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Abstract

The main objective of this research.is to collect data concerning the clothing
of Rwo -karens, a group of hill-tribe. people dwelling in the western region of Thailand. The
research embraces the studies of the history of their clothing, its characteristics, its appli-
cations and utility, its composition and the various patterns and weaving technigues. It is
expected that the research will be beneficial to the conservation as well as further studies
of the clothing of ethnic minority groups in this region.

The data collection and the studies in this research were carried out through
tape-recorded interviews and photography. The geographical areas selected for study
were those with a large population of Pwo-karens and where they still retain their clothing
tradition, i.e. Kanjanaburi province (Ampur Sangklaburi and Ampur Srisawat), Rajaburi
province (Ampur Suanphueng) and Supanburi province (Ampur Danchang).

The findings are that, in all the studies areas, only the elderly still wear their
traditional hill-tribe costumes while the young wear the same modern clothes wore every-
where else in Thailand, and that everybody wears their traditional hill-tribe costumes only
when attending rituals and festivals. The reason for this is that these hill-fribe people’s way
of living has changed and become similar to that of the general population. In all of these
areas the commonly-used hill-tribe clothing consists of :

1. Men’s tunics ; They are sack-shaped and ankie-length. The pattern is of
white plain background with long thin red strips running to the bottom from the chest, from
the centre of the back and from under the armpits. On the bottom part of the tunic there
is a specific kind of pattern called jok-weaving. At Tumbol Lai-wo in Ampur Sangklaburi,
Kanjanaburi province, there are two kinds of men's tunics. The first style is Chai-poi-kee
for the elders’ tunics which consist of many delicate and beautiful styles of jok-weaving at
the bottom edge of each tunic, e.g. Wei-mi, Kai-khou-do-jung. Sometimes different types
of jok-weaving are separated by horizontal dividers called Ma-nai-tha. Then the overall
design is called Pow-kee. The second style is Chai-plow which is worn by young men and
boys. These have only one main style of weaving at the bottom of each garment, i.e.
either Wei-mior Tee-khou-khaor KHoo-la. At Tumbol Suanphueng in Ampur Suanphueng,
Rajaburi province, men wear plain or unpatterned tunics made of blue cotton with long
bamboo-shaped sleeves, upright-collars. These tunics are split at the front and have a

line of silver buttons down to the bottom. In the other areas where the research was



undertaken, no traditional men's tunics remain.

2. Women's tunics ; Rwo-karen women generally wear tunics in accordance
with their age and with their marital status. There are two kinds of women’s blouses. The
first is called many names, i.e. Chai-khou-ki or Chai-chue or Chai-ooa (or Chai-auwa in
some areas) which is the kind Rve -keren girls wear from childhood up until they begin to
menstruate or when they reach fifteen years of age. The tunics are plain white, they are
put on over the head, and are ankle-length. There is a Khee-jung pattern at the collar and
shoulder, but in Ampur Suangpueng, Rajaburi province, there is no pattern at the top but
at the bottom there are small jok-weaving patterns, e.g. Gai-dou-phow or Too-phoo-deuy.
The second kind of tunic is Chai~oong or Chai-wuo or Chai-phiow, which is worn by
married women or girl who have already menstruated. In Ampur Sangkiaburi and Ampur
Srisawat of Kanjanaburi province and Ampur Danchang of Supanburi province, women's
tunics have similar characteristics, i.e. they have a red background decorated with jok-
weaving patterns either all over or on the upper parts of the tunics. The styles used in jok-
weaving are Gaikhoo-dou-jong, Phla-di-khai, or Cheu-yeue-beui. But at Ampur Suanpueng
in Rajaburi province, women's tunics are different from those in Kanjanaburi province and
Supanburi province, tunics in Ampur Suanphueng are Chai-phlow style and are made of
black or dark-blue cotton sack shaped, and are only knee-length. The blouses are wholly
hand-embroidered with multi-coloured threads. The embroidery styles used are Chai-
young, Sai-soong-sai, Pli-pong-mi or Jeow-ong-mi.

3. Skirts (“Ming” in the local dialect). Generally ‘'skirts are worn by married
women or those considered past adolescent. Each skirt is divided into three parts : the upper
the middle and the bottom parts. The most important is the middle part, which is deco-
rated with jok-weaving or floral pattern-weaving consisting of various styles. The upper
and the bottom parts are plainly woven with dark-colour threads. Skirts is divided into
three types depending on the methods of pattern-wearing. The first is Ming-ong with jok-
weaving such patterns as Thoo-khai-kha, Gai-pue and Thoo-gae. The second is Ning-bu
or Ning-bu-ong with floral-pattemed such patterns as Gai-pha-du, Gai-mi-sa and Dee-
long. The third type is Ning-khai which is uniquely patterned. These patterns are
designed from when the threads are fastened to form bunches and then dyed according
to the patterns created by the weaver for that garment. This third type is most found in
Ampur Suanpung, Rajaburi province.

4. Threads-woven bags ( Thoev). There are two types of Rvo-karens’ threads-
woven bag : Thoeu-wau-wa or Thoeu-owa (the white bag) and Thoeu-phoo-geeor Thoeu-



wo-phoo (the red bag). The white bag is large and used for carrying things when one has

to travel far. It is always white :and decorated with woven threads of alternate colours such as
blue and black. The red bag is used for carrying small and important items and is thus
smaller than the white bag. It has red or pink as the background colour on which jok-
weaving, either in floral or other styles made u;; of cblour threads, is apparent at the four
cornersand at the opening of the bag.

5. Other clothing elements : Turbans and blankets. Turbans (Khoo-peue) are
made in both plain and jok-weaving styles, while blankets (Pha-bye) are always woven
with pattemns.

All the traditional clothing found by the research had beautiful, varied-styled
patterns. Each pattern represents refined work and has its particular name which reflects
the close link between Karens and their natural surroundings. Names of the patterns can
often be identified if the weavers are still alive but may be unknown if the patterns are
handed down through generations. Although jok-weaving styles, floral style and ‘fas-
tened-and-dyed’ style are generally used, the special technigues of all kinds of this beau-
tiful clothes-making are fading away along with the ageing weavers. The research team
considers that it is time to encourage all organizations concerned to conserve this kind of

cultural heritage for the coming generations.
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