story that this land was given to them by General Ayoub Khan as a return
gift for a rilli (quilt).” Either way, Samis have been living there ever since. In the past, as per their
stories, a whole community of Samis was settled at this place and celebrated melo together but then,
some of the parra of Samis moved to different areas of Badin and nearby districts. Now all the parra
have moved to different places except the Romani Parro of Sardar. However, the mobility of different
parra of Samis has brought changes in the traditions of their melo celebration. When they lived
together, they celebrated melo together and even after their migrations, the other parra would bring
their mata back to Nar jo Potho for the festival. However, now many prefer to celebrate at the place
they have settled. Last year and this year, only three parra including the Romani Parro of Sardar,
Nangani and Garirri Parro brought their matas to Nar jo Potho. A man from Keehani Parro, follower of
Mata Vishet, visited Sardar on the 9" day of Melo. He came from Nabi Bux, Badin, and told me that
normally they come to Nar jo Potho every year for Melo but this time, monsoon rains caused floods
and made it impossible for them to bring their goddess and all the people of his parro. Therefore,
Sardar Lal Chand told them to celebrate where they had settled in Nabi Bux.

Besides this, there are other reasons due to which many parra of Samis have restricted celebration
to their places. For example, Sardar plays a major role in the resolution of conflicts between different
parra at the time of Melo and it is said, he resolves them according to the amount of money offered
as a bribe in turn making unfair decisions if a bribe is not paid. As a result, many Samis have stopped
coming due to his unjust behavior (the Sardar and his authority will be discussed in a separate
chapter dedicated to the Samis of Sindh). Another reason for changes in the celebration location is
that some of the Samis have moved quite far in their migration and find it difficult to reach Nar jo
Potho. Thus, they prefer to celebrate Melo at their place of settlement.

Rituals of Melo
Building the Thon (temple)

Thon is the corrupted pronunciation of thaan. Samis in their language, which as per their claims is
Guijarati, pronounce “aa” sound as “o0.” Therefore, thaan becomes thon which means temple. A few
days before the celebration of Melo, Samis build the clay thon (temple). The patel® of each parro
(sub-caste) initiates the work at their own temple and others help him. They take soil from nearby
fields of cotton or wheat and mix it with water to make mud. The patel draws a square of around
three feet in width and three and half or four feet in the length. Using the mud, the square is built up

4 Potho is the name given to a dried-out land in Sindhi. Nar jo potho means the land created by the drying out of the Nara canal in
that area.

5 Mir Bandeh Ali Khan was Chief Minister of Sindh from April 1940 to March 1941.

8 Samis have different legends associated with the Talpurs which lack the evidence in detail and need some research on it.

7 Samis women have different arts and styles of making Rilli which are known as Sami Rilli in Sindh.

8 Patel, as a term in conversation, can be replaced with Muzawir (caretaker of a shrine) and Changoo Murrs (influential man).
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one-foot above ground level. The shape may be
irregular, sometimes square, and sometimes oval.
Around the temple, they sow wheat which grows little
in ten to fifteen days. Legend says the rott was
cooked from the wheat grown around the temple but
now it does not grow well, so they buy the flour
needed to make it.

Rott is derived from the word roti (bread). Samis cook
roti from wheat flour and break it into small pieces
which they later mix with ghee (clarified butter) and
serve as prasad (food offered to a deity). In Sindh,
Mureed (followers in Muslim context) of Ghous
Bahaudin Zakariya also distribute such an offering
and call it rott,® but they add sugar while the Samis’
rott is phiko (sugarless). Vagri Guijarati, settled in
Karachi, also offer Rott to Mata at the time of Navratri. Fig. 1 Temple structure
The difference between the rott of Gujarati Vagri and

that of the Samis is that Samis do not add sugar and Vagri do not add salt. Vagris say that salt is
prohibited as Mata does not like salt while the Samis say, Mata does not like sugar.

Returning back to the thon; after building up the irregular level, the Samis make three round dome-like
shapes on it. One is for the murti (idol) of Mata (Samis have small gold and silver murtis), the second is
for a deo (lamp) and the third for Dado Gogo. A metal nag (serpent) of the cobra is used to symbolize
Dado Gogo beside Mata Sherawali at the thons dedicated to her (Fig.1).

Dado Gogo is the patron saint of Jogis. They give dohi (oath) of Dado Gogo to snakes and then it is
believed that the snakes will not bite. Like the Jogis, the Lohana community also, claim themselves the
descendants from the nag or the Cobra (Thakur 1959: 111). However, why Samis follow Dado Gogo,
how they associate themselves with snakes, and what the conneection between Mata Sherawali and
Dado Gogo is remains unknown. However, it is one aspect which brought Samis closer to the Jogis as a
community. (This will be discussed in the chapter dedicated to the Samis).

The sub-caste Romani, settled in Nao Dumbalo, are followers of Mata Sherawali but they do not go to
Nar jo Potho for Melo, and celebrate at home. They have a different murti of Mata Sherawali and
worship a nag as Dado Gogo. They have two snakes, one of metal and one of wood. However, in Mata
Sherawali’s thon at the Sardar’'s home there is a silver nag and people coming to the Melo pray to both
for blessings equally. The nag is only associated with Mata Sherawali. Other thons do not have any nag.
Next to the murtis of Mata and Nag, is a dried coconut which, according to the Romani, it symbolizes
Dado Khetarpal considered the protector of Mata. (fig. 2)

The remaining space is decorated with seashells and images of Mata and contains a pot of clarified
butter, a small box containing gugar (myrhh) or loban (frankincense) inside, a packet of incense sticks, a
flat seashell for the dhoop (smoke of burning incense) and a sanks (conch shell) (see fig.5 below). All
the objects are considered sacred by the Samis.

¢ The researcher gathered this information through oral sources, mainly interviews with different participants other than Samis.
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Figure 2 From left: Dado Khetarpal, Ma Sherawali and Dado Gogo

1st day of Melo: Installing Tents in the evening

On the first evening of the Melo celebration, the patel, his
relatives, and some helpers gather around the thon to install a
tent. The patel keeps the tent and tools at his house or
“pakho™® (the description will be discussed in the chapter
dedicated to the Samis of Sindh). Tents and tools are not
purchased annually but kept carefully when not in use as the
tools are as sacred to Samis as other objects of the thon. The
thon is considered Mata’s home or palace. The patel brings the
tent from his pakho and everyone works together to unfold it.
The tent is comprised of a flat covering sheet, four bamboo
sticks and four stakes. They spread the sheet on the ground,
attach the stakes to the sticks and erect it (Fig.3). Then, they
dig small holes for the stakes which balance the tent. Old
women of the family and relatives help in tent making and
usually, tent installation is specifically women'’s work. As men

Figure 3 Tent Installation

are always on musafiri 1 (travelling) or pheri Pheri *? (local circuit), as the group migrates from place-
to-place women areresponsible for any building or tent construction. However, at the time of Melo,
women are not seen performing any role in building the thon or installing the tent on it. They are kept
at a distance from Melo activities except visiting the thon on the 7t night. The organization of Melo
and all the rituals are performed by men while the role of women in this entire process is only to be
silent spectators. When the tent is installed, the workers unwrap Mata and open her madh.

10 The term pakho is commonly used for a roof made up of small reed sticks which is put upon the house. Here pakho refers to house.

1 Musafiri is a term used by Samis for dbegging outside their district or province.

12 Pheri is used for begging in the village where men go for a brief round in the village and come back in few hours..
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Mata no Madh

Figure 4 Mata no madh

Madh refers to the basket made of straw with red cloth
stitched around it. The murti of Mata and other sacred
objects are kept in the basket, “Mata no madh” or home of
Mata (Fig. 4)*® during the majority of the year. The basket
is similar to the baskets used by Jogis for their snakes, a
Jogi basket is covered with patched pieces of cloth or a
quilt. Samis keep the basket tied to a wooden staff in the
patel's pakho. The head of staff is carved with a cobra
head symbolizing Dado Gogo as the guard of Mata.

P - o

The legend about the tying of Mata no Madh to the wooden staff is that it is Mata’s wish, and a
tradition, to keep her wrapped in the basket. Samis, even those living far from each other, tell the
story that once a policeman visited their houses and asked them to open the basket. The Samis
resisted but the policeman insisted. Frightened, they opened the madh and saw fire is coming out of
the eyes of the murti of Mata which went straight into the eyes of policeman and blinded him. He then
cried a lot, apologized, and implored Mata for the recovery of his sight. He was granted his wish and
so promised not to annoy Samis again. Samis strongly believe in the truth of this story and consider
that opening the madh before Melo will bring bad luck into their lives. The story resembles that of the
army of Ghulam Shah Kalhoro (Kalhora ruler) who at the time of attacking Kutch, attacked Mata no
Madh, the main temple devoted to Mata in the area worshipped by the Jarejas (the kings of Kutch)
who were a branch of the Sindhi Sammas.** Mata in a rage, punished the army of Ghulam Shah
Kalhoro by blinding each of the soldiers.?® It is likely that these stories are one and the same and
having been repeated by generation to generation are so entrenched that the story has become
something they themselves witnessed.

Samis tie Mata to a staff because they have gold and silver murtis which might be stolen. Once, one
of the murtis was stolen by a man out from their commmunity and to recover it they had to ask for the
help of the mir. Another reason given for keeping Mata in the basket is that as the Samis are
nomads, building a permanent temple is not possible. They explain that if they left the temple,
someone could come and disrespect the space of Mata so she is safer kept with them and in the
madh.

Samis tie Mata to a staff because they have gold and silver murtis which might be stolen. Once, one
of the murtis was stolen by a man out from their commmunity and to recover it they had to ask for the
help of the mir.** Another reason given for keeping Mata in the basket is that as the Samis are
nomads, building a permanent temple is not possible. They explain that if they left the temple,
someone could come and disrespect the space of Mata so she is safer kept with them and in the
madh.

3 In other groups like the Vagris settled in Karachi, madh refers to the ritual of Navratri during which they take soil, make mud
out of it and grow barley. They water the barley seeds for the ten days of Navratri and after the celebration, they soak the
barley in the water.

14 Sammas ruled Sindh from 1365-1521.

15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mata_no_Madh

16 Mir meaning king. It is commonly used for Talpur rulers in Sindh, who ruled Sindh before British colonization.
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With regards to the origin of Mata’s murti and sacred objects in the Madh, the Samis say that all the
objects were transferred to them from their forefathers. Murtis are very old and have different
iconography than the known iconography of Goddess. However, all murtis have a seal attached to
the chest in which the Goddess is riding a lion, which seems newly added. (The iconography will be
discussed in the chapter dedicated to Melo). Excepting the murtis, there are many items that could
be traced as recent and are not as old as the Samis claim. For example, the piece of cloth which is
put at the thons is mainly the red cloth from the basket, but at some thons, there are carpet pieces or
covers brought by the Samis from different areas where they go for musafiri. They mostly use
carpets brought from Iran where, as per their story, they started going for begging after the 1970s,
when the Bhutto regime opened good relations with neighboring countries. The mobility of Samis in
Iran and its influences in their religious practices will be discussed in a separate chapter.

Opening the Madh

The sun is set and now the patel opens Mata no Madh. He takes the murti and other objects from the
basket and places them on the thon. Along with the murti and its seat, the madh contains many
seashells, deo (lamps), snakes, a flat seashell as dhoop plate (dhoop is smoke of burning incense)
and sanks (seashells). The patel decorates the thon with all the sacred objects (fig.5) and then
performs pooja. Pooja in their language is Mata no Jheelanr (Guijarati for giving a bath to Mata). The
patel takes the plate, puts Mata in it and gives her a bath. Then he places her back in her chair. Next,
he takes burning coals from the chulh (stove) for the dhoop, puts them on the flat seashell with gugar
(myrrh) or loban (frankincense) incense on it and moves it in circular motion before the murti of Mata
while chanting “Jai Shree Ram” and “Om Namah Shiva.” According to the patel, gugar is collected
from the Mukul myrrh trees in Khuzdar, Baluchistan. He used to extract it himself on his way to do
musafiri. Everyone who goes on musafiri to Balochistan or beyond collects gugar from those trees
and brings it for the Melo. While the dhoop burns, Patel chants “Om Namah Shiva” and asks children
to play the sanks. The patel finishes the pooja with the sounds of the sanks. Then they all sit under
the tent, converse with each other and listen to Bhajjan. Marsiya, dedicated to Imams, are played
along with the Bhajjans as Samis have an inclination to Shia Islam which they say was influenced by
their trips to Iran after the 1970s.
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This pooja of Mata no Jheelanr is performed twice a day, at dawn and at sunset, for the ten days of
Melo. The pooja is performed by the patel and if he is not present, one of his close relatives like a
son or brother can perform it as the entire patel family of each parro refrains from eating meat and
dedicates these ten days to Mata.

Other than the daily poojas, Samis participate in various other activities during Melo. For example
they take their conflicts to the sardar for resolution (to be discussed in detail in the chapter dedicated
to Samis). In terms of religious activities, the 7™ night of Melo is very important because on this night
families bring newly wed couples and n