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INTRODUGTION

Spitting on newborn babies to keep away evil spirits?
Sucking down a glass of bat’s blood for health?

Showing up at your neighbor’s door with a horse skull and
expecting to be let in, no questions asked?

Totally strange, right?

Sure, people take their own customs for granted, but those
customs can look pretty bizarre when viewed from a distance.
But the truth is, the world is bubbling over with weird customs,
rituals, festivals, and overall general weirdness. And in these
pages, you'll find plenty of weird to go around, including:

Camel wrestling in Turkey

A roadkill-cooking contest in the United States

Teeth sharpening in the Mentawai Islands

Turning deceased relatives into jewelry in South Korea
Stuffing ferrets down your pants in England

Thankfully, some of these customs only happened in the
distant past, but some of them are still going on today, even if
they're not quite as extreme as they used to be (and some of



them are pretty damn extreme!). But if you read about enough
of this bizarre stuff, you may get some insight into why in the
world anyone participates in these things. Or maybe you'll just
sit in slack-jawed wonder, amazed at the things people do (and
did) to themselves and others in the name of tradition.

Who knows? Maybe you'll even find a ritual you want to
add to your own life! (Though it might be good to avoid the
Philippine practice of hanging up coffins containing your dead
relatives around town. In most parts of the world people tend
to frown on that sort of thing.)

Anyway, let's get started on our bizarre journey. Warning:
Great strangeness ahead!
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SPIITING FOR LUCK

Okay, sure, in every society on earth, you can
GREECE safely bet there are customs and superstitions to

keep babies healthy and safe from harm. Harmless

little rituals that don't do any lasting damage to an
infant’s self-esteem. Except in the case of Greece. Where they
spit right in their fat little faces.

Hawking a loogie directly into a newborn’s innocent mug
is just one of the ways Greek people incorporate casual spit-
ting in their daily lives. Not that it always involves an actual
hunk of phlegm. Some Greeks just make a “ftou” sound. If you
hear someone going, “ftou, ftou, ftou,” don't worry; they're just
warding off the evil eye (with the three spits representing the
Holy Trinity). Fishermen have been known to “ftou” onto their
nets to help them catch more fish. Not the kind of fish that get
regularly invited to fancy dinner parties, we'll assume.

Greeks also believe that when you sneeze it means that
someone, somewhere, is thinking about you. If you ask some-
one for three random numbers, add them together and match
the result to the corresponding letter of the alphabet: It will be
the first initial of whoever's doing the thinking.

But back to the baby spitting thing. What it's supposed to
accomplish is to keep the devil at bay, because we all know



Spitting for Luck: Greece

that what the ruler of a realm filled with sulfur, brimstone, and
everlasting torment hates most is a little saliva. If you have
trouble believing that people would do such a thing to an
innocent child, just watch My Big Fat Greek Wedding again.
Look for the scene where the main character, Toula, explains
to her husband-to-be that her family is not, in fact, insane but
is spewing onto a young member of the brood to keep it free
from Satan’s clutches.

Surprisingly, Greece isn't the only place where spitting on
wee folk is considered normal:

In Bulgaria, not only do you spit on the kid; after the
deed is done you must exclaim, “May the chickens poop
on you!” to make the baby seem less appetizing to dark
forces.

The Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania spit at one another
in greeting, and newborns get a faceful at birth.

Infants get the same treatment in Mauritania, as Wolof
tribal elders will spit into kids" ears and rub it all over
their heads like a slimy salve. This is supposed to

@\ A Sneeze of Great Portent

The Ancient Greeks thought sneezes were signs of prophecy. In 401 s.c.e., the
Athenian general Xenophon delivered an inspiring speech to his men, encour—

aging them to fight despite being completely surrounded by Persians. At the
conclusion one of the soldiers let loose with a sneeze. It was considered such
a good omen that everyone immediately bowed down.

13
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convey blessings, as saliva is believed to hold the power
of words. As their saying goes, “Like honey in water,
speech, good or bad, dissolves in saliva which retains
part of its power.”

The Igbo tribe of Nigeria believes that oration skills can
be passed on by an elder chewing some alligator pep-
per, spitting the results onto a finger, and then sticking
that finger into a baby’s mouth. Yum!

The origins of the Greek habit of launching saliva projec-
tiles at unsuspecting tots likely have roots in pre-Christian
religion. Compared to some of their other customs, it seems
downright boring. For instance, in Greek Christmas folklore
hideous, deformed goblins called kallikantzaroi spend most
of the year underground, sawing away at the World Tree in
an effort to destroy the earth. But when December 25 rolls
around, right before the Tree is about to collapse, they're
allowed to venture up to the surface. There, they forget all
about their global destruction plans and spend the day playing
pranks on humans. Presumably you can keep safe through an
adequate amount of spitting. Other early holdovers include a
fear of Tuesday (not Friday) the thirteenth and a superstition

Bringing a Knife to a Fistfight

Another way to accidentally find yourself in the middle of an unwanted brawl
is to hand someone a knife in Greece. The proper etiquette is to lay it down,
then let the other party pick it up. Otherwise it's believed that fisticuffs will
surely follow.

14



Spitting for Luck: Greece

about shoes: Leaving them lying around sole-side up after tak-
ing them off could lead to a grave case of bad luck. Maybe even
death. There’s also a belief that when you and someone else
say the same thing at the same time, it's a bad omen. When
that happens it's believed you'll both have an uncontrollable
urge to fight, so to prevent a violent incident the parties must
say, “piase kokkino,” meaning “touch red.” The two then must
find something red to touch to make everything hunky-dory
(possibly wine, which could easily make a fight go away). And,
go figure, spitting on one another might even help de-escalate
the situation.

Basically, should you ever find yourself in Greece, the
key to social success is to just keep spitting nonstop like the
world’s most belligerent llama—on babies, new acquaintances,
strangers, priests, law enforcement, what have you. It's like
someone created a heaven for bad-tempered professional
baseball managers. So go ahead, be the life of the party. Just
be sure to carry something red, watch out for yuletide goblins,
and memorize that line about pooping chickens should you
accidentally cross the border into Bulgaria.

13



HEALING BLOOD MILK

Most of us take for granted the fact that we drink
KENYAR milk that doesn’t come from our own mothers or

even our own species. But when you really think

about it—ewww! Gross! Drinking the fluids pulled
from the massive teats of a slow-moving cow or goat doesn't
sound too appetizing when you dwell on it, right? Well, if that
didn't ruin your morning cereal, this might: The Maasai tribe of
Kenya (and also Tanzania) love to drink milk just as much as we
do, only instead of pasteurizing it they prefer to mix in steaming-
hot blood. That's right! Blood!

They get the blood from the same place as the milk, only
the process is a little more...stabby. To ensure tasty freshness,
they make a small cut in the jugular vein of whichever unlucky
cow’s turn it is that day. They catch the blood that spills out
and mix it in with the milk. Not too much blood, mind, so the
wound will heal in a matter of days and the procedure can be
repeated. It's like the story of the farmer’s three-legged pig: A
cow that nice you don't eat all at once.

They use the blood-infused milk in a variety of ways. For
instance, as a celebratory drink and as an elixir for the sickly.
They keep the mixture in an empty pumpkin and then let the
milk ferment with the blood. Bovine urine is sometimes added



Healing Blood Milk: Kenya

No Lion Down on the Joh

If it hasn't dawned on you yet, the Maasai are pretty hardcore. For young men to

hecome fully accepted as adult members of the tribe, they used to undergo a ritual

called Moran. This required that they spend a considerable amount of time alone

out in the wild, fending for themselves in the bush. The most intense part of this
rite of passage was where they had to kill a lion (when the big cat population was
higher) using nothing but a spear. No shield, no extra spear, no Taser...nothing. The

ones who survived earned a double-sided beaded leather shoulder strap called an

imporro, which presumably had “BAD MOTHERF™****" embroidered somewhere on it.

in (for that special flavor), and the daytime heat quickly turns
it all, according to Exploring-Africa.com, into a kind of “thick,
sour and dark-colored yoghurt.” For those few who may still
be thinking something like “That’s no big deal. The British eat
blood pudding!” we encourage you to read this paragraph
again, as you must have missed the part about the cow pee.
You might think having this as part of their diet would be
disastrous for the Maasai people’s health. But research has
shown their overall fitness is superb, with cholesterol counts
being about half of the average American’s. Obviously they
have a more varied diet than exsanguinated livestock yogurt
for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. And their activity levels far
exceed any Westerner who isn't an avid triathlete. But the dis-
turbing dish doesn't appear to be a problem. It's also rather
revealing that studies have found that Maasai who have moved
into cities have markedly higher rates of heart trouble.
Drinking a brew that’s filled to the brim with animal fats and
protein most likely comes in handy with another custom: the

17
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jumping dance. Referred to as adamu in the Maasai tongue,
this high-energy presentation involves twelve men moving in
unison without the aid of drums or any other kind of instru-
ment. This dance begins with women singing, which prompts
the men to begin leaping higher and higher to celebrate the
coming of age of the young men of the village (seems like the
least they could do, as we're talking about the kids who had to
go out and fight a lion). The young women get involved as well
by dancing and flirting with the young warriors.

It should be pretty clear by now, based on how many
times we've mentioned this particular beast in the previous
paragraphs, that the cow is a central part of Maasai life. Their
seminomadic lifestyle means they follow their herds across the
grasslands and use the animals as a form of barter. Cowhides

@\ Not a Good Choice for a Bullfight, Though

Considering their taste in beverages, it shouldn't be surprising that the
traditional robe the Maasai wear (called the sfuka) is blood red. Not only
does that color represent courage, strength, and unity; it's also believed to
be effective at scaring away lions. The Maasai also tend to wear a lot of
bright beaded jewelry in colors that signify various parts of their culture.

For instance, blue is for the sky and rain that nourishes them and their
cattle. White is pure like the milk from those cattle (until it gets the blood
treatment, we suppose). Green is for the land that provides vegetables and
grass for their livestock, while yellow represents the life-giving sun. Finally,
orange means friendship and generosity, two things that are very important
to the Maasai.




Healing Blood Milk: Kenya

provide clothing and shelter, and if you think the Native Amer-
icans were good at using every part of an animal, we again
encourage you to reread that paragraph that talked about cow
pee. As their most prized and valuable possessions, it’s said
that a good cow is just as important to a Maasai tribesman as
an exotic sports car is to a Westerner. That is, if you went out
and siphoned out some gasoline to pour over your oatmeal
every morning for breakfast.

19
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BABY TOSSING

When a brand-new life is brought into the world,
INDIR just about every culture does unpleasant things
toit:

You get dunked in water.

A rabbi make a pass over your genitals with a knife.
You're passed from relative to relative so they can
make horrible faces at you, trying to get you to smile or
something.

But there aren't that many traditions reserved for motor-
cycle daredevils and trapeze artists. One such death-defying,
high-risk practice still occurs every first week of December in
parts of India, where people toss infants off a roof to show
their faith in a higher power.

Most popular in the central/southwestern states of Maha-
rashtra and Karnataka, hurling babies from unsafe heights has
been going on for around seven hundred years. You'd think
more people would know about this.

The site most famous for this ceremony is the Islamic shrine
called Baba Umer Dargah, located in the city of Solapur. There's
a platform, about fifty feet in the air. That's where the babies are



Baby Tossing: India

tossed from. They're caught (hopefully) in a sheet held by both
Muslims and Hindus. The pointisn't to terrify the babies so they
learn to shriek at maximum volume—that’s just a by-product.
The belief is that baby tossing will ensure health and prosper-
ity for the families of little bundles of joy. Hundreds of people
show up to watch the spectacle. However, we have to assume
health and happiness for the parents might be in jeopardy
when the kid grows up and remembers what they did to him.
The practice of baby tossing supposedly originated with
an unnamed saint (one who probably had a warped sense of
humor) who gave people hope at a time when infant mortality
was frighteningly high and medical options were few. His sug-
gestion was that parents build a shrine and lob their offspring
from the top. When he somehow got people to agree to this
dubious practice, it's said that a sheet appeared miraculously
in midair and delivered the airborne youngsters to the ground.
In the years that followed, the people’s faith that a miracle
would save the babies was replaced by non-magical sheets.
The formerly obscure ritual received global attention
in 2009 when a film crew captured the phenomenon and

Monthly Seclusion

For the Kalash people of neighboring Pakistan, it's the mothers who have to suf-
fer. Their culture considers the act of childbirth so repugnant and unclean that
special buildings (called Bashlen) are constructed for women to have their babies
in complete seclusion. The men find menstruation equally repulsive, so when that
time of the month rolls arounds, it presents another reason for women to be
sent to the Bashleni.

2
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@\ Lathmar Holi

Women and babies aren’t the only ones in India who get the short end of
the stick. In the ancient city of Jodhpur, located in the state of Rajasthan,
unmarried males get the entire stick. During the festival called Lathmar Holi,

women get the opportunity to whack eligible bachelors with lengthy poles in
a recreation ceremony that celebrates the life of Krishna. As the story goes,
when the god was young, he and his immature friends had a habit of teasing
his beloved, Radha. Finding this behavior quite rude, Radha's friend took up
arms in the form of sticks and chased the men away.

broadcast it to a horrified viewing public. Unsurprisingly,
people began to call for a ban on the practice. The deputy
commissioner for the Bijapur district said, “As | am new to the
district, | did not know about the unusual ritual, which is inhu-
man and terrifying for babies. | intend to prevent the people
from indulging in such acts [in future].” The Karnataka State
Commission for Protection of Child Rights also got involved,
and a hullabaloo ensued. But you know what they found? No
record of any child ever being injured in the tossing events.
Not one. Public anger soon turned to appreciation, as an edi-
tor from the Lonely Planet travel guide put it, for India’s “rich
festival tradition, which allows us to see the country at its most
colourful and chaotic.” This from someone who never got
chucked off a fifty-foot-high platform when he was a baby.

As Indian children grow to an age when they have chil-
dren themselves, they're still not free from distressing ritu-
als. During solar eclipses, pregnant women are encouraged

22



Baby Tossing: India

by astrologers to stay indoors, and bathing in holy sources
of water is thought to promote health and willpower. And in
2009, during the longest eclipse of the new century, it was dis-
covered that parents had buried thirty-four of their children
up to their necks in mud in the belief it would cure them of any
disabilities. (It probably cured them of any affection for their
parents at any rate.) Unlike baby tossing, the concern over this
one didn't fade away. The authorities threatened to prosecute
those involved and kicked off an awareness campaign. There
are a whole lot of superstitions in India, though (like the fear
of getting a haircut on Saturday), so initiatives like this tend to
be an uphill battle.

Indeed, superstition in India is considered to be a big
social problem. Not only the poor and uneducated but the
literate and well-to-do also have unscientific beliefs that vary
from region to region. They range from the relatively harm-
less to the genuinely horrifying. Although traditions like sati
(the burning or burying alive of widows) and human sacrifice
are gradually being relegated to history (because less human
sacrifice makes life better, right?), incidents of both still occur.
Which makes a little baby hurling every now and again seem a
lot less horrifying.

3
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FROG JUIGE

Health drinks can be a little hard to swallow some-
PERY times, as anyone who's ever choked down a bottle
of kombucha can confirm. No matter how much
honey, fruit, or packets of Splenda you toss into
the blender, it's hard to cover up the taste of kale to the point
where it doesn't taste like the south end of a northbound
alpaca. In Peru, however, they've come up with a supposedly
rejuvenating concoction that is thoroughly impossible to make
taste like anything other than exactly what it is: frog juice.
This is a culinary delicacy in some parts of South Ameri-
ca’s third-biggest country. Jugo de rana (literally a whole frog
thrown into a blender along with some herbs and honey) has
its origins in ancient mystical folklore. It's also called “Peruvian
Viagra,” due to its supposed positive effects on erectile dys-
function. So guys, if you're having any, ahem, difficulties, you
might want to go frog hunting. But keeping things up isn't the
only thing amphibian squeezings can treat:

Anemia
Tuberculosis

Asthma



Frog Juice: Peru

If you've got any of these conditions, you can benefit
from gulping down slimy, mulched pond hoppers. As a bonus,
the specific type of critter used as the main ingredient is the
Titicaca water frog (Telmatobius culeus). If that wasn't hilar-
ious enough, that particular frog's nickname happens to be,
because of its baggy, wrinkly appearance, “the scrotum frog.”

Frog juice is not some niche drink that's consumed only by
a small minority who are immune to nausea; it's very popular.
Purveyors of the stuff are murdering so many scrotum frogs, in
fact, that they're sliding rapidly toward extinction. To be fair,
an increase in pollution is also killing them off in droves, which
would seem to argue against their continued ability to produce
healthy erections (unless this condition also happens to be a
heretofore-unknown side effect of sucking in industrial waste).
The Peruvian government is taking measures to save the spe-
cies by prosecuting illegal wildlife traders and raiding frog
juice vendors (who individually go through fifty to seventy con-
tainers of the stuff per day). But as the demand remains, your
local frog juice dealer will be out there. After all, supernatural

%\ Cuteness on a Stick

While you're sipping your pleasant, cool beverage made from minced frogs,
perhaps you'd care for some fried guinea pigs for the main course? That's

right, the cute and cuddly rodent that's been a beloved first pet for gener-
ations of American children is definitely on the menu in Peru. You can buy
them barbecued on a stick by the roadside or order them right off the menu
at most restaurants.

%5
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medical beliefs of our ancestors supersede bureaucrats telling
us that puréeing frogs is wrong.

Conservationists and zoos across the world are making
efforts to save the scrotum frog, despite the fact that it looks
like something the cat threw up. People like James Garcia, an
outreach programs specialist for the Denver Zoo, have been
able to look past the frog's flappy repulsiveness and work
toward its salvation. He explained what must be done in an
interview with Live Science: “We're trying to teach people to
take pride in this animal, to understand this animal. Without
them saving it and learning about it and taking pride in it, it's
not going to be saved.”

With all this, it might come as something of a surprise that
in 2016, Peru was given the title “World’s Leading Culinary Des-
tination” by World Travel Awards for the fifth year running. It's
also the home to no small number of trendy superfoods, like
quinoa and pichuberry, which makes their cuisine healthier on

So Many Options

If frog smoothies and guinea pig kabobs haven't scared you into packing your suit-
case full of granola bars and jerky for your next trip to Peru, there are other tra-
ditional dishes that might make you consider it. Like the fact that the jerky they
have over there isn't made from beef or even something exotic like ostrich but
from llamas. Or the bowls of roasted “big hottomed” ants, grilled grubs from the
South American palm weevil, or giant Amazonian river snails, which are chopped

up and made into a hearty stew. If you'd like to be adventurous, give these things
a 0. Maybe they'll go down a bit more smoothly if you do like the locals and dip
them in clay.

2
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average. This explains why Peruvian food is becoming increas-
ingly popular in America (or at least California), with fifteen
themed (presumably non-guinea-pig-specializing) restaurants
in Los Angeles alone. No word on whether they serve frog
juice. If they do, those same restaurants might have to deal
with their fair share of angry protesters.

But thankfully for the critically endangered water frogs,
there are plenty of people who care about them, and not just
because they allegedly make men happier in the bedroom. And
with a little luck and determination, we may yet again see the
shores of Lake Titicaca teeming with scrotum-beasts. In a final
bit of good news, the Denver Zoo was successful in breeding
the very first Telmatobius culeus tadpoles in captivity in 2017.
Hopefully it was for benign purposes and not to supply cheap
ingredients for their new Peruvian-themed food court.

21
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VIRGIN BOY EGGS

From rhinoceros horn to deer penis to dried gecko
CHINA powder, traditional Chinese medicine can be...a lit-
tle weird. Still, many people all over the world are
willing to give the ancient Eastern ways the benefit
of the doubt. And okay, we can admit Western medicine still
doesn't hold all the answers. But if you think having an acu-
puncturist stick needles in your back or letting someone attach
cups to your flesh means you're superbrave, get back to us once
you've eaten “virgin boy eggs.” Because no matter what you
imagine such a food might be, we guarantee it's much, much
worse. Unless of course your mind somehow went directly to
“eggs boiled in the urine of little boys.” Yep, that's what it is.
As much as that sounds like a portion of a federal inmate’s
confession transcript, eating eggs that have been soaked and
prepared in pee is a tradition that goes back hundreds of
years. It has to be the pee of boys, not girls. “Why?” you ask. It
justis. Leave it at that. Also, it's best if the boys in question are
under the age of ten, because otherwise it would be..wrong?
It's a dish commonly sold by street vendors in Dongyang, a city
of around eight hundred thousand people in the Yangtze River
Delta Economic Region. It's not hard to find the particular stalls
where they're sold; just go by the smell.
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%\ Discontinue Use If You Feel Any Wriggling

It's going to be hard to upstage the main course of this entry in terms of
overall horridness, but baby mice wine might come close. This is pretty much
just what it says it is—rice wine brewed with the corpses of a bunch of

dead baby mice. Isn't that a bouquet to die for? It's also ancient in origin
and said to cure all sorts of ailments. To make it, you drop live mice into a
hottle of wine and let it ferment for a year or so until it's deemed safe for
consumption. As for the taste? It's wonderful, some say—if you're the sort
of person who likes guzzling gasoline straight from the pump.

To collect their golden elixir the, um, “chefs” visit the local
elementary school toilets with buckets (and presumably per-
mission from the principal). There's no proof that the eggs
contribute toward your physical well-being, of course, but
that doesn't stop people like Ge Yaohua, an egg vendor, from
believing his cup of urine is half full rather than half empty. As
he said in an interview with HuffPost, “They are good for your
health. Our family has them for every meal. In Dongyang, every
family likes eating them.”

We in no way encourage you to actually prepare this
undoubtedly savory morsel. But just for the record, here's how
it's done.

First, soak the eggs in boy urine, shells and all, and bring
the urine to a boil. (You'll notice we don't say anything here
about how to get the urine.) Then take out the eggs, peel off
their shells, and put them back to simmer for a full day while
adding more urine as necessary. You can add herbs at this

2
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You'll Want to Pack a Lunch

China is famous for serving foods that shack foreigners. Enough so that their
cuisine was given top billing in 2018 at the Disgusting Food Museum in Malm,
Sweden. On display were mouth-watering delectables such as century eggs, stinky
tofu, and barbecued pig brain. Mmmm. Pork brain. Hungry Americans will be pleased
to learn that the museum has also opened a location in Los Angeles, California,
where you can sample edible nightmares from other parts of the world, such as
lamprey pie from England, maggot-infested pecorino from Sardinia, and Iceland's
national dish: rotten shark meat.
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stage if you want, but it's questionable as to whether that’s
going to make things better. Anyway, that's about it. Now you
have salty, yellowish boiled eggs with a green yolk center. And
because we know you're wondering, here's what they do to
your taste buds. According to an interview with Wu Bei of the
Zhang Yuming Chinese Medicine Clinic in Dongyang in The
New York Times, “They taste a bit like urine, but not too much.
It's delicious; you should try one sometime!”

You might think that eating eggs soaked in urine, even if it is
virgin boy urine, would make your liver jump out of your body
and commit suicide. But those who consume virgin boy eggs
regularly are said to enjoy better blood circulation, immunity
from heat stroke, and a general reinvigoration of the body. The
local government has even awarded the dish the title of “intan-
gible cultural heritage,” just in case you were wondering if the
cops were a little curious about the whole boy's bathroom
thing. Although the “intangible” part suggests that they may be
just as confused as we are why people eat those abominations.
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While we won't likely be running out of eggs (or pee from
young male humans) anytime in the near future, this particular
tradition isn't really harmful to the environment. To the small
intestine, perhaps, but not the environment. But the same
can't be said for a number of other centuries-old foods and
medicines that include endangered animals as the main ingre-
dients. For instance, even though trading in tiger bones and
rhino horns has been illegal for decades, in 2018, China lifted
the ban for reasons that remain a mystery. The Chinese gov-
ernment may have gone after the ivory trade, but it is ignoring
another animal that may face complete extinction in the near
future because of its importance in traditional healing—the
pangolin. As a side note, pangolin preparation also involves
being cooked in the piddle of young boys. So where exactly
should we start in terms of changing old habits and attitudes,
the chicken or the egg—or the boy or the pee?

3
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31. JORDAN'S DAY

If you're a member of the Bulgarian Orthodox

BULEARIA | Church, you turn out every January 6 for St. Jor-

dan’s Day—no matter how cold it is. You may be

shivering in your thermal underwear, but hey, it’s
a holiday that celebrates Epiphany and the baptism of Jesus.
You don't want to miss that! Now, if you've ever been to south-
east Europe in winter, you'll know that January 6 is a time of
year that's generally far too cold to do much else other than
sit inside and complain. For most people, that is. For Bulgarian
men who want to increase their chances at a year filled with
health and happiness (and prove their manliness), it's a chance
to take part in a custom that’s probably going to stop their
hearts (or perhaps induce fatal shrinkage): chasing a cross
thrown by a priest into the frigid water, then fighting to get it
on land.

The first man to reach the holy cross and bring it to shore
gets a special blessing, along with loss of all feeling in his body.
That's because the dip in the water (again, we can’'t emphasize
how cold it is) symbolizes Christ’s baptism by John the Baptist
in the River of Jordan. What everybody overlooks is that the
river’s outlet was the Sea of Galilee, which was surrounded by
a desert! It never produced the kinds of frigid temperatures



St. Jordan's Day: Bulgaria

typical of a Bulgarian winter. And for those who haven't yet
lost consciousness from hypothermia trying to rid their house
of evil spirits, there's the “icy round dance.” Because that's just
what you want to do after you've been thrashing around in
freezing water. There's no blessed cross with this event, just a
lot of men dancing around in the water to the accompaniment
of peppy traditional tunes. The women apparently have no
involvement in these kinds of activities, which says a lot about
the native intelligence of Bulgarian females.

On the opposite end of the Slavic spectrum, the Bulgarian
tradition called nestinari is all about heat. On the feet. A prac-
tice similar to the Indian custom of firewalking, this version
takes place in remote areas in the Strandzha Mountains, near
Turkey. Its roots are pre-Christian, although it's now combined
with the Eastern Orthodox celebration of Saint Constantine
and Helen's Day. The brave participants enter a trance, brought
about by the rhythmic beating of a sacred drum, then dance
barefoot on hot embers seemingly without experiencing any

The Kukeri, Festival of Monsters

Another custom that aims to provide the participants with health and happiness
is the folk festival called the Kukeri. It also has religious origins, but nothing even
close to Christianity; the rituals trace back to an ancient cult. It also takes place
during winter, but the truly chilling aspect has to do with the costumes worn by
the performers. They put on creepy masks and animal pelts, dancing crazily in the
streets. Then they visit people’s homes at night before congregating in the village
square to frolic and entertain young and old alike. Which all sounds like the first
act of a horror movie, if we ever heard one.
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pain (although this may have something to do with the linger-
ing frostbite from chasing crosses into frozen rivers).

New Year’s Eve is another occasion when chasing away
evil spirits is a priority (apparently evil spirits just never take a
break). Children prepare their survachkas (a tree branch dec-
orated with colorful threads and other adornments). The kids
then beat their relatives with their fancy sticks while reciting
religious verse, with the goal of chasing away dark forces and
clearing the way for good fortune in the coming year. It must
feel great for the kids to get a little of their own back and whale
on their parents. In return the relatives inexplicably reward
them with candy. A win-win situation all around for the chil-
dren, one would have to say. And by the way, should you be a
guest in Bulgaria and find yourself getting smacked with sticks,
coerced into frozen water dancing, and walking on smolder-
ing embers no matter how much you protest, it's possible you
didn’t realize something important: Over there, nodding your

@\ Good Luck and Don't Slip

When it comes to health and prosperity, Bulgarians have a lot of ways of
seeking them. Like whenever someone needs to leave the house for an
important event, say, for the first day of school, an important test, and

so on. Before they go, a copper vessel of water is poured in front of the
doorstep so that the challenge ahead will proceed as smoothly as the spilled
water. A bride-to-be will kick over a container of water before leaving for
her wedding, perhaps to represent her father's gratefulness that her water
didn't break before the nuptials.
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head means no, while shaking it from side to side means “Yes,
| would very much like to be subjected to something highly
unpleasant.”

Be glad some customs haven't survived to the twenty-first
century, such as the way ancient Bulgarians treated their dead
bodies. If you thought splashing around in icy water was cold,
what about driving stakes through the hearts of those deemed
to be “bad” people, to keep them from rising from the dead
as a ghoulish terrors of the night? In 2014, about a hundred
of these thirteenth-century “vampire graves” were discovered
near the southern border along Greece. To be absolutely sure
they stayed buried, sometimes a leg would also be removed
just below the knee or a plowshare driven into the collarbone.

And that’s just the way the ancient Bulgarians treated the
people they didn't like. As far as their wealthy and important
people, some of them got cut in half and buried from the pel-
vis up, as revealed from a prehistoric archaeological dig that
uncovered a graveyard dated to 4700-4200 B.C.E. If you were
really special and lived during the time of the Roman Empire,
you could apparently (as discovered by researchers in 2008)
be treated to an interment inside your very own chariot,
complete with horses and your favorite dog buried standing
upright by your side. So hey, if you should wind up having a
stroke from splashing around in the wintry waters on your trip
to one of the most eastern countries in Eastern Europe, maybe
your family could request a similar send-off from the people in
charge. But the chances are probably better that they'll just be
stared at for a while, followed by rapid and intense nodding.
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DRINKING BAT BLOOD

Epilepsy. It can be really, really scary. Maybe it was
BOLIVIR -~ brought on by the moon gods, people thought.

Nah, definitely witchcraft or demonic possession.

Even today some folks think there must be some-
thing unnatural behind it. And of course, that means they look
for unnatural remedies. Like, for instance, parts of the Bolivian
Andes drinking fresh bat blood. Uh, yeah. That'll work.

Bats can often be found for sale in Bolivian markets. As it’s
believed that the fresher the better, they're usually sold alive
so those who believe in their health benefits can get their blood
directly from the still-screeching source. The poor creatures
are usually kept in horrid, cramped conditions, and their plight
has attracted the attention of animal lovers like Luis Aguirre, a
university professor and leader of the Bolivian Bat Conserva-
tion Program. But while he's spent years trying to both protect
the small flying creatures and teach people that sucking their
blood doesn’t do anybody any good—not you and certainly not
the bat—he still regularly receives phone calls asking if he has
any bundles of live bats for sale.

Bats are pretty famous for being enthusiastic carriers of
rabies, so isn't chopping off their heads and drinking their insides
(which is the preferred method) just a little bit on the hazardous
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The Fiesta de las Natitas

You might think giving the reverse vampire treatment to hapless bats is gruesome,
but it doesn't hold a candle to the Fiesta de Jas Natitas. Held every November, it's

similar to Mexico's Day of the Dead, but with one crucial difference. And once you learn
that Aatita (literally “little pug-nosed one”) is slang for skull you'll have a fair idea of
what's coming next. Instead of putting on makeup to make their faces look like skulls,
Balivians decorate the actual defleshed heads of recently deceased relatives. When

night comes the people carry the heads from home (where they're kept as heirlooms)

to a graveyard to express gratitude and present offerings. After the ceremonies

conclude, the Aatitas are each returned to their private shrines, which is hopefully
something a little more respectful than in between the mattress and the bed frame.

side? It sure as heck is, even though transmission of the virus via
blood drinking is unlikely. Obviously just handling a panicked bat
that's facing imminent execution puts you at risk of receiving a
nasty bite and exposing yourself to a number of ghastly diseases.
Even the alternate preparation method, in which an already-
dead bat is fried whole then stuffed into an alcohol-soaked bag
for future consumption, isn't really a good idea.

But not all bats carry deadly diseases. There are 133 spe-
cies of them in Bolivia, and without them the mosquitoes
would likely stage a coup. Not to mention the nectar-sipping
bats, which are just as important to plant pollination as bees.
You certainly don't have to love them or invite them into your
sleeping bag for a cuddle, but hopefully one day everyone will
recognize that bats are not in any way evil.

If you're tempted to treat an innocent bat like a squirming
juice box while on a visit to Bolivia, remember there are many
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@\ The Silence of the Llamas

You might have a hard time feeling sorry for something icky like a bat, but cute
baby llamas also get a raw deal in Bolivian traditions. Before building a new
home, many people visit the Mercado de /as Brujas, or Witches’ Market, to stock
up on llama fetuses. It's believed that having one around during construction will

help prevent accidents and scare off evil forces. The Witches' Market is also a
great place to grab some desiccated frog cadavers to boost your money-making
potential (and if you stick a lit cigarette in their mouths, they really go to work
for you). You might think that customs like these are on the wane, but reports
indicate that more and more people are relying on these sorts of rituals. Which
is great for the witches but terrible news for the llama population.

other options on the national menu. Sure, they might not cure
your epilepsy, but neither will bat blood. So don’t waste your
time, and instead sample some of the local delicacies like:

Bull penis soup. It's the national hangover cure and is
usually only served on weekend mornings, when cus-
tomers are mostly likely to be suffering from booze-
related headaches.

Mocochinchi, a local beverage that's translated as
“booger juice.” But don't freak out too much at that one.
It's just a cold drink made out of peaches and cinnamon.

To sum up, just because something is gross and disgusting

doesn’t mean it's going to cure anything. Although, come to
think of it, Pepto-Bismol is pretty gross.
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ABORIGINAL WALKABOUTS

Once you step out of the cities and suburbs, the

AUSTRALIR continent of Australia rolls up its sleeves, spits on

its hands, and gets to work on its near-unlimited

number of ways to murder you. From the snakes
to the crocs to the spiders to the sharks...there are all sorts of
creatures with teeth, poison, stingers, or a combination of all
three. The Aboriginal Australians know this, which makes the
way their young men prove they're worthy of adulthood really
impressive. Not only do they have to wander away from their
village to brave the elements and the myriad beasts of fang
and claw all by their lonesomes; they have to do it for up to
six months.

This journey to adulthood is called Walkabout (or, more
recently, “temporary mobility,” as the former has become
something of a put-down), and the Aborigine boy starts some-
where between ten and sixteen, depending on when the elders
of his group decide he's ready. He'd damn well better be ready,
because he doesn't get granola, a stainless steel multitool, or
even a smartphone on the trek. He's got to travel by foot for
distances up to one thousand miles, without a compass, and
survive in the bush in the same way his ancestors did (without
once being able to ask Siri if that berry he just ate was toxic or
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not). To survive takes years of training, listening to the advice of
the adults, and understanding of multitudinous secrets passed
down from generation to generation since prehistoric times.
And avoiding poisonous snakes and spiders.

Walking for epic distances while having to deal with ridic-
ulously homicidal fauna might actually not be the worst thing
Aborigine teenage boys have to look forward to, depending
on the value they put on their genital integrity. Circumcision
for them isn't how most people envision the process—a quick
flash of the knife followed by an infant crying. When a young
Aboriginal adolescent’s beard first starts to grow, he sits on a
rock and presents his penis for someone to split with a stone
knife. The length of the underside is sliced, technically called
a subincision, amid what one can only assume is a remarka-
ble amount of screaming. The penis is then flattened out on
the rock to make it “lighter and more beautiful,” according to
Aboriginals. Finally, to make the finished product as red as

They've Been Walking for a Long, Long Time

A DNA study from 2016 found that Australian Aborigines have the world's
longest-surviving culture. After convincing eighty—three of them to donate their
saliva, scientists determined that they became a distinct people about 58,000
years ago (Europeans and Asians only go back 42,000 years). Splitting off from
their African ancestors, they traveled east until they reached a landmass that
eventually separated from the mainland to become the continent of Australia. It
was an impressive finding to be sure, especially since when most people agree
to give their fluids over to a professional it's usually to prove to their supervisor
that they didn't smoke weed on vacation.
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possible, a scarlet blossom is put into the open wound. We
suppose the penis can't get any more light and/or beautiful no
matter what you do to it.

In case you were wondering, this bloody circumcision
ritual is still practiced today. And yes, there are occasionally
gruesome mishaps. In 2014, in a remote section of the North-
ern Territory, three boys had to be rushed to a hospital. While
most modern ceremonies have a doctor or nurse present to
oversee the bladework, this time they didn't and things got...
well, let’s let a local ambulance driver (who also happened to
be the grandfather of one of the victims) describe the scene,
as reported by ABC News: “l took one look at him and he was
sitting in a pool of blood...and that really hurt me, that did. |
wasn't happy at all, with the whole people who done the job.”

@\ The Imperiled Penises of Perth

If the Aboriginal method of circumcision seems brutal and unnecessary, con-
sider the fact that they're not the only ones doing it. In recent years botched
cosmetic penis surgeries have been on the rise in big Australian cities like
Perth, as men unhappy with the form and function of their trouser mice
travel overseas to go under the knives of cheap but unregulated surgeons.

As medical law specialist Karina Hafford advised during an interview with an
Australian news service in 2013, “Ask a lot of questions during consultations;
for example, how many times have they performed that type of surgery, or,
what are their specific qualifications and training? Never be afraid to seek a
second opinion.” Right. So here’s our opinion: “Unless it's life or death, don't
let people with knives anywhere near your junk.”
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And the grandson further detailed his experience: “When | got
cut, and | seen the blood squirting through on the wrong side,
it was bad. Squirting out bad...heaps. And losing a lot of blood.”

Even after walking the equivalent of a hike from England
to Portugal (only with considerably more spiders) and getting
their tallywackers gorily bushwhacked, some Aboriginal youths
still aren't finished with their coming-of-age woes.

The Aranda tribe has the Alkira-Kiuma Ceremony, dur-
ing which older men toss their twelve-year-old relatives
into the air and catch them, kind of like a blanket toss
without the blanket.

The Warramunga tribe has a ceremony called the
Nathagura, or Fire Ceremony. Young men are coated
in clay and showered with embers from fiery torches.
The Arandas also have an initiation rite called the
“Tooth Knocking-Out Ceremony,” which involves having
a (you guessed it) tooth knocked out and thrown in the
direction of the participant’s mother’s birthplace.

Those may not sound as bad as the ones we talked about in
the first half of this entry (although the tooth knocking-out doesn't
sound like much of a party). So let’s end things with the Kuntam-
ara Ceremony that the Aboriginal Warramunga tribe take part in.
As if having one’s most delicate region sliced from stem to stern
wasn't horrid enough, once the subincision is healed up a bit an
elder takes a sharpened stone to reopen the urethra to “further
strengthen the bonds of kinship.” So far this is just a hypothesis,
but it seems like if you asked everyone else on earth their opinion
on such methods of “strengthening the bonds of kinship,” most
of them would probably vote to stick with family reunion picnics.
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ANT MITTS

Being a young male can be hard. You're expected
BRAZIL to prove that you're tough enough to face the

world and knock down anything it throws at you.

Sometimes it's something symbolic with no risk of
injury, such as the bar mitzvahs every Jewish boy must study
for. With others the question is how much pain you can take to
prove to the rest of the community that you're ready to be an
adult. Then there's the Brazilian tribe called the Sateré-Mawé,
living deep in the Amazon jungle, who make their male youth
undergo a really, really painful experience: being repeatedly
attacked by an insect whose sting is so terrible it's been com-
pared to getting shot.

The bullet ant (Paraponera clavata) was given that moni-
ker because being on the wrong side of its stinger is like going
on a hunting trip with trigger-happy former vice president
Dick Cheney. The boys who submit to this species’ venomous
assault don't just have to get stung once and call it a day. They
must wear special mitts filled with these ants, leaving them on
for up to ten minutes straight—twenty separate times—to prove
their worth. Because, as a chief of the Sateré-Mawé pointed
out, living a life “without suffering anything or without any kind
of effort” isn't really any kind of life at all. A lot of people would
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@\ Don't Go Poking the...Never Mind

Another Brazilian Amazon community, the tribe known as the Xicrin, have a
similar ceremony by which their young men attain manhood. But instead of
stinging ants, it involves stinging wasps. (And you can spend some time
thinking about which you'd rather be stung by: ants or wasps.) And instead
of just their hands taking the brunt of the punishment, the wasps have a go

at every part of their bodies. The boys must climb a tree and with nothing
but their bare hands attack a nest filled with the boiling rage of winged,
stinging insects. According to an article by Mariana Ibfiez, this ordeal must
be endured in order for them to publicly demonstrate their “bravery, ability to
withstand pain and willingness to face dangerous situations.” For the wasps
it's probably just a ridiculous amount of fun.

probably agree (the young men compelled to wear pain gloves,
especially) that you could get this message across by making
them do chores for allowance money or something like that.
But hey, the ant thing works too.

Here's some more information on bullet ants, because
they're responsible for the kind of intense pain that bears
equally intense scrutiny. After just one encounter with a Para-
ponera clavata, you can expect twelve to twenty-four hours
of suffering. Entomologist Dr. Justin Schmidt is an expert on
bullet ants and after being personally victimized by these tiny
nightmares, he described his experience as follows: “Pure,
intense, brilliant pain. Like walking over flaming charcoal with a
three-inch nail embedded in your heel. The pain is so immedi-
ate and intense that it shuts down all illusions of life as normal.
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Hold On, | Got Some Frog in My Eye

The Matis tribe, which also dwells in the depths of the Amazon, has a coming-
of-age tradition that's arguably just as bad or worse than getting your hands
perforated by toxic ants. Insects aren’t a part of this one; poisonous frogs are.

To show he's ready to be a hunter, a young man must go through several different
trials. First, bitter juice from a poisonous leaf gets dripped into his eyes in the
belief that it will improve vision and stamina. In the next stage, called the mariwin,
fellow tribesmen in costume beat the crap out of him. Stage three is where the
frogs come in: Their toxins are delivered into the bloodstream via a wooden needle.
This causes extreme nausea, dizziness, and extreme bowel movements. That last
one, as hard as it might be to believe, is probably healthy, because the peptides
contained in the amphibian juices may have antibacterial properties that are effec-
tive in staving off certain illnesses. Although deciding which is worse is a matter
of personal opinion.
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Imagine sticking a finger in a 240 volt electrical socket.” Now
imagine that scenario being inflicted upon you again and again
and again. And again. Bet no one whines when it’s time for
Sateré-Mawé teenagers to get their flu shots.

For those of you who are curious about the logistics, the
ants are first sedated after a brief dip in a natural calming
agent. The gloves themselves, which are knitted out of strips of
vegetation, are then filled with dozens of ants, each of which is
woven carefully into the interior. The ants are immobilized and,
upon awakening, filled with righteous rage. All the elements
are now in place. The unfortunate young male experiences
so much unrelenting agony that paralysis and hallucinations
are common. Upon completion of the ritual, though, he'll be
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qualified for any and all future hunts, just so long as they don't
trigger his inevitable ant phobia.

There's no real likelihood that the Brazilian government will
step in and put a halt to the ant mitt custom. In fact, there are
laws in place preventing any interference in the kinds of tra-
ditions that help indigenous people survive in harsh environ-
ments. We'll just have to assume that kids will be getting their
fingers nibbled by ants for some time to come.
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RUMSPRINGA

The Amish. Horse-drawn wagons. Old-timey
UNITED o .

no-mustache beards. Disdain for modern conveni-
STATES , e :

ences. They're mostly useless if you're looking for

someone to repair your laptop, but they're the
go-to option in states like Pennsylvania and Indiana if you're
looking for sturdy wooden furniture or a shoofly pie. But
there's one loophole in their strict observance of tradition.
Their kids get a certain amount of time to behave just like any
other “worldly” teenager. They can—and do—act like the kids
you might find hanging out at the food court of the local mall.
Only with more straw hats and suspenders.

Rumspringa means “running around” in German (the Amish
originated from Swiss German Anabaptists). It's the time every
Amish kid is given to decide what kind of life she or he wants
to live. They have temporary freedom to:

Go to the movies

Play video games

Dress embarrassingly

Listen to music that drives their parents crazy
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In other words, they can act just like the rest of American
kids today. They get to see how the “English” (their word for
the non-Amish) live and decide which path they'd like to fol-
low. Since they haven't been baptized yet, the church doesn't
get an official say in the matter. Monday through Friday, the
parents are in charge. Saturday and Sunday, though, the kids
get away from all the hard work and stoic humility. This seems
like a pretty risky proposition, honestly, given what we know
about the decision-making abilities of the average teenager in
the United States (and everywhere else, for that matter).

Most Amish start their rumspringa at sixteen, which many
recognize as a stage in the human life cycle when you make
bad decisions (another one, especially for males, comes at
around forty). It typically lasts for a year or two, although it

@\ From Hoeing to Hollywood

The late actor Verne Troyer, famous for his role as Mini Me in the Austin
Powers movie franchise, was born into an Amish community. The fact that he
was one of the shortest people on earth could very well have been a result
of the fact that the gene pool in Amish communities is alarmingly shallow.
The lack of genetic diversity is called the founder effect. It's led to a lot of

congenital disorders, diseases, and a high infant mortality rate. That's what
you get when you put a high priority on remaining insular. But at least those
Amish with inherited disabilities won't be discriminated against. As Troyer
explained in an interview, his community “never treated me any different than
my other average-sized siblings. | used to have to carry wood, feed the cows
and pigs, and farm animals.”
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can go longer depending on individual choice. Many might
also be familiar with this particular age range as being one
during which you do a whole lot of partying. Believe it or not,
Amish kids know how to party. Hearty. A sheriff from LaGrange
County in Indiana described what it’s like responding to a noise
complaint caused by one of their massive shindigs: “Unfortu-
nately when we do have to respond to a large gathering, party,
and it's majority Amish, it's huge. Anywhere from two hundred
to three hundred kids. When | say kids, I'm talking about any-
where from sixteen to twenty-two.” Frequently adding fuel to
the bonnet-wearing fire is a ton of alcoholic beverages and
even illegal drugs on occasion. Which all adds up to what could
possibly be the most entertaining episode of Cops ever filmed,
if anyone ever wants to make that happen.

You might think that the vast majority of Amish youth fall
prey to the siren song of wine coolers and electricity. But only
a small minority choose to leave their homes and lead a life
surrounded by the sins of mobile devices, combustion engines,

That's A Lot of Cloth Diapers

Just because the Amish don't like to allow outsiders into their inner circles doesn’t
mean their numbers are getting smaller. In fact, their population exploded from
180,000 to 320,000 between 2000 to 2017, and the trend is expected to continue.
Part of the reason: The Amish have a lot of kids. They don't believe in birth con-
trol, and the average couple produces around seven habies. Plenty of free labor
around the farm, of course, but it can be hard for the women who are compelled

to stay home and be the sole caretaker while the men are out having the time of
their lives raising barns and whatnot.
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and colorful underwear. A full 80-90 percent or so (depend-
ing on the region of the country they're from) decide to stay
and stick with the hard work, guinea pig husbandry, and the
Lord (not necessarily in that order). So it looks like allowing
their members a taste of the outside world, eliminating a life
of eternal pondering on whether life would be better if they
could just go see the latest The Fast and the Furious sequel, is
a gamble that pays off in the end.

Amish parents are terrified at the prospect of their chil-
dren becoming permanently altered by whooping it up during
rumspringa. Not necessarily to the point where they'll up and
leave the family (as we mentioned, most stick around) but to
where the exposure to the modern American way of life might
change things in the community and change long-standing
traditions. So it's a problem—a tradition that could very well
upset the apple cart carrying all the other traditions. However,
unless the Amish want a corn-fed, hormone-riddled revolution
on their hands, they're probably going to have to compromise.
After all, how can you expect to keep a strapping young man
locked in the barn with the goats when, as one teenager put it,
“The English girls prefer us Amish guys because we're stronger
and better built and we party harder.”
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CROCODILE SCARIFICATION

Looking at our ancestry, we've all got a weird uncle

NEW GUINER or a really creepy grandmother. But what about...

crocodiles? The native tribes who live by the Sepik

River in Papua New Guinea believe that their set-
tlements were founded by roaming crocodiles, from which
humans evolved. This belief has a practical side: To show
reverence for their ancient reptilian ancestry, young men of
the region get various areas of their bodies sliced with a bam-
boo cutting implement. This object of the ritual is, well, pain,
because how could it not be? It also produces bumpy scars on
the upper torso and buttocks—looking a bit like crocodile skin.
Not only do these people want to honor their crocodile ances-
tors; they also want every generation of young men to look like
they were chewed up by them.

Called the “Crocodile Men” (which makes a lot of sense),
they bear small scars that are meant to represent tooth marks.
The scars also look like scales, meaning they can really identify
with ancient crocs. When a youth undergoes the scarification
ceremony it's like he gets the wounds he received while being
“swallowed” by a crocodile. This means he symbolically dies a
boy and is reborn as a man. One initiate described the impor-
tance of the tradition: “The marks have many meanings for me.
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The Titanic Toupees of the Huli

The males of Papua New Guinea's Huli tribe are also known as “the Wigmen.” A weird
name, you might think, but it's because of the importance they place on fashioning
ceremonial wigs. As teenagers they're sent away to a separate location outside the
village to learn how to be a productive member of the community. That's when they
spend a year and a half growing their hair and making it into a massive decorative
spectacle. The operation goes something like this: Three times a day the initiate's
hair is wet down with holy water while fern leaves are sprinkled on top and magic
spells are chanted. Bamboo is used to form the hair into a mushroom shape as it
grows. Obviously, this means the kids must sleep in a certain way to keep the hair
safe. They are forbidden from eating anything but food that will make their hair
strong. (Now there’s a diet that would be popular in a lot of countries!) Eventually
there's enough to work with, and the hair is shaved off and made into a wig dec—
orated with feathers and colored clay. If they don't mind going through the process
all over again, the going price on these wigs is reportedly around $600.

| wear the marks of the ancestral crocodile. This is a power
mark, a spirit, a security used for protection and connection
with the totems and ancestors of my clan.”

There are some villages where the young girls get the chew
marks as well (they're not allowed to assume the roles of wife
and/or mother until they do), but usually it's the boys. The pro-
cess is basically the same for both genders, however, as they
both must spend up to two months secluded in a sacred hut
to complete the ritual. Outsiders are forbidden from seeing
exactly what goes on, but plenty of people have heard the loud
noises coming from within. The ravenous jaws of the crocodile,
no doubt. Or the shrieks from the initiates once the cutting
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starts. Forcing clay into the wounds to accentuate the bump-
iness probably also creates an atmosphere that's very con-
ducive to screaming. Enduring the pain caused by months of
symbolic reptile mauling is thought to make you both stronger
and wiser. Jacob Simet, a member of the National Cultural
Commission, explained its importance in an interview: “It's sci-
entific, really. When someone is in pain, they tend to remem-
ber what they are learning. So it's kind of like that.”

It should go without saying that popping a few ibuprofen
at any point during the ritual isn't an option, being that pain is
such an integral part of the process. After the requisite amount
of lacerations are made, the bleeding young man takes a seat

@\ Mad Person Disease

Kuru, a debilitating condition similar to mad cow disease, was responsible for
the deaths of around 2 percent of the population of the Papua New Guinea
tribe known as the Fore. Translated as “trembling in fear,” kuru wreaks havoc
on the brain and nervous system, and by all accounts is a pretty dreadful
way to die. The way you contract this disease is by consuming human brain
tissue, which goes hack to an old and frightening funeral tradition of the Fore:

gating the brains of their dead. Even though the zombie practice stopped a
long time ago, the effects are still ongoing due to the disease’s lengthy incu-
hation period. Surprisingly, researchers have discovered that the brain-eating
custom may have actually been beneficial, in that it helped the Fore develop
resistances to kuru and other neurodegenerative diseases. So as of right now,
science is on your side if you want to keep preparing brain omelets for your
family breakfasts.
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by the communal fire while purifying smoke is blown onto the
ravaged areas. After all is said and done it does rather look a bit
like the kid might have some crocodile blood in his lineage. And
once everything is healed over, what's left is an impressive sort
of body modification that would be the envy of any attention-
seeking liberal arts college undergrad.

Shoving clay (along with tree oil) into the wounds doesn’t
just hurt like crazy; it also helps to prevent infection. In a fur-
ther show of mercy, village elders may play soothing flute music
while the flesh is getting mangled. The blood that's spilled dur-
ing the procedure also serves another symbolic purpose aside
from the “getting eaten by a crocodile” stuff—it represents the
replacement of the blood of the boy’s mother with the blood
of a man. Which means he is now free from the control of
his parents and can do something rebellious like get a gauge
earring at the mall or something. Although that seems rather
redundant.
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TEETH SHARPENING

Ads for women'’s beauty products—and yes, we

INDONESIR. admit to watching them—often liken females to

animals. They have the feline slinkiness of a jungle

cat, perhaps. Or the colorful plumage of a tropical
bird. A mouthful of sharp teeth just like the one on a shark’s
smiling, bloodthirsty face would sure be sexy too, right? Well,
you might not think so. But the women of the Mentawai tribe
in Indonesia sure do, which is why it's a tradition there to file
down their teeth so they, too, can greet you with the fetching
grin of a voracious hammerhead. And they don't have to pay
some pricey cosmetic dentist to accomplish this task—they do
it by themselves, using nothing more than some wood and a
sharp piece of rock. They don't make them any tougher than
that!

The Mentawai people live on the Mentawai Islands, natu-
rally, and still exist by way of the nomadic hunting-and-gathering
methods of their ancestors. The island itself is a rain forest
environment, which is why they don't need to go to a city for
food. It's also coastal, obviously, which explains their interest
in sharks. Nowadays having your teeth filed down to resem-
ble those fishy predators is optional, but to many, a mouthful
of hazardous points is still considered the height of womanly
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beauty. Of course, getting your mouth to look this way is pain-
ful in a way that probably makes a root canal feel like a vigor-
ous foot rub. There are no anesthetics, and a stone chisel is the
main tool. You can chew on a green banana to lessen the pain,
but that's usually about it as far as anesthetic is concerned.
Although at least it must be kind of fun tearing the banana
apart with that brand-new set of chainsaw choppers.

Physical appearance is very important to both men and
women in Mentawai society. If they're not happy with the way
they look, their souls might flee back into the spirit world. So
to keep those souls pleased the women do things like get their
teeth made into points while the men get tattoos all over their
bodies. Of course, they undertake these procedures with the
opposite sex in mind as well. As one Mentawai women related
after getting the shark makeover, “Now that my teeth are sharp,
| look more beautiful for my husband, so he won't leave me.”
Not to mention he's probably afraid of getting mauled like a
baby seal.

The old ways are important to the Mentawai, but for a
while it wasn't so easy to maintain them. After independence
in 1945, the Indonesian government cracked down on the tribe

Bone Sweet Bane

The Mentawai believe everything alive possesses a spirit. So they display the
hones of animals killed during hunts to honor their importance. Monkeys are a
popular choice. A lot of home entrances contain elaborately carved fetish panels,
decorated with multiple macague skulls. The purpose of these panels is to scare
off the bad nature spirits while attracting the more pleasant ones. And presumably
to freak out any foreign visitors sneaking around the village without permission.
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for decades, trying to make them look more mainstream. In
1954, they tried to make the Mentawai choose whether they
wanted to be Muslim or Christian. Being that they raised pigs,
and “neither” wasn't an option, most of them went with Christi-
anity. The tattoos and tooth sharpening were forbidden, as was
the wearing of loincloths. Much of their cultural heritage was
burned to the ground, but they managed to keep their tradi-
tions alive until the police eased off in the 1990s. Not because
the government found a brand-new appreciation for Mentawai
customs, but because they noticed that tourists were willing to
pay a lot of money to see the tribe living the way they had for
millennia.

Today the Mentawai are free to wear, pray to, tattoo, and
chisel whatever they choose. But sadly only around two thou-
sand members of their society still carry on the ways of their

@\ Come for the Goyang Madura, Stay for the Tomgkat Madura

On another Indonesian island called Madura, northeast of Java, the womenfolk
also go the extra mile to make themselves attractive to the opposite sex.
They're famous for a sexual technique called goyang madura, which invelves
clenching the nether regions in a way similar to Kegel exercises. Their love-

making prowess has become such a selling point that the people of Madura
make an impressive income selling herbal “love potions,” which improve the
fragrance and cleanliness of certain areas of the female anatomy. They also
sell the tongkat madura, or madura stick, which supposedly returns those lady
parts to their original “form.” It's currently listed on Amazon, but it's out of
stock. We checked.
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ancestors. Most of them just move deeper into the forest and
away from modernity. Some still live away from everybody
else and worship according to the old animist belief system,
although they do allow the occasional visitor to witness the
way their people have been surviving for thousands of years.
So if you're looking for a one-stop shop for your full-body tat-
tooing and incisor-sharpening needs, you know where to plan
your next vacation.
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LAND BIVING

If there's one thing that says, “Hold my beer and
VANORTU- watch this!” it's jumping off a wooden tower with
vines tied around your feet. But that’s just what
young men in Vanuatu love to do to show their
manliness creds.

The nation of Vanuatu is made up of around eighty islands
in the South Pacific and is inhabited by the Melanesian peo-
ple. In the southern part of one of the major islands called
Pentecost, they have a coming-of-age ritual that bears a strong
resemblance to an extreme hobby that many people in the
West are already familiar with. You probably thought it was
started by reckless college students: bungee jumping. The
truth is that while British members of the Oxford University
Dangerous Sports Club may have kicked off the craze in 1979,
the natives of the Vanuatu archipelago were the ones who
inspired them. The major difference is that there’s no bungee
involved, only vines. And there’s no net waiting in case there’s
some mishap. Just the cold, hard ground.

The people of Vanuatu don't have tall buildings or freeway
overpasses to fling themselves off of, so they build towers a hun-
dred feet in the air to jump off. It's called “land diving.” Which
sounds more accurate than “bungee jumping.” It's a tradition
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that goes back hundreds of years. Generation after generation
of young boys have placed themselves at the mercy of gravity
and plant matter tied to their ankles to prove they're brave
enough to be called a man. Or dead, if it doesn’'t work out.

It's definitely dangerous, much more so than the versions
you might try at some resort vacation destination. A village
elder named Luke Fargo explained in an interview with ABC
News: “If you come and the two vines break, it means you
break your neck, or your backbones, or maybe your legs.” And
that's not the worst-case scenario by any means. When Queen
Elizabeth visited the area in 1974, a broken vine resulted in a
man dying right in front of her. However, incidents like that are
just a risk that must be taken. As Fargo puts it, “It's our tradi-
tional thing, so we must do it from year to year.”

The origin of land diving goes back to the legend of a
woman who fled into the jungle because of the unreasonable

@\ A Storm Shelter Ain’t Gonna Cut It

Vanuatu is considered one of the most dangerous countries in the world due
to the fact it's located in the Pacific Ocean's Ring of Fire and has no less
than nine active volcanoes. When the Manaro volcano blew its top in March
2018, all eleven thousand residents had to be evacuated before they wound

up like the unfortunate statues in Pompeii. Violent weather is also a frequent
issue on the archipelago, and in 2015, the island called Ambrym was battered
by a cyclone, an erupting volcano, and an earthguake within the space of just
a few weeks. Imagine the devastation to the trailer parks in the region. If
there were any, that is.
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Don't Preach to the Big Nambas

Malekula is the second-largest island in Vanuatu and is famous for being the last
place in the country where there was a recorded case of another long—standing
tradition: cannibalism. But don't worry, it was a long time ago. If you consider the
moon landing and Woodstock a long time ago, that is. Reportedly, a Seventh-day
Adventist visited the island in 1363, presumably to proselytize, and wound up in the
oven of the Big Nambas tribe (named for the large leaves they wrap around their
genitalia; the Small Nambas tribe uses more modest-sized leaves). Nowadays the
locale’s history of man-eating is something of a ghoulish attraction, with guided
tours of cooking sites that are still strewn with gnawed human bones. Since these
bones may only be fifty years old or so, this is a tour during which you'd be wise
to be polite.
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demands of her overly amorous husband. With her husband
(whose name was Tamalie) hot on her heels, she ran up a tree
and jumped off, surviving the fall because she had tied vines
around her ankles. Her spouse followed in pursuit and jumped
off after her, but because he neglected that last step with the
vines there was a loud splat, and the woman became a happy
widow. To commemorate this tale of female empowerment,
the women of Vanuatu decided to imitate the woman’s glo-
rious fall and began jumping from trees in a show of respect.
However, the men soon decided that they didn't like what this
act symbolized, and so (as men so often do) they took over the
tradition. They substituted a wooden tower for the trees and
began jumping for practice so they wouldn't fall for that trick
ever again. Seems to kill the point of the whole legend, really.
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There’s a season for land diving. Specifically, the dry one
during the yam harvest when the vines (called lianas) have
the most pliability and are least likely to snap (a really impor-
tant thing when your life depends on it). The object is to get
as close to the ground as possible during the jump without
receiving major contusions. If you can lightly brush the earth,
you're golden. The more impressive the leap, the more good
health you'll enjoy for the rest of the year. The belief is that
a superlative performance can remove sickness (whereas an
unsuccessful jump can effectively remove your life). You might
think it's a good idea to avoid the whole thing altogether, but
that would result in being called a coward and subjected to
endless mockery. Presumably Vanuatu is a place where the old
cliché of “If all your friends jumped off a bridge, would you do
it too?” doesn't work as well as elsewhere.

There's a lot of meaning behind the wooden tower that
serves as the launching point as well. In addition to being a
place where you might encounter the disgruntled spirit of
the previously mentioned Tamalie (jumpers must refrain from
having sex, and women must keep their distance at the risk of
incurring his wrath), the structure itself is full of symbolism. The
supports represent legs, the midportion a torso, and the upper
platform a head. The diving boards are representative of male
private parts, and the lower struts are the female equivalent.
So basically, you're diving off a giant penis.

As we mentioned, women are no longer allowed anywhere
near the land dives. But many would probably agree that if
they should happen to sneak onto the towers at night and saw
off one or two of those diving boards, it would serve old Tama-
lie right.
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COW JUM

Young men in cultures all across the globe partici-
ETRIOPIA | pate in tests of physical ability in order to prove to

their neighbors, their peers, and themselves that

they're ready to leave childhood behind and do
some really, really dumb stuff.

From organized sports to death-defying acts of daredev-
ilry, there are innumerable ways for an adolescent to show
the world he's ready for the increased responsibility (or irre-
sponsibility) that adulthood brings. In Ethiopia, members of
the Hamar tribe have a custom designed to accomplish this
goal that's a bit more elaborate than most. It's similar to the
famous running of the bulls in Pamplona, Spain. Only instead
of running, the bulls just stand there while a naked kid jumps
over them.

Called “cow jumping,” the custom starts with a boy hav-
ing his head shaved, followed by a rubdown in sand and cow
dung (to make him slippery). Strips of tree bark are then tied
to his torso to provide mystical protection as he readies him-
self for the main event. Fifteen or so bulls, which have all been
castrated and also smeared with dung (to ensure the event
proceeds with maximum slipperiness) are then lined up. It's at
this point that the young man can finally make his attempt to
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%\ Ethiopian Lip Plates

Ethiopia is also one of the last remaining places where people wear lip plates.
The Mursi and Surma people are just about the only ones who still practice
this ancient tradition, using discs that are a half inch in diameter but up to
four inches in circumference. It's only the women who wear the plates in these

Ethiopian tribes, the size possibly being an indicator of how many cattle were
paid as a dowry. Some dispute this claim and say the reasoning behind the
plates is much more complex. The women themselves aren't saying. Whatever
the rationale, it's certainly a bold look that makes those nose ring—wearing
teenagers smoking reefer at the bowling alley look like snively little cowards.

jump up and run across the beefy barricade without falling; he
does this four times in a row. To provide encouragement, the
boy’s mother and any other female relatives are whipped by
older men until bloody. They must not make any of the sorts
of noises one normally associates with getting flogged until
their ordeal is complete. If the boy fails to make it over the
poop-covered cows, his family is shamed and must go through
it all again the following year.

Avoiding the shame of sliding off a crappy bull's backisn't the
only reason why success in cow jumping is important. This task
proves a young man is mature enough to get married. (Although
how many times running over a bunch of poop-covered
cows is going to come up in married life, we don’t know.) More-
over, he certainly doesn’'t want to disappoint any of the young
women he encounters on the way, to whom he might offer a
bokko. This is a small piece of wood carved into the shape
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of a penis (the women are required to kiss it three times and
then give it back). The female relatives of the initiate also have
plenty at stake, since the beating they receive is brutal enough
to cause permanent scarring. On the bright side, the more
visible scars a woman has, the more likely she is to attract a
husband, as the wounds provide evidence of devotion to her
family. How the men got to play around with livestock all day
and avoid getting their backs disfigured is a mystery.

After a successful cow hurdling there is much celebration,
and when everyone has finished making merry and gone home,
the newly minted man can join the ranks of the Maza, or those
who have already succeeded in their trials. He will live among
them and eat nothing but milk, cattle blood, honey, meat, and
coffee until he finds a wife. Luckily for him, the Maza are the
ones doing the beating during every ceremony, so they have
plenty of opportunities to meet eligible women in between
cracks of the whip. There's no shortage of women to choose
from, as reportedly they are so eager to prove their dedication

Just Accept the Fact That You're Going to Miss the Train

A visitor to Ethiopia can get confused very quickly because the country doesn't tell
time like the rest of the world. Instead of starting a new day at just after mid-
night, they prefer to begin things when the sun comes up. This means that dawn,
the time you're used to being 7.00 a.m,, is actually 1:00 a.m. over there. Which
makes a certain amount of sense, really. But that's not all. Ethiopia also has an extra
month on the calendar. With thirteen months of thirty days each, it comes close to
the more universally used Gregorian calendar but doesn't match up exactly, meaning
at the time of this writing they're seven to eight years behind everyone else.
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that they often rush the Mazas en masse, demanding to be the
first to feel the lash.

With all the whipping going on one might suppose that
Hamar women live in subservience to the males, but that’s not
exactly true. Because they tend to marry men much older than
themselves, women frequently wind up becoming the head
of the household and the beneficiary of all the accompanying
wealth and prestige. As they are only allowed to marry once,
there’s little chance of some smooth-talking, cattle-surfing
stranger making off with the family fortune. She may also be
left in charge of her deceased husband’s younger brothers
should their parents have passed away as well. Which must
be especially satisfying if the brothers happen to have been
responsible for any of those welts from past years.

67



68

WRESTLE FOR THREE YEARS AND
CLIMEB A MOUNTAIN

Climbing mountains and wrestling sound like a

1060 pretty stiff requirement for being considered a
man. It's not like some countries where, basically,
you just need a driver’s license.

The small nation of Togo is on the western edge of the
African continent, wedged between Ghana and Benin, with
its southern tip touching the Gulf of Guinea. There are forty
ethnic groups who reside there, and one of the oldest are the
Kabye people, who make up over 12 percent of the country’s
population. They scratch out a living from a harsh landscape.
You have to be tough to make it in the climate in which they
live, which may explain why they make it so hard for young
males to become adults. More specifically, if they're not good
at climbing mountains and wrestling for extended periods of
time, young men will be doomed to be boys forever.

The evala is the Kabye ritual that decides who becomes
a man. It happens every July in the northern city of Kara and
consists of a number of stages, ending with a weeklong wres-
tling competition in which boys must cover themselves in talc
and engage in hand-to-hand fighting. They repeat this for three
years in a row before graduating to the next phase. They don't
have to win their matches, which is nice, but this is a small
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The Akodessewa Fetish Market

If you should happen to be in the market for dried-out, slightly rotten elephant,

leopard, or monkey heads, Togo is the perfect place to fulfill your shopping needs.
The Akodessewa Fetish Market, located in the capital city of Lomé, has everything
the discriminating practitioner of voodoo might require, from powdered lizard's tail

to various idols and charms. The region is considered to be the birthplace of this
ancient religion, where it is called Vodun. Don't bother checking the underside of
that fetching crocodile skull that caught your eye, as the merchant must perform

a ritual and consult with the gods beforehand to determine the price of the wares.
Just hope they don't spend too much time listening to whichever god is in charge

of bilking gullible tourists.

mercy considering all the solo mountaineering that’s also part
of the process. Prior to the combat portion of the ritual, Kabye
boys go on a pilgrimage that requires they climb three differ-
ent mountains. And not with a bunch of fancy equipment pur-
chased at the local sporting goods store.

If the youth fails, not only does it bring great embarrass-
ment upon his family; it also means he cannot officially be con-
sidered mature enough to be called a man. Although if you're
like many among the current generation of Western youths
and would rather stay home and play video games until you're
in your fifties, this could be a viable option.

After completing the evala, participants must then take
part in the kondona, the stage wherein the candidate gets
his head shaved, climbs yet another mountain, and bangs on
a gong that's located somewhere up there. But celebrating
would be a bit premature; there’s still the last phase of the
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ceremony: ritual circumcision. For those who can manage to
smile after that procedure, the festivities can finally begin.
Except for those who failed the mountain climbing portion
and must return home with all their family members hanging
their heads in humiliation for another year. Again, that might
be worth it for some. Especially if they'd prefer to go through
life without having someone take a knife to their privates.

If you were curious as to what the actual fighting during the
evala entails, usually about five youths between eighteen and
twenty years of age face off against five others. The main point
of the event is to bring your opponent down to the ground.

@\ The Women Warriors of Dahomey

While the girls in Togo may not have to fight to demonstrate their woman-
hood, females in the neighboring country of Benin have a long battle record.
The nineteenth—century Ahosi warriors, referred to as “Amazons” by visiting
Europeans, were famous for their combat prowess, as detailed in Stanley
Alpern’s book Amazons of Black Sparta: The Women Warriors of Dahomey.
“The amazons are not supposed to marry, and, by their own statement, they

have changed their sex. ‘We are men,’ say they, ‘not women.” All dress alike,
diet alike, and male and female emulate each other: What the males do, the
amazons will endeavour to surpass. In every action (with males and females),
there is some reference to cutting off heads. In their dances—and it is the
duty of the soldier and the amazon to be a proficient dancer—with eyes
dilated, the right hand is working in a sawlike manner for some time, as if in
the act of cutting round the neck, when both hands are used, and a twist is
supposed to finish the bloody deed.”
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There are no strict rules, but conducting yourself with honor
and dignity during the match is of prime importance. So sneak-
ing in brass knuckles is probably frowned upon. For those who
try to avoid participating in combat, the punishment for their
cowardly behavior is exclusion from Kabye society. So maybe
it's best for the faint of heart to just get in there, make like a
crooked boxer who's been paid off by the mob, and throw the
fight.

Kabye girls have their own initiation into adulthood, called
the Akpéma. There's no mountain climbing or wrestling, which
must come as no small relief. The girls must first take off all
their clothes except for a necklace and a belt made out of
shells. They are then led into the woods where a sacred rock
is located. They must sit on the rock to prove they still pos-
sess their virginity. That last part is really important, and it’s
believed that if a nonvirgin sits on the rock she'll either imme-
diately start bleeding or get swarmed by angry bees. Why it's
bees we can't really say, but it's probably slightly better than if
it was vampire bats.
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THE BLAGKENING OF TRE BRIDE

Scotland is a land known for confident men in

SCOTLAND | fetching plaid skirts, obnoxiously blaring bagpipes,

near-inedible food like haggis, and rousing moti-

vational speeches made by blue-faced warriors
on horseback who look uncannily like the original Mad Max.
Oh, and also movies about heroin addicts that kickstart the
careers of future Star Wars prequel actors. What the people
of Scotland are not generally associated with is tenderness
and romance. Once you learn of their pre-wedding tradition
called “the blackening of the bride,” that fact will remain thor-
oughly unchanged.

Performed in order to ward off any nuptial-ruining, party-
pooping spirits in advance of an upcoming wedding day, a
ritual called a “blackening” (no relation to Cajun food prepara-
tion) is inflicted upon the bride-to-be. The woman is stripped
to her waist, tied to a chair, and covered in all manner of filthy,
sticky substances, including everything from soot to pigs’
blood (or even worse, haggis) on top of her head. During the
years around the turn of the twentieth century, this unseemly
pageant would also include a classic tar and feathering, along
with some time spent immobilized in a pillory. Nowadays the
humiliation is often accomplished by placing the woman in the
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back of a pickup truck and driving her around town, all to the
accompaniment of a loud cacophony caused by banging pots
and pans together.

Grooms aren’t immune from the blackening treatment—
often they, too, depending on the region, must wear the con-
tents of a Scottish dumpster for a hat. Both women and men
submit to the custom nowadays because it's believed that
enduring this highly uncomfortable and public misery shows
their mettle, proving they have what it takes to put up with the
rigors of marriage and eating haggis and bashed neeps (mashed
turnips). In other words, if you can stand having fish heads and
rotten eggs dumped on top of you as you're paraded around
the neighborhood, then you can handle a little farting under-
neath the freshly laundered comforter.

Seeing as the victims often have no idea what's to come,
blackening of the bride is technically an abduction. Yet the
local police force appears to take little notice, despite the

@\ Your Maid of Honor Smells of Elderberries

Scotland is a great place to get married if you like golf courses and, of
course, castles. Doune Castle might be a fun option for Game of Thrones
fanatics, as it's been used as one of the settings to create the Starks'

ancestral home of Winterfell. It was also one of the locations used in Monty
Python and the Holy Grail and hosts an annual celebration of the comedy
troupe that continues to this day. One of the castle towers would surely also
serve as an ideal honeymoon destination for those wishing to examine their
new bride's huge tracts of land from an elevated position.
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rowdy drunkenness that often ensues in its wake. Reportedly
the custom is making a comeback, as many believe in the impor-
tance of keeping such old traditions alive. Others describe the
spectacle as nothing more than an organized hazing. A woman
named Amber described her experience to The Scotland Her-
ald in 2016: “My mum had come in one day and asked for my
help moving the horsebox. Next thing | know, the doors open
and twenty-five of our friends jumped out and grabbed me.
| was tied up with twine and covered in mustard, custard, all
sorts of different things. All | remember now is the four or five
showers afterwards to try and get all the glitter and mess off
me.” A problem to be sure, especially considering that it's usu-
ally the future grooms who have to remove any traces of bach-
elor party-related glitter before their weddings.

The blackening may have got its start as a corruption of the
ancient Celtic tradition of feet washing, with the accompany-
ing pan-clanging ruckus being useful for scaring off the med-
dlesome Fairy Folk. While the ritual is most common in rural
communities, it's also said to be catching on in Glasgow, the
nation’s most populous city. Perhaps it's a good thing, all things

The Alternate Way to Hurl Your Haggis

For those who want to be the best at pelting their friends with rotten perishables
in advance of their weddings, the World Haggis Hurling Championship is a good way
to sharpen your food-fighting skills. Throwing Scotland’s most famously awful dish
for distance is a custom thought to have originated in the seventeenth century,
when wives would toss their hushands’ lunches to them so the women wouldn't
have to wade through the bogs. Watching the husbands reveal themselves by
catching their disgusting lunch in their kilts must have been well worth it.
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considered, since some believe it promotes humility and brings
couples together through shared adversity (in the areas where
both the bride and groom get despoiled, at least). Or maybe
it's just an overall safer way for bachelors and bachelorettes
to let off steam before the marriage without the inherent risk
of waking up with a fresh bullet wound in the parking lot of a
strip club.

Actually, the blackening is not in any way a replacement for
debauched bachelor and bachelorette parties. The Scottish
women's version of these bacchanalian bashes is called a “hen
party” and involves heavy drinking, the acceptance of obscene
dares, and the creation of a generalized, embarrassing pub-
lic commotion. We would condemn this activity in the most
strenuous possible terms if it didn't so accurately describe the
average reality show on American television.
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THE GRYING RITUAL

For most of the parties directly involved, a wed-
CHINA ding is a joyous and celebratory occasion, filled

with giddiness and pride. Not wailing like a ban-

shee. Well, maybe for some: ex-boyfriends, drink-
ing buddies, online gaming acquaintances, and so on. For those
people it can be a bittersweet time. The parents of the bride
and groom also commonly experience no shortage of melan-
choly at the thought of their children taking that final leap out
of the nest, while the nuptial ceremonies themselves are often
populated with openly weeping attendees. However, nowhere
is crying more associated with marriage than in China, where
the traditional custom is to blubber constantly for weeks in
advance of the event.

The crying custom is said to have begun all the way back
during the era between 475-221B.C.E., called the Warring States
Period. Somewhere during this time a princess was about to
be sent off to another ruling family to marry a prince and
become a queen. As the princess was set to leave, her mother
threw herself at her daughter’s feet and pleaded that she
return home as soon as she could. Presumably since everyone
just loves to emulate royalty, copious premarriage weeping
became a widespread phenomenon. It's not as popular as it
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@\ Love and Larceny

Speaking of the Tujia people, they also practice a larceny-related custom in
preparation for their weddings. The “stealing marriage” tradition involves the
groom's entourage snitching rice bowls when they show up at the bride’s

family home to eat a meal. They deliver all the “bowls of wealth and hap-
piness” to the groom, with the number of bowls turned over approximately
equaling the amount of expected future good fortune for the couple. We're
not exactly sure as to the origins of this tradition. Pirates may be involved.

once was, but some segments of Chinese society, like the Tujia
ethnic group in Zhangjiajie, consider it a necessary part of the
entire procedure. In fact, future Tujia brides who don't take
part in the whimpering jubilee are looked down upon and run
the risk of becoming a village laughingstock.

The official pre-wedding crying procedure goes something
like this:

At one month out the bride-to-be starts crying for an
hour each day.

Seven to ten days later her mother does the same.

A week or so after that the bride’s grandmother and sis-
ters join in the tear-filled chorus, filling the house with a
moaning cacophony that only ceases when the big day
finally rolls around.

During the ceremony even more sobbing occurs as the
bride sings a special “crying song” especially for the
occasion.
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You May Experience Some Turbulence

There's great potential for crying during another Chinese wedding tradition called
naohun, which is translated as “making turbulence at a wedding.” This entails
activities described as “teasing,” but they sound more like something a fraternity
might do to torment pledges. Things like tossing brides into water, rubbing bananas
on their abdomens, and forcing them to engage in light petting with their future
husband are said to be crude forms of sex education that are ancient in origin but
that are encountering resistance today from modern women who find the practice
cruel. So much so that many demand that a “no wedding teasing contract” be
signed before they will consent to walk down the aisle.
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All of this unabashed sniveling is not designed to test the
groom to see if he runs for the hills with all the rampant bawl-
ing going on. Instead, pretending to be sad is meant to symbol-
ize everyone’s happiness at the impending union. Nonetheless,
one has to imagine that this sort of wailing extravaganza can't
do much for the groom’s confidence.

There are a couple ways that the bride can opt to express
her forced sorrow. She can do the crying all by herself or invoke
the “accompanying ten sisters” clause in which female friends
and family members take part in the misery fest. When the
bride has company, the crying is usually kicked off by a song
or a poem. The lyrics can vary, but here's a common refrain, as
cited on ForeignerCN.com:

The bird in the tree has grown up; my sister is getting
married.
Once married, when is she going back home?
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Let us share the deep feeling tonight.

My sister is like a white lotus root, and no man can
resist her charm.

My sister has a sweet mouth, which every man wants
to kiss.

My sister has a pair of deft hands, good at embroidery
and weaving.

My sister is kind-hearted, respectful to both father
and mother.

In case you thought fake crying was easy, know that Tujia
girls begin training for it from the age of twelve. At fifteen they
get together to discuss ways to improve and engage in com-
petitions to see who's the champion of sham whimpering. As
pointless as all this may seem, the customary weeping of the
Tujia takes on a more poignant aspect when you learn of the
tradition’s other origin story. Ritualized weeping used to be
very much an expression of actual melancholy, as women used
it as a way of conveying their sorrow at a forced marriage or the
capriciousness of an unscrupulous matchmaker. Tujia women
are completely free to marry whomever they want today,
thankfully, so maybe all that vocalized misery worked. Still, we
can't recommend that anyone employ this strategy when it
comes to getting out of speeding tickets. Most police officers
find this tactic just as annoying as Tujia grooms likely do.
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CEARIVARI

Just about anything sounds romantic when you
FRANCE - say it in French (apart from their word for yes,

which just sounds gross). For instance, Charivari

sounds like a whimsical dance for lovers, or per-
haps a delicious fruit-based pastry to be shared on a moonlit
evening with the one dearest to your heart. But no, it's pretty
much the opposite of those things. Charivari (also referred to
as “rough music”) is a tradition the sole aim of which is to ruin
any chances of getting lucky with your new partner on your
wedding night.

Once the formalities of the wedding ceremony are over
and the bride and groom have successfully fled their parents
and retired to their quarters for the night, drunken guests from
the reception will organize to obnoxiously disrupt any poten-
tial consummation plans. They accomplish this by banging pots
and pans together and otherwise loudly carrying on outside
the room until their demands for food and booze are met. Even
after one group of these rabble-rousers is dispersed, there's
the distinct possibility that another unruly Charivari could be
coming around the corner with similar demands.

You might view this tradition as good-natured fun, but it
wasn't always so. In olden times, the wedding night ruckus
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Le Pat de Chambre

Another unpleasant experience French newlyweds can expect to be subjected to is fe
pot de chambre. The chamber pot is an object that people used as a portable toilet
in the olden days. Anyways, the tradition isn't quite as gross as it sounds—leftover

food and liquor from the party gets stuffed into a chamber pot (all right, it's a

little bit gross) and fed to the bride and groom to give them strength for the next
few hours, with friends making a rowdy commotion until all the contents are con-

sumed. Sometimes a piece of toilet paper is placed on top for a garnish, because

the same people who find Jerry Lewis hilarious think that this a funny thing to do.

could signify a general disapproval of the union that just took
place. Or it could occur outside the homes of unmarried cou-
ples to encourage them to wed or even announce that an act of
adultery was afoot. Sometimes it served as a form of vigilante
justice, when an angry community caused a commotion at the
door of a wife-beater. Or, conversely, people might shame a
man, beaten by his wife, for not standing up for himself. In some
cases the proceedings could even become violent: If the peo-
ple really got pissed at someone, they might sometimes forci-
bly remove him from his home and parade him around town
to be jeered at. In England, this tradition was more commonly
known as “stang riding,” which referred to a long pole on which
the target of a community’s wrath (or an effigy of that person)
was placed while bawdy songs were sung with lyrics such as:

There is a man in our town
Who often beats his wife,
So if he does it any more,
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We'll put his nose right out before.
Holler boys, holler boys,

Make the bells ring,

Holler boys, holler boys.

God save the King.

With a ran, tan, tan,

On my old tin can,

Mrs. Smith and her good man.

She bang'd him, she bang'd him,

For spending a penny when he stood in need.
She up with a three-footed stool;

She struck him so hard, and she cut so deep,
Till the blood run down like a new stuck sheep!

The end of the event could see a ritual drowning of the
effigy and possibly the perpetrator himself if he didn't play his
cards right.

@\ The Death of Happiness

French bachelor/bachelorette parties tend to be grimmer than the average.
They call the celebration the enterrement de vie de gargon/jeune fille, which
literally means the “funeral for the life of the man/woman.” It's not uncom-

mon for the guest of honor to wear a fake tombstone around his or her neck
and engage in other lighthearted, death-related amusements. All while the
participants engage in the more familiar heavy drinking and ogling strippers.
It's nice to have something in common, isn't it?
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As bad as we may have made it sound, by all reports
French weddings are a lot of fun. One of the main differences
is that there are no bridesmaids (they're called “witnesses”).
And when the groom places a ring on his bride’s finger, she
may return the favor by giving him a snazzy watch. The festiv-
ities themselves can take up an entire weekend, and the main
attraction, surprisingly, is not on the two people uniting in holy
matrimony. Rather, the focus is on the joining of two families,
from kissing cousins to drunken uncles.

With such a high importance placed on family together-
ness at French weddings, eloping couples who get a justice
of the peace (the French equivalent of a Las Vegas quickie
wedding) are looked down upon. Although with the amount
of abuse they have to put up with? It's a wonder they all
don't choose this option. We're not suggesting that France
completely change their culture and alter the way they treat
their newlyweds or anything, but they might consider doing
something to address the fact that they have the third-highest
divorce rate in the entire world. Maybe start by letting them
enjoy their wedding night in peace?

8
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BURYING T%E BOURBON

The scourge of all wedding planners who try to
organize an outdoor event is the unpredictable
threat of bad weather. You're counting on a sunny
day, and all of a sudden the sky’s full of clouds.
There's a clap of thunder, and precious, lifelong memories
become a soggy mess filled with sobbing bridesmaids, melted
cakes, and voided tuxedo and gown rental agreements. You
can't really change Mother Nature’s mind once she decides a

UNITED
STATES

torrential downpour is in order, so relying on old superstitions
is as good a plan as any. As luck would have it, there’s a custom
in the southern United States that aims to keep the rain away
for at least one day, but it requires a great sacrifice: burying
perfectly decent bottles of hooch.

Bottles of bourbon, to be more specific. The steps of this
reverse rain dance procedure are as follows: First, precisely
one month before the event is to take place, the bride and
groom must pay a visit to the location where they are to be
wed. While there, they must bury a full, regular-sized bottle of
bourbon (no cheaping out with airplane minis) upside down
in the earth. Note: If you're getting married at a posh coun-
try club, be sure not to accidentally dig up the eighteenth
green. The brand and quality don’t seem to matter much. This
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indicates that Mother Nature is a degenerate lush, so perhaps
you may be better off burying an economy-sized plastic jug to
get the most bang for your buck.

Hopefully the day you bury the bottle is a sunny one,
because the weather on that day is what you're requesting for
the wedding. So if it's raining, snowing, or earthquaking, maybe
you should just save your money or get drunk yourself. But if
it somehow works and you've successfully warded off precip-
itation by way of your down-home black magic, you can dig
up the booze and share it with everyone present (or just get
blasted in a corner alone and depressed if you're the father of
the bride). While this tradition might be obscure even to some
people who've lived in the South all their lives, there are wed-
ding venues out there that suggest the custom be carried out
by all their customers. Especially if the venue happens to sell
bottles of bourbon, we'll wager.

%\ The Cake Pull

While burying the bourbon is a purely American tradition, there's another South—
ern wedding custom that has its origins in Victorian England. Cake pulls (also
called ribbon pulls) are small charms baked into the wedding cake with a ribbon
left protruding. At the reception, all the single women tug at a ribbon, and the

charm that's attached is supposed to tell their future in some way. For instance,
if the charm is a four-leaf clover, they'll have good luck, and if it's a heart,
they'll soon fall in love. Whether or not one of the charms is a cat that symbol-
izes the puller will become a lonely spinster living alone in a house full of felines
is up to the person in charge of planning. Although it seems unnecessarily cruel.
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The origin of the custom is a bit of a mystery. No one’s sure
exactly which state it started in, but one of the whiskey meccas
like Tennessee or Kentucky seem the most likely. Some think
it all began as a marketing campaign, but the more romantic
story is that it came over with the first immigrants from Scot-
land and Ireland. Whatever the case, it makes for a fine photo
opportunity, just so long as you don't mind a little mud getting
on your finest Southern seersucker tuxedo. It can also be seen
as a test of the groom'’s mettle; if he's incompetent enough with
a shovel that he breaks the bottle, then how can he be trusted
to get rid of the evidence when those pesky government reve-
nuers come for the still?

Judging by the weddings we've been to, the likelihood of
just one bottle of bourbon getting passed around is usually
pretty slim, so there are a few things to keep in mind when
attending a Southern wedding before every one of your inhi-
bitions gets thrown out the window. A number of food items

Bottle Trees

Another bottle-related tradition from the American South is the creation of “bottle
trees.” Like many old-timey customs, it was started to ward off evil forces. How
you make one is pretty simple—just stick blue bottles (they're usually blue) onto
the branches of a tree so that it looks like Christmas at a drunkard's house. The
whistling noise made by the air passing over the empty tops was believed to be
caused by spirits back when glass was a new thing in Northern Africa a couple
thousand years ago. The belief that those spirits could be trapped in the bottles
may have been brought over from Africa by slaves. They believed that once the
morning sunlight hit the bottles, the spirits would be banished, and you'd have a
home free of devilry along with a festive lawn ornament.

8
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could be on the menu that might prove disconcerting if you
live north of the Mason-Dixon line. So prepare your gut for tra-
ditional delicacies like fried chicken gizzards, pickled pigs’ feet,
something called livermush, or even something alligator- or
opossum-related. We're not saying you should expect these at
every Southern wedding, but it’s certainly best to be prepared.
Just ask the guy who never learned how to use a shovel prop-
erly, wound up breaking a bourbon bottle, and got chased all
the way up to Massachusetts by an angry Alabama mob. We're
not sure if that ever actually happened, but you get the point.
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PRE-WEDDING BATEROOM BANS

Three days? With no bathroom? Three days?!
BORNED The Southeast Asian island of Borneo doesn't

come up on the news cycle very often, but it is

the largest island on the continent (also the third
largest in the world) and boasts some of the most spectacular
natural scenery and wildlife you can ever hope to see. Who
knows, you might even fall in love with one of the locals should
you choose to spend some quality time there. But if the object
of your affection happens to be a member of the Tidong tribe,
you'd better make sure your gastrointestinal system has accli-
mated to the local cuisine. Because if the two of you wind up
getting married, tradition says that you're not allowed to use
a toilet for three full days and nights. We don’t mean using it
to wash your hands or oil your beard—both number ones and
number twos are strictly prohibited unless you want disaster
to strike.

The belief is that if both the bride and groom don't both
successfully hold their bowels for seventy-two hours after
the wedding, terrible outcomes like infertility, the death of a
young child, or divorce will surely occur. There's no honor sys-
tem where this ritual is involved, either. There are a number of
chaperones assigned to make sure nobody sneaks off to defile



Pre-Wedding Bathroom Bans: Borneo

%\ All Creatures Great and Weird

Borneo rivals its fellow island Madagascar in being populated with some of
the strangest animal and plant species in the world (in case you're looking for
ways to talk yourself out of walking outside to pee). From the planet's tiniest
frog to its longest insect (the incredibly named Chan's megastick, clocking in

at more than twenty-three inches) to the only known double-headed nudi-
branch (which sounds incredibly filthy but is actually just a brightly colored
slug), there's an amazing array of both flora and fauna to make you wonder if
you accidentally ate the wrong mushroom during your hike. Oh, and Borneo also
has glowing, bioluminescent mushrooms to further enhance your drug—free
psychedelic freak-out.

the bushes or the side of a barn at night. Family members
are generally the ones assigned to this task, although if you
could talk your way into getting one of your friends involved,
you might increase your chances of surreptitiously filling up a
two-liter soda bottle on the sly. The recommended route, how-
ever, is to try to avoid getting the urge at all by fasting for the
days leading up to the challenge. Also, as far as we can gather,
there's no rule against flatulence. So you might as well chow
down on some gas-producing foods beforehand to make sure
everyone is just as miserable as you.

Not all Bornean wedding customs are gross, thankfully.
Perhaps the sweetest one mandates that a groom cannot lay
eyes upon his bride’s face until after he has sung to her several
love songs. Once his performance meets everyone’s satisfac-
tion, a curtain is raised and the ceremony can proceed. The

Cl
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A Diverse Island

For an island, Borneo is exceptionally diverse. In addition to the indigenous tribes
in the region, there are also Indian, Chinese, and Malay influences aplenty. Most
of the world's major religions are also present, so depending on where exactly
you are, it can be tricky getting the local etiquette right. A majority of people
who live on the island are Muslim, though, so observing the standard modesty and
caution around the womenfolk is a good bet. The bonus of having so many cultures
in proximity is that it seems every weekend there’s a different holiday you can
celebrate. If you and you beloved have some sort of fetish that involves holding in
your bowel movements for extended lengths of time, you just may have found the
honeymoon destination of your dreams.
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indigenous folk in the northern Sabah region also have some
lovely, non-colon-ravaging traditions as well. Like the one that
has the couple both place one of their feet upon a stone to
signify that their relationship will be as solid as a rock, after
which they exchange rice balls, chicken drumsticks, and wine.
Obviously the people in Sabah don't practice the whole “no
crapping for an entire holiday weekend” thing, because you
can just imagine.

The people known as the Sinambau Dyaks have a similar
custom that’s just as charming (in reference to the rock cus-
tom, not the sphincter clenching). Instead of putting a foot
on a stone, they both sit on two bars of iron to symbolize the
strength of their bond. A priest then hands the groom a cigar
and some betel nuts, both of which are placed in the bride’s
mouth to make the marriage official. After that, the priest pro-
ceeds to murder some chickens to use the blood for ritualistic,
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omen-reading purposes. All in all, it's a very nice ceremony.
Unless you have a soft spot for chickens, of course, in which
case the last part kind of puts a damper on the whole thing.

The unpleasantness of the postnuptial bathroom ban
seems to be the exception rather than the rule, as most tradi-
tions tend toward the romantic and sweet, both in Borneo and
the rest of Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei (which all have a
political stake in the island). Apart from the slightly frightening
custom of the Sasak people of the Indonesian island of Lom-
bok, in which grooms ritualistically kidnap their future spouses,
the majority include touching symbolic acts—like the one from
the Sunda Islands, where the bride lights on fire seven wooden
sticks held by the groom. As described by Bridestory.com, the
groom dips each stick into a jug of water, then breaks them all
in half to symbolize that “fiery wrath” can be “extinguished by
his spouse’s gentle and soothing persona.” Which seems like
a pretty fitting way to end three days of holding in spicy hors
d'oeuvres from the reception.
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THE GEREWOL FESTIVAL

If you've ever been to a wedding, you know how
NIGER all the guys ogle the bride as she comes down the

aisle (and, usually, the bridesmaids). But what about

the women leering at the groom and groomsmen?
The vast continent of Africa contains fifty-four nations, and all
of them have their own ways in which their young men and
women court one another. Most are the sort of methods that
everyone in the world is familiar with, from small kindnesses to
the giving of gifts to using jewelry and makeup to attract atten-
tion. Usually it's the females who make themselves over with
beauty products, but in the landlocked West Africa nation of
Niger, it's the men who gussy themselves up with every cos-
metic enhancement available. At least this is the case for the
Wodaabe tribe, who have an annual beauty competition where
the only contestants are male.

The Wodaabe are widely regarded as the most beautiful
people in Africa, with or without makeup and regardless of
gender. For this nomadic tribe, who may also at times be found
traveling through Cameroon, the Central African Republic,
Chad, and Nigeria, looking good is a way of life. And during
their weeklong Gerewol Festival, the men do their utmost to
win the heart of eligible females. They don't have a catwalk or
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put on angel wings, but that's about the only way they differ
from the Victoria's Secret fashion show.

To make themselves appear taller, they adorn themselves
in elaborately feathered headdresses. To appear wealthy, they
wear an array of brightly colored beads. Lips are darkened with
black lipstick to show off their pearly white teeth, eye shadow is
liberally applied, and striking face paint completes the overall
look (which is further enhanced by tattoos and highly exagger-
ated facial expressions). There's no swimsuit competition, but
maybe they decided it was too dumb to include long before
the Miss America pageant finally figured that out.

Dancingis also animportant part of the festival. The painted
young men move slowly in a circle while the single women
approach to tap on the shoulders of the ones who particularly

%\ The Way of Mbodangaku

The Wodaabe tribe is a subgroup of the larger Fulani ethnic group, which is
one of the largest in West Africa. To say that the two of them don't see
eye-to—eye is an understatement. The Wodaabe look down on the nonmi-
gratory Fulani, believing they've lost touch with their roots and are ignoring
important traditions. Meanwhile, the majority of Fulani believe the Wodaabe

are, well, nuts and treat them with equal disdain. The government of Niger
appears to agree with the mainstream Fulani assessment, with programs
seemingly intended to curb the Wodaabe lifestyle of nomadic cattle herding.
Although it's unlikely that they will be forever able to wander from nation to
nation as they do now, most express an intense desire to follow the code of
mhbodangaku, or “the way of the ancestors.”
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tickle their fancy. This dance is called the yaake, and it can
last for hours under the hot sun. A simple hat isn't enough to
completely shield one from the elements, so to help with stam-
ina, the participants guzzle a hallucinogenic drink made from
fermented bark. Once the dance is over, each woman picks
out a male partner with whom to spend the night, the week, or
the rest of her life. Making a commitment is common but not
required, so a man may wind up with a temporary girlfriend or
multiple wives. Or he could lose the wife he has to someone
else, which is a pretty strong incentive to lay off the fattening
foods and stay pretty.

Wodaabe women believe that the most attractive physical
features on a man are:

A long nose
Large eyes
Dazzlingly white teeth

The makeup the men wear is designed to accentuate these
features and explains why during the festival they're continu-
ously making their eyes bulge and grinning crazily (the hallu-
cinogenic probably helps in that regard, as well). Apart from
the romantic liaisons, the Gerewol is a contest, after all, so the
judges (three women picked by the village elders for their “for-
titude and patience”) have to pick a winner out of the creep-
ily grinning assemblage. The men with the most charm, good
looks, and dancing skills are declared the winners. It's probably
safe to assume that the ones who look like Steve Buscemi in
drag go home frustrated and alone.

The ethnic group that the Wodaabe broke off from, the
Fulani, have their own traditions regarding courtship and
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The Curse of the Boofeydo

Wodaabe women enjoy a lot of sexual freedom and are free to experience multiple
partners before marriage. The culture places such a premium on physical appearance
that it's permissible for a woman with an unattractive husband to procreate with a
more attractive male for the purpose of creating a good-looking baby. Things get a
little less open-minded when childbirth takes place, however. After having a baby,
a woman is declared a boofeydo (translated as “taboo” or “someone who has com-
mitted an error”), which means she’s suddenly a societal pariah and cannot legally
speak to her hushand for a number of years. Which may or not be a good thing,
depending on what she wound up with after all the makeup was taken off.

marriage. Honestly, they don't sound nearly as much fun. A
Fulani wedding has three stages:

1. The sharo. As part of it, the husband-to-be is whipped
in front of a large crowd. If he cries out in pain, the
wedding'’s off.

2. The koowgal. The father of the bride delivers a dowry
to the groom'’s family. Also, the groom must prove he
knows his way around a herd of cattle.

3. The kabbal, which is the ceremony itself. It's a rather
unusual wedding ceremony, in that neither the bride
nor groom have to be there.

After the knot's been tied, the bride heads over to her new
home and everyone dances at the reception. It's a pretty anti-
climactic ending. But the system weeds out any bachelors with
even a hint of cold feet.
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INDONESIA

USABA SAMBAK FESTIVAL

The Indonesian province of Bali is one of the most
BALD popular tourist destinations in the region—and
unlike neighboring Australia, it's mostly not full
of things trying to kill you. Famous as the home of
Kopi Luwak coffee (the one made from beans pulled out of cat
poop), it's also the first place on the list for many couples look-
ing to get married or spend their honeymoons in an exotic,
tropical locale with plenty of beaches to frolic on. For the per-
manent residents of the island, the road to marriage is a bit
harder than getting all the sand out of your resort hotel room
sheets. Young men participate in a yearly festival where they
must mercilessly batter each other with spiky plants in order
to prove to the eligible females that they're worthy husband
material.

Called the Usaba Sambah Festival and also known as
“Bali's Fighting Festival,” this celebration occurs somewhere
around May or June in a walled-off village called Tenganan
Dauh Tukad. The melee that occurs is both bloody and ancient
in origin, and it takes place during a combination of dance and
fighting technique called the Mekare-kare. The spiky plants
are pandanus trees, also known as screw pine or screw palms.
These produce edible, pineapple-like fruit called drupes. The
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leaves, which are used as weapons during the combat, are fes-
tooned with white spikes, like some sort of photosynthesizing
saw blade. Getting smacked with one is an unpleasant, punc-
ture wound-filled experience, made even worse when a dozen
or more of them are tied together to make a club.

The ritual combat itself that occurs during the festival is
called perang pandan, and it takes place in honor of the Hindu
warrior god Indra (Bali is majority Hindu). Legend states that
an old king named Maya Denawa declared himself greater
than any of the gods. This naturally didn't go down very well
with any of the deities within earshot. So Indra vanquished
the blasphemous ruler, and in honor of his victory the annual
plant slapping continues to this day. Before the conflict starts,
prayers are offered and participants consume a fermented
drink called tuak to fortify their resolve. The only defense

A Foreboding Landmark

One of the more disconcerting things about villages in Bali is that they pretty
much all have a highly visible, dramatic—looking “Temple of Death.” The most
imposing of these temples is likely the Agung Padangtegal complex, located deep
within the Sacred Monkey Forest and surrounded by “guardian” macaques. Called
pura dalem, the temples generally are situated so that they face the sea and are
on the lowest available land. The entrances are lined with horrifying statues of the
most violent and fearsome Hindu gods (like Shiva, Kali, Durga, and Rangda) standing
on a pile of skulls. Many of them also cradle a baby, which suggests a scenario
that's probably too disturbing to think about. Even more disturbing than the bug
eyes are droopy breasts and mouths filled with sharp teeth, which some poor art-
ist had to spend time sculpting.
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Love, Marriage, and Courtship

@‘ Don't Drop That Baby

The Balinese people, like all Hindus, believe in reincarnation. Since babies are
thought to have souls that just arrived straight from the body of an ancestor,
they're treated with so much reverence that they're not allowed to touch the
ground for three months or longer. Infants are considered tiny gods who are
watched over by guardian spirits called nyama bajang. After the required time

has passed, a ceremony takes place in which the parents undergo a purifi-
cation ritual, the spirits are bade farewell, and all the child's hair is removed
(as it's considered unclean—honestly, they've got a point, considering all the
disgusting stuff a baby spits up on its hair and everywhere else). Only then
is a haby finally allowed to make contact with the earth, at which point it
also gets a name. After all that, hopefully it's not something dumb, like Chad
or Trevor.

against the thorny blows are rattan shields, while the multiple
lacerations are treated with potions made from saffron, tur-
meric, and vinegar. Serious injuries are uncommon, as referees
attempt to keep things clean, while hard feelings are said to
be few and far between as everyone sits together at the end
to laugh and nurse their myriad scrapes and scratches. Which
is pretty impressive for people who just spent hours getting
pummeled by nature’s version of a nail bat.

What are all the young women doing while this wan-
ton bodily destruction takes place? They get to dress up in
their best hand-spun silk finery and ride on a structure made
out of swings similar to a Ferris wheel while they giggle and
watch the boys smack themselves into a stupor. The rise and
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fall of the contraption is supposed to symbolize the relation-
ship between the sun and the earth while also playing a part
in courtship. Presumably because when the wheel reaches its
apex the women get a bird’'s-eye view of the bachelors swing-
ing around a screw pine maul.

Another female-only ritual held during the festival sees
young women dressed in white walking in a line to a sacred
spot in the forest. Once there, according to a tour guide, they
weave strands of coconut fiber into each other’s hair and read
from holy books in order to “reinforce and cultivate self-control
and honesty.” We could find no part of this ceremony that
included anyone getting whacked with sharpened shrubbery—
which hardly seems fair.

Another practice that young, unmarried Balinese can take
part in is the omed-omedan, otherwise known as the “kissing
ritual.” The translation of omed-omedan is “pull-pull,” refer-
ring to the natural ebb and flow of positive and negative ele-
ments. This custom is relatively new, having originated about
a hundred years ago when a famous fight between a male and
female pig took place in the village of Banjar Kaja Sesetan.
Over the years the entire island commemorated the battle
by randomly grabbing and kissing anyone nearby while others
doused them with buckets of water. It's said that many people
find their future spouse after taking part in this event, which
certainly sounds like a lot more fun than getting bludgeoned
with clubs made out of stabby fronds.
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KARADKE BUSINESS MEETINGS

Alcohol consumption has been greasing the wheels

SOUTH
KOREA

of financial transactions and commerce deliber-
ations since time immemorial. To be a successful
maker of deals you've got to be able to knock 'em
back, but nowhere more so than in South Korea. Not only is
the ability to down an absurd number of soju shots practically
a requirement for business executives; so is the ability to war-
ble a Frank Sinatra tune while inebriated.

In the capital of Seoul and just about every other city on
the peninsula, when the workday concludes, cubicle dwellers
and corner office holders alike congregate in downtown clubs
to sing karaoke and get schnockered. It's a markedly different
experience from the one businesspeople in the United States
have seen since the boozy 1950s. Which is why a popular
South Korean joke is that doing business in America is a “bor-
ing Heaven,” while their lifestyle is an “exciting Hell.”

You don't have to go far to find a noraebang (the South
Korean word for “karaoke parlor”) in any locale where there’s
even a smidgen of nightlife. Not only does the sauce flow freely
at these establishments; other sorts of debauched vices are
also readily available on the premises. There's actually a method
to the bacchanalian depravity, as explained by a Korean sex
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%\ Plastered on the Peninsula

Alcohol consumption in South Korea is impressive by anyone’s standard, with
the possible exception of the hooch-swilling Russians. Wait, no. South Kore-
ans actually drink twice as much liguor as Russians (although soju, their
most common form of hard liquor, is a bit less intense than vodka) and four

times as much as the average American. According to 2014 statistics, South
Koreans toss back an astounding average of 13.7 shots of the stiff stuff per
week. That seems like it would be enough to allow them immediate member-
ship in just about any college fraternity that's been placed on double secret
probation by Dean Wormer.

industry consultant: “When you're a man and you do something
dirty and sinful with your business partner around, you share
your secrets, you share trust like brothers. You can always trust
your new business partner.” As you may have guessed, women
tend to be on the exploited side of the equation here, as it's
still rare for women to succeed in the business world (although
things are reportedly improving, though slowly).

The way it works is a bit different from the average karaoke
night at the local tavern in Boise or Duluth. Generally you rent
a room for something in the area of $5-$25 per hour, depend-
ing on the classiness or shabbiness of the establishment. After
removing your shoes, you can enter and perhaps put on one
of the glitzy costumes that some of them offer. Then you just
choose your song from the catalog and wait while guzzling
whatever drink is on hand. Some of the more modern equip-
ment rates your singing performance, so don't go up there
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shrieking off-key gibberish to the accompaniment of Cher’s
Greatest Hits unless you want to embarrass your family name
in front of everyone present. Also, if you're looking to refrain
from tempting yourself with sins of the flesh, you might want
to avoid the bars with scantily clad ladies calling themselves
“helpers.”

As mentioned, the social climate is changing thanks to
the relentless economic development that's made South
Korea's prosperity index rise to thirty-fifth in the world. Not
too shabby for a country that was devastated by war less than
seventy years ago. As a result, the strict, conservative Confu-
cian traditions regarding a woman’s place in society are also
changing rapidly. Competing with the noraebangs, downtown
Seoul today also has a growing number of “host bars,” where
women of means go to enjoy the company of attractive men
for a price. Karaoke is usually included in the package, as is the
opportunity to guzzle an unhealthy number of cocktails.

As prostitution (male or otherwise) is illegal, this practice
is allegedly all simply about having a good time. As a typical

Dance Party Diplomacy

Howling along to Supertramp ballads isn't the only way music is important to the
South Koreans. Chances are you're aware of the K-pop phenomenon. This has
about the same level of annoyingness as long—extinct boy bands like NSYNC and
New Kids on the Block. What may come as a surprise is that the government
actively promotes popular music (along with their films and TV shows) as a way of
extending the government's influence in Asia. So far the scheme has been wildly
successful, and the program, called Hallyu (Korean Wave), seems to be poised to
conquer the West via high—pitched squealing and horrendous haircuts.
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patron of a host bar explains: “In regular bars the guys who
drink with me have only one goal-to have a one-night stand.
But | don't want that, so that's why | come here: | want to have
fun.” Then again, here’s a take from one of the male employees
at Bar 123 in the Gangnam district (remember that song with
the portly fellow doing the giddyap dance?): “The guys here
are pros—we know what we're doing. After talking to a girl for
an hour we basically know how much money she makes and
what she does for a living. We've already analyzed her per-
sonality and what she's willing to give.” Yep, it seems as if the
men are achieving their own sort of parity in a profession that’s
older than anything their clients have to groggily show up for
in the morning.
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Finland is one of the world’s chillier places—we're
FINLAND - talking winter nights that get down to a blistering
-22°F (-30°C)—and as a result the struggle to stay
warm is understandably a national priority. It's
where the concept of the sauna first originated, and stepping
into a heated, steamy room to relax is still an important part of
Finnish culture. So naturally, when doing business in this north-
ern European 