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Abstract 

The Garo community living in Meghalaya has always relied on fermented rice liquor known as Chubitchi as a main 
beverage in their everyday life. Chubitchi is celebrated by the Garos during feasts and ceremonies. The indigenous 
populations of North-East India prepare alcoholic beverage in their traditional ways, almost always using rice as the 
base for those drinks. Chubitchi is a popular traditional alcoholic beverage prepared by the Garo tribe of Meghalaya, 
India. It is consumed during festive occasions such as Wangala (harvest festival), Do.si Do.doka (wedding festivities) 
and religious rituals, and also served as refreshments for weary field labourers and guests. It has a great significance in 
the social and cultural life of the Garos. This paper deals with the traditional preparation of Chubitchi by the Garo tribe, 
which is a vital part of their culture, and also examines the sociocultural significance of the beverage.
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Introduction
Almost every country and region of the world has tradi-
tional alcoholic beverages made from local agricultural 
products [1]. Alcoholic beverages are a wide range of 
products. Meghalaya is a state in the North-East of India. 
Meghalaya’s ecoregion is characterised by the state’s dis-
tinctive lowland and montane forests. The state is well 
known for mammalian, avian and botanical diversity. 
There is a significant commercial forestry sector, espe-
cially potatoes, pumpkins, rice, maize, papayas and pine-
apples, which dominates the economy of Meghalaya. The 
Garos are residents of the Garo Hills region of Megha-
laya. A few concentrated population of Garos can be seen 
in the plain areas of Kamrup and Goalpara districts of 
Assam adjoining the Meghalaya border and also in Bang-
ladesh, across the border. The Garos believe that they 

came to their present abode in the Garo Hills from Tibet 
in the north. The tribe itself is known to outsiders as 
‘Garo’, but the Garos call themselves ‘A. chik’ or ‘Mande’ 
[2]. It is estimated that more than eight lakhs A.chiks 
live in India, and around two lakhs live in Bangladesh 
[3]. They belong to the Tibeto-Burman language group. 
Early British encounters with the Garos were recorded 
by William Carey, a missionary, and Mr. John Eliot, com-
missioner of Dacca, who was sent by Lord Cornwallis in 
1788–1789 [4]. William Carey in his A Garo Jungle Book 
noted the social, cultural and political life of the Garos 
based on his experiences of association with the people.

Alcoholic beverages made from rice have been con-
sumed by many tribal communities living in the North-
Eastern states of India from time immemorial [5, 6]. 
One consistent element associated with festivities, tra-
ditional practices and rituals among the Garos is the 
intake of alcoholic beverage traditionally fermented, 
which is known to them as Chubitchi. William Carey 
observes: ‘When in liquor the Garos are merry to the 
highest pitch; men, women, and children dancing until 
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they can scarcely stand. A birth, a marriage, a death, 
the opening of a market, the sitting of a council, the 
trial of a delinquent, almost any and every event serves 
as an occasion for feasting and an excuse for drink. The 
liquor, which is generally a weak home-brewed beer, of 
a milky colour, made from rice or other grains, is even 
poured into the mouths of their babies as soon as they 
can swallow. Their festivities sometimes last for two or 
three days’ [4]. This observation of Carey has become 
anachronistic in the post-colonial Garo social life. With 
the conversion of major chunk of Garo population into 
Christianity, they have gradually distanced themselves 
from their traditional customs and practices, often con-
temptuously looking at those practices as superstitious 
and evil. It does not mean that the Garo people have 
left practices like drinking, etc., what has transformed 
is the customary practice of drinking traditional liq-
uor to the modern practice of social drinking of for-
eign liquor. Thus, whatever traces of such customs and 
practices have remained are secular in nature, devoid 
of the ritualistic elements. It, therefore, has become 
imperative to preserve such practices and traditions. 
It is pertinent to mention here that the Government of 
Meghalaya has legalised the manufacture and sale of 
local homemade wine or alcoholic beverage.

Garos consider Chubitchi as one of the most important 
parts of their cultural life. Chubitchi is used during reli-
gious rituals, meetings, social gatherings, birth, marriage, 
during Wangala (harvest festival), house warming cer-
emony, before fighting enemies (in the pre-modern era) 
and in almost every occasion. The old and young, men 
and women drink alike. The intake of Chubitchi is not 
considered a bad practice among the Garos nor is it con-
sidered unhealthy. There is no particular age when a Garo 
can taste his/her first liquor. Written records of the tradi-
tional ways of making Chubitchi is absent as communica-
tion was basically oral among the Garos until the arrival 
of Baptist American Missionaries. However, the practices 
have been passed down orally and hence the knowledge 
of brewing Chubitchi continues in the interior places of 
Garo Hills, though it is no longer a preferred practice in 
urban areas and educated neighbourhood. The intake 
of Chubitchi is essentially associated with festivities and 
gatherings. However, on regular days when the occasion 
of a celebration is absent, men sit in front of houses sip-
ping from Abet (hollow dried gourd as in Fig.  1a) and 
passing it to others, while discussing and debating about 
various things. One of the positive influences of this Chu-
bitchi during such conversations is the transmission of 
folktales, myths and legends. Furthermore, guests and 

Fig. 1  Utensils and ingredients for preparing Chubitchi–Abet (a), Janti (b), Dikka (c), Chubitchi (d), Chu cheka (e), grinded rice for Wanti (f)
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relatives visiting from afar are welcomed by the host with 
Chubitchi. The maternal uncle, who plays a great role in 
the matrilineal practice of the Garos, is usually shown 
respect, on his visit to his sister’s house, with the offer-
ing of the best and strongest Chubitchi by his nieces. 
Religious rituals among the Songsareks (non-Christian 
A.chiks), who still practise traditional customs and ethnic 
practices, necessarily include the offering of Chubitchi to 
Gods. Even when a truce was made between two parties, 
who had a feud for a long time, Chubitchi would invari-
ably be offered to each other in a Rang (a brass utensil) 
marking the end of the feud [2]. It is also a sign of foster-
ing bonhomie, a pact to deliver their children a peaceful 
life.

Chubitchi, in the recent times, has received consider-
able attention from the researchers as evidenced from the 
fact that three papers on this traditional alcoholic bever-
age are found in the SCOPUS database (in August 2021) 
and around 21 documents in Google Scholar. The current 
paper is devoted to cultural study, ethnic preparation of 
various starter cake, plant leaves/parts used for making 
starter, chemical characterisation of Oryza sativa var. 
glutinosa which has been used as a substrate in bever-
age production and names of various types of Chubitchi 
used by Garos in different occasions. However, no works 
specifically devoted to stereochemistry of organic com-
pounds and alcohols produced using these methods have 
been found in the database in a bibliographic search.

Ethnic preparation process
Meghalaya is situated in the North-Eastern part of India. 
It shares its borders with Assam in the north and Bang-
ladesh in the south. The Garo Hills region, where the 
Garo community predominates, is situated in the west-
ern part of the state. The region known as the Garo Hills 
is divided into the following districts—West Garo Hills, 
East Garo Hills, North Garo Hills, South Garo Hills and 
South West Garo Hills.

Before visiting the field to gather information about 
the traditional preparation process of Chubitchi, we pre-
pared a structured questionnaire. The authors visited and 
gathered information for this study in various parts of 
the locality, particularly in Akelgre village located within 
Samanda Block of East Garo Hills district. Respond-
ents who were involved in Chubitchi preparation were 
interviewed. During this study, we focused primarily on 
elderly people who sell liquor to customers on a com-
mercial basis. We recorded the information provided 
by them. The data generated, as well as the information 
disclosed by the respondents, have been cross-checked 
to ensure the accuracy of the information. We thus 
discovered that the paper has adressed almost all the 

ethical practices involved in the preparation of Chubitchi 
through the process discussed herein.

Things needed for preparing Chubitchi are—Merong 
(rice), Wanti or Chuwanti-chuginde (rice cake starter), 
Abet (hollowed dried gourd as in Fig. 1a), Janti (cylindri-
cal strainer that is made of bamboo as in Fig. 1b), Dikka 
(huge clay pot as in Fig.  1c), banana leaves. The wanti 
is the natural starter and most important ingredient in 
making Chubitchi.

Wanti preparation (starter cake)
For the preparation of Wanti, Merong (rice), plant species, 
Sa∙sam-rimol (wooden mortar and pestle), Sarat (fern), 
Ruan (winnowing basket) are needed. Any variety of rice 
can be used for the preparation of Wanti. Any amount 
of rice, depending on the amount of wanti to be pro-
duced, is soaked in water for a few hours and the water 
is drained off. It is kept in Ruan allowing the remaining 
water to drain off. The rice grains are then finely pounded 
adding chilli and leaves of plants. Different leaves can be 
used in this process but the most commonly used are the 
leaves of Te∙brong or jackfruit (Artocarpus heterophyllus), 
Kimka (Solanum torvum) and Sarat (Pteridium aquili-
num). Only two or three leaves of these plants are added 
to the starter cake.

Any type of chilli can be added along with the leaves. 
A little amount of old rice cake starter is mixed with 
the fine powder of rice. A little water is sprinkled over 
the pounded rice and mixed thoroughly to form a paste 
which is then moulded into small cakes. The shape of 
Wanti is usually flat and round. A finger is pressed on 
three spots of each side of a Wanti to form small depres-
sions. The cakes are then placed on top of Sarat (Pterid-
ium aquilinum/ fern leaves) inside a Koksep (traditional 
conical basket with one open end made of bamboo). The 
cakes are vertically placed one on top of the other, with 
leaves of Sarat (Pteridium aquilinum) in between them 
all, so that the cakes do not come in contact with each 
other. It is kept untouched in the Koksep for seven days. 
The Koksep is hung in the verandah or inside a room with 
ample amount of sunlight. The cakes become harder after 
seven days. It is then transported to the fireplace. After 
keeping the cakes in the fireplace for seven days, it is 
considered ready for use. It is commonly believed that 
when the insect Lyctinae (powder post-bettle) dug into 
the Wanti, it is a sign that the Wanti is ready. Unused 
cakes are kept wrapped in banana leaves for further use. 
A wanti weighs around 200–500 g after the completion of 
the process.

The most popular among plant leaves used in the 
preparation of Wanti are—leaves of Te∙brong (Artocar-
pus heterophyllus Lam.), leaves of Kimka baring (Sola-
num aethiopicum), leaves of Kimka (Solanum torvum 



Page 4 of 9Marak et al. J. Ethn. Food            (2021) 8:29 

Sw.), leaves of Sarat (Selaginella semicordata) or a 
variation of it—Pteridium aquilinum (L) Kuhn., leaves 
of Komperam (Psidium guajava L.). Along with these 
leaves, Ja∙lik (Capsicum frutescens or any other variety 
from the same family) is always added (Table 1).

Some claims have been made about the medicinal 
values of various herbs used in traditional alcoholic rice 
beverage from ethnopharmacological studies [7]. The 
leaves of Capsicum frutescens used in the preparation 
of Wanti are known to be commonly used to treat head-
ache [8, 9], while the fruits are used in traditional medi-
cine to treat typhus, intermittent fever, dropsy, gout, 
dyspepsia, cholera and stomachache [8, 10]. Capsicum 
frutescens is also used in traditional medicine to treat 
painful muscle spasms in areas of shoulder, arm and 
spine; for treating arthritis, neuralgia, diabetes, blood 
pressure, bronchitis, burning feet; to increase circula-
tion, relieve rheumatic pain, mouth sores and wounds; 
in reducing blood clots; and in aiding digestion [11, 12].

The leaves of Solanum torvum are found to have 
medicinal properties like antibacterial, antiulcer [13–
17], anti-inflammatory [18] and antioxidant property 
[19]. The fruits, leaves and parts of Solanum torvum are 
said to be used as medicine for fever, cough, wounds, 
pain, liver problems, tooth decay, reproductive prob-
lems, arterial hypertension and as an antidote against 
poisoning [18, 20, 21]. The leaf juice of Solanum torvum 
is taken orally to beat body heat [14, 22]. The Garos of 
Bangladesh used the juice of roots and leaves of Sola-
num torvum for asthma, diabetes and hypertension [14, 
23].

The leaves of Psidium guajava have been used in tra-
ditional medicine to cure diarrhoea [24]. Guava leaves 
also show antimicrobial activity and are also said to cure 
cough [25]. Guava leaves along with pulp and seeds are 
also used in treating respiratory and gastrointestinal 
disorders [26, 27]. The leaves are also known for having 
antispasmodic, antihypertension, antiobesity and antidia-
betic properties [28].

Though fern or Pteridium aquilinum is known mostly 
for its poisonous effects, its positive effects have also 
been noted, such as its use in burned wounds, galled 

cattle, ulcers, pain of spleen, nose bleeds and in case of 
general wounds. It has also been used as a cure for rickets 
[29].

Another ingredient, the leaves of Artocarpus hetero-
phyllus are useful in fever, boils, wounds and skin dis-
eases [30]. The extracts of the stem and root, barks, stem 
and root heart wood, leaves, fruits and seeds of Artocar-
pus heterophyllus are said to exhibit antibacterial prop-
erties [31, 32] and anticariogenic properties [31, 33]. 
Artocarpus heterophyllus is well known for its antibacte-
rial, antifungal, antidiabetic, anti-inflammatory and anti-
oxidant activities [34].

By and large, the starter culture is prepared by incorpo-
rating many medicinal plants, herbs and spices that are 
locally available in a given region. It is believed that the 
herbs impart an intoxicating property to the fermented 
rice beverage [5]. They also contribute to various organo-
leptic and certain medicinal properties to the beverage 
that could be dependent on the type of medicinal plants 
used [6]. The plant may also furnish certain nutrients 
that could be essential for the survival and growth of the 
indigenous microflora present in the starter cakes, pro-
duce fragrance and keep down the growth of undesired 
micro-organisms in the final products.

Fermenting Chubitchi
Me∙dik (aluminium or silver pot), Am (straw mat), Janti 
(bamboo cylindrical sieve as in Fig. 1b), Dikka (clay pot 
as in Fig. 1c) and banana leaves are needed for the prepa-
ration of Chubitchi. Any variety of rice can be used for 
the preparation of Chubitchi. Traditional Chubitchi was 
made from non-glutinous rice and also other produce 
from the fields (Table 2) such as Minil (glutinous rice or 
Oryza sativa var. glutinosa), Misi (foxtail millet/ Setaria 
italica), Me∙garu (pearl millet/ Pennisetum glaucum), 
Ta∙bolchu (tapioca/ Manihot esculenta) or Me∙raku (corn/ 
Zea mays).

Rice is cooked in a pot and allowed to cool. It is then 
dried in a straw mat (Am). The dried Wanti is crushed 
and mixed with the cooked rice, and the mixture is filled 
into the Dikka (huge clay pot). A banana leaf is usu-
ally placed at the bottom of the Dikka. Before filling the 

Table 1  Plant leaves/parts used for making Wanti (starter cake)

Native name Scientific name Familiy Part used

Ja∙lik Capsicum frutescens Solanaceae Leaves and fruit

Kimka Solanum torvum Solanaceae Leaves

Kimka baring Solanum aethiopicum Solanaceae Leaves

Komperam Psidium guajava Myrtaceae Leaves

Sarat Pteridium aquilinum Pteridaceae Leaves

Te∙brong Artocarpus heterophyllus Moraceae Leaves

Table 2  Field produce that can be used for making Chubitchi 
apart from any type of rice

Local name Scientific name Family

Me∙garu Cenchrus americanus Poaceae

Me∙raku Zea mays Poaceae

Minil Oryza sativa var. glutinosa Poaceae

Misi Setaria viridis Poaceae

Ta∙bolchu Manihot esculenta Euphorbiaceae
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Dikka with the rice, the Janti is positioned in the middle 
of the Dikka, while the surrounding space around the 
Janti is filled with rice. The rice around the Janti is softly 
pressed compactly and is never filled above the level of 
the Janti. As the rice grows old, it shrinks lower than the 
level of the Janti. The Janti is sealed with banana leaves. 
The Dikka is also covered with banana leaves and sealed 
tightly. Some charcoal and chilli is put on the top of the 
Dikka after sealing to keep away evil spirits. The liquid 
from the rice seeps through the Janti and settles inside 
it, which becomes what the Garos called Chubitchi. The 
beverage is considered ready to drink after seven days of 
fermentation during summer (28–33  °C) and ten or fif-
teen days during winter (18–25 °C). The longer the liquor 
is kept in the Dikka, the stronger the drink becomes.

When Chubitchi is prepared from Misi (Millet), 
Me∙raku (Corn) or Me∙garu (Pearl millet), after being 
cooked they are grinded into coarse powder and mixed 
with old rice cake starter. It is then put inside the Dikka. 
When tapioca is used, it is boiled and allowed to cool 
before being mashed, mixed with starter and put inside 
the Dikka. One batch of rice weighing 10–15  kg put in 
one Dikka can produce atleast 4–6 L of Chubitchi.

Names for different types of Chubitchi
If the beverage tastes sweet, it is called Chu me.chik (lady 
wine), and if it is bitter it is called Chu bipa (male wine). 
If it is both bitter and sour, it is called Kakimeseng. If 
it has a little bit of sweetness, salty and bitterness, it is 
called Chumekrip. The best Chubitchi is considered to 
be the one which has the combination of both bitterness 
and sweetness. Chu me∙chik is meant to be consumed by 
women, while Chu bipa, which is stronger, is consumed 
by the men. Wanti, which has been prepared with Sarat 
(Pteridium aquilinum), yields a pungent taste in Chu-
bitchi, and it is liked by men.

Chu cheka
Chubitchi is scooped from the Dikka with the help of 
Abet (dried gourd) and kept in bottles or dried gourds. 
The process of mixing the remaining liquor with water 
and stirring it for consumption is called Chu cheka. 
After Chu cheka is done, the liquor is no longer called 
Chubitchi, it is called Biwak. Chu cheka is usually done 
with the help of Abet. The Abet is made of dried gourd 
called ‘long handle dipper gourd’ (Lagernaria Siceraria as 
shown in Fig. 1a). The long handle dipper gourd is a large 
gourd with a hard shell, a round belly and a long swoop-
ing top that can be used as a handle. The gourd is cut off 
at the end of the swooping top and a hole is punched in 
the belly through which the seeds and flesh is emptied. It 
is then dried in the sun and kept in the fireplace until the 
shell hardens and turns dark brown or black. It is taken 

out from the fireplace only when it is about to be used 
as a utensil. When the Abet is immersed in the liquor, it 
seeps inside the Abet through the hole in the belly while 
the end of the long neck is used to pour out the drink. 
Chu cheka also implies the process of reducing the alco-
holic content in rice-based beverage by diluting it with 
water, which increases the quantity of Chubitchi from 
the normal 4–6  L yield to 5–7  L. It involves pouring a 
little water over the rice. The water seeps through the 
rice and settles inside the Janti, mixing with the already 
available liquor from fermentation. The water and the 
liquor is stirred and mixed for several minutes with the 
Abet. The water is scooped up from the Janti with the 
help of Abet and poured again on the rice. This process 
is followed several times until the alcoholic content from 
the rice decreases. Chu cheka can be done separately in 
parts by first drawing out the alcoholic content from one 
side. This process of stirring and pouring the liquid over 
the rice goes on simultaneously. When the first scoop of 
Chubitchi without performing Chu cheka from the Dikka 
is given to someone, the Garos believe that the person 
has to consume it all by himself, it cannot be shared nor 
can it be passed around to others.

For the Chubitchi to taste stronger, it has to be kept 
longer than six months. When the rice inside the Dikka 
shrinks, and if the Chubitchi from the Dikka is meant for 
stronger taste, more rice mixed with Wanti is filled inside 
the Dikka on top of the older rice and sealed again. So, 
layers and batches of rice can be found in a Dikka which 
has been kept without drinking for a year.

Discussion
Rice-based alcoholic beverage is widely consumed by 
the people belonging to the indigenous communities. It 
is therefore an integral part of human history, a natural 
dietary component and a recreational ingredient. Using 
and producing alcoholic beverages in order to drink with 
friends and loved ones additionally ensure good nutrition 
and intimacy into our everyday lives [35]. Cereal-based 
fermented beverage like Chubitchi has been known for 
low cholesterol content, high minerals, dietary fibres and 
phytochemicals content [36]. Fermentation is also known 
to increase the nutrition and energy produced by cereals 
such as rice. The fermentation process enriches and sup-
plements the rice with essential amino acids, vitamins, 
minerals and probiotic organisms [37]. For instance, 
it was noticed that fermented brown rice and rice bran 
showed chemopreventive potentialities [38]. The Korean 
rice wine and the Japanese Sake are known for its antimi-
crobial and anticancer properties [39]. Similarly, a study 
conducted on Chubitchi also showed antioxidative and 
antimicrobial activities [40].
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Chubitchi preparation shares similarities with the pro-
cess of making cereal-based fermented beverage prac-
tised among the tribes of Assam, such as Jou bishi by 
the Bodos, Horlang by the Karbi, Xaj by the Ahom tribe, 
Sujen by the Deori tribe, Jonga mod by the Rabha tribe, 
Apong by the Mising tribe and Rohi by the Sonowal 
Kachari tribe [41].

Rice, locally referred to as ‘Mi Ma’ meaning ‘Rice 
mother’, plays a central role in the life of the Garos. Rice 
is the staple food of the Garos, which is consumed thrice 
a day. Further, many traditional rice varieties are con-
served and grown which include white rice (Migra), red 
rice (Mi Gitchak), black rice (Mi Gisim) and sticky rice 
(Minil). Glutinous rice or sticky rice (Oryza sativa var. 
glutinosa) is treasured for its aroma and normally used 
for making savory snacks. It is also preferred over nor-
mal rice for making traditional rice-based alcoholic bev-
erage called Chubitchi, which plays an important role in 
the rural life of the Garos. Comparison of principal nutri-
ents of glutinous and non-glutinous brown rice showed 
higher average content and wider range for non-gluti-
nous rice protein and fat perhaps due to larger sample 
size. Protein content influences the nutritional quality of 
rice. The average protein concentration of 7.24  g/100  g 
is found in glutinous rice genotypes. Minil Gitchak and 
Minil Jaha are the most preferred genotype in prepartion 

of Glutinous rice. Figure 2 depicts the approximate pro-
tein, vitamin, amino acid, mineral and fibre composition 
[42].

Preparation of Chubitchi was one of the important 
activities of a Garo household in Meghalaya, India. The 
practice has disappeared in modern day Garo house-
holds. Its cultural significance is treasured by the Song-
sareks, the non-Christian Garos who inhabit interior 
villages of Garo Hills. Chubitchi was used by Garos in 
almost all occasions. Celebrations like wedding, engage-
ment and clan meetings allowed as much intake of 
Chubitchi as one wished. The Garos depend mainly on 
agricultural produce for their livelihood. The first step 
in jhum cultivation of the Garos is called A∙a O∙pata, 
which involves the villagers along with the Nokma, going 
to the chosen field and building an altar. The Nokma 
then offers eggs and Chubitchi while seeking permission 
from the god or custodian of the forest, Abet Rengge, and 
the creator of land and water, Tatara Rabuga, to show 
their approval or displeasure by appearing in his dream. 
A∙galmaka (burning the trees and shrubs from the jhum 
field) is another festival where all families carry their own 
Chubitchi to the jhum field and drink it after offering it 
to the gods. Any remaining Chubitchi is shared among 
others to ensure that not a single drop returns home as 
it is considered inauspicious. Rongchugala implies the 

Fig. 2  Graphs shows the approximate protein, vitamin, amino acid, mineral and fibre composition of Minil Joha and Minil Gitchak. Protein, fibre, fat, 
amino acid composition (g/100 g), B vitamin content and mineral content (mg/100 g) (this graph is based on data from (48)
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harvesting of early produce from the fields such as mel-
ons, maize, millets and other fruits. After celebrating in 
their own homes, the villagers gather at the Maljuri (cen-
tre pole or altar) of the Nokma’s (Chief ) house. Here the 
first fruits and produce are offered along with Chubitchi.

The Wangala is the greatest festival among the Garos 
marking the end of harvest and a ceremony to send off 
the gods who had blessed them by staying throughout the 
harvest. The beverage prepared for any festivities is same 
except for the ceremony of Chu rugala during Wangala 
and childbirth. While performing Jamegapa Amua, a rit-
ual in the fields before Wangala (harvest festival) where 
a cock has to be sacrificed, the priest uproots stalks of 
rice while uttering the words ‘Mialona ang bangbolona 
patiepabo, aganepabo tengte bone, misi cholsi’ which is 
a prayer directed to the gods of crops Misi Saljong and 
Mima Kiri Rokkime to bless the rice of his fields till the 
barns are full [2].

The Wangala is celebrated after the harvest is done. 
A ceremony called Chu rugala requires the burning of 
incense at the Maljuri of the Nokma’s house. The incense 
is acquired from the resins in the bark of a tree called 
Cha∙chat. The rice-based alcoholic beverage for Chu 
rugala is prepared from the sheaves of paddy brought 
home at the time of Jamegapa Amua. No other fer-
mented rice-based alcoholic beverage can be used for 
sacrifice during the Wangala. The produce from the fields 
are never consumed before being offered to the gods first 
during Wangala.

The centre pole of the Nokma’s house, Maljuri, is pre-
pared for the Wangala. Produce from the A.ba (jhum 
field) like pumpkins, gourds and ginger are kept as offer-
ings to the gods. Sheaves of paddy and millets are tied to 
the Maljuri. The special Chubitchi prepared for this day 
is kept in a Dikka near the Maljuri. On the day Wangala 
is fixed, the villagers gather in the house of the Nokma 
(chief ). The Kamal (priest) along with drummers gather 
around the Maljuri. The Kamal chants prayers thanking 
Misi Saljong and Mima Kiri Rokkime for blessing them 
with bountiful harvest. He bids adieu to them and pleads 
for their return in the next season. The Nokma usually 
performs the role of the Kamal, and in his absence, any 
Kamal from the village who is familiar with the chants 
and rituals takes his place. The Chubitchi which has been 
prepared for this special day can be touched only by the 
Kamal. He scoops the Chubitchi from the Dikka and 
pours it at the Maljuri as an offering to the gods. Only 
after offering it to the gods, the Kamal is allowed to drink 
it himself and offer it to others in the Abet. Wangala is 
celebrated for days, even up to a week.

Another distinct practice in the use of Chubitchi is dur-
ing childbirth. The expectant mother will prepare Chu-
bitchi for the day of childbirth when she is about two or 

three months pregnant. This beverage prepared by the 
expectant mother is known as Chu janggi (drink of life). It 
is kept covered with a cloth indicating that it is reserved 
for the special occasion. Chu janggi is considered sacred 
and no one is allowed to taste it. If anyone mistakenly 
takes a sip from the Chu janggi, it will have to be repaid 
in the same amount prepared in the same manner. The 
Garos also believe that disobeying the rules and consum-
ing Chu janggi will result in ill luck such as death of a 
relative or a villager or a calamity of great magnificence 
over the land. In circumstances where the family or the 
pregnant woman has shamed the clan or the village, the 
maternal uncles have the right to take this Chu janggi and 
consume it, as reparations. This fermented Chu janggi 
can be used only on the occasion of child birth. It cannot 
be used for any other occasion in the house. If the mother 
or the child dies during childbirth, this very Chu janggi 
is poured into a Rangmatchi (brass utensil) and used to 
bathe the dead before cremation. The Chu janggi shall 
have to be rugala (offer libation) first to the dead before 
offering it to the people who have come for the crema-
tion. It is believed that consuming Chu janggi after child-
birth cleanses the woman’s womb and gives strength to 
her. It is also a custom among Garos to put a few drops 
of Chu janggi on the tongue of a newborn baby believing 
that it will have a positive health effects on the baby.

The Garo matrilineal custom requires the girl’s family 
to ask for the boy’s hand in marriage. Keeping in mind 
an impending engagement, Chubitchi is usually prepared 
about a year earlier. On the day the boy is to be asked to 
marry a girl, all members from the girl’s family includ-
ing the maternal uncles and brothers who are known as 
the girl’s Chra goes to the boy’s house taking with them 
fowls, pigs and even cows if possible. This occasion is 
called Chawari sing∙a, and Chubitchi is a necessity to be 
taken along with the fowls and pigs. Chubitchi is also 
prepared beforehand for Do∙si Do∙doka (traditional wed-
ding). In certain cases where a Do∙si Do∙doka has to be 
done hastily and, if there is no Chubitchi available in the 
house, Chubitchi is loaned from the neighbours, which of 
course has to be repaid later.

During Nokdong gaa (house warming ceremony), the 
Kamal chants prayers and offers thanks to the gods for 
blessing the family with necessities such as bamboo, 
wood and mud. He then pours the first of the Chubitchi 
to the gods and drinks only after that.

The cremation rites among the Garos involve the 
bathing or cleaning of the dead person by his or her 
sisters and nieces. Chubitchi is poured onto a utensil 
called Rangmatchi (brass utensil), and then, it is used to 
cleanse the body of the dead person before being cre-
mated. The Garos believe that the spirit of the dead do 
not leave until they are properly send off with rituals. 



Page 8 of 9Marak et al. J. Ethn. Food            (2021) 8:29 

Hence, after cremation Memang nok or Delang, a small 
hut meant as a resting place for the spirit is constructed. 
The family members keep food for the deceased along 
with Chubitchi in cups or bottles near the Memang nok. 
A special day is chosen for the farewell of the spirit after 
which the spirit is believed to leave for the land of spir-
its, Balpakram. On this day, the bones of the dead person 
are carried around the village as a sign of mourning and 
honouring the departed. Chubitchi is prepared separately 
for this day of Mangona or Delang so∙a. This ceremony 
involves feasting and drinking in honour of the departed.

Apart from its social and religious significance, Chu-
bitchi is also consumed by the Garos as a beverage to 
relax the muscles after a hard day’s work in the fields. 
When visiting a sick relative in another village, fowls 
and pigs are taken along with Chubitchi. Hence, almost 
all social activities among the Garos involve Chubitchi. 
Garos also believe in the medicinal properties of Chu-
bitchi, particularly its role in relieving stomach cramps, 
gastro intestinal problems, joint pains, menstrual cramps 
among women and as an antiageing agent. But these 
claims are yet to be scientifically tested and proved. These 
are the areas where further scientific research are needed. 
The folk medicinal practitioners of the tribe use the bev-
erage in many of their concoctions, claiming cure for sev-
eral illnesses. These so claimed medicinal properties of 
Chubitchi have not been scientifically studied so far.

Conclusion
With the advancement in modern technology and the 
spread of Christianity, the age-old tradition of prepar-
ing Chubitchi and the traditional knowledge associ-
ated with it has dwindled in recent years. Only a few 
Songsarek villages still continue this traditional practice. 
With increasing population, it has also become harder 
to acquire land for cultivation, and the produce from the 
jhum fields has decreased a lot in recent times. Hence 
they have started to use imported rice grains for pre-
paring Chubitchi. Many households who live nearer to 
towns are now engaged in preparing Chubitchi for com-
mercial purposes. They sell half a litre of Chubitchi at a 
rate of hundred and fifty rupees. While this may seem 
like an income opportunity for poor households, the 
traditional knowledge associated with the preparation 
of Chubitchi has faded, so much so that very few people 
who make Chubitchi today, apart from the Songsareks, 
are aware of the traditional associations, significance and 
relevance of Chubitchi in Garo tradition. Hence, retain-
ing this traditional practice is of an utmost importance 
for future generations. This traditional knowledge that 
has great significance in the social and cultural aspect of 
a tribe needs to be preserved. The paper is limited only 
to this aspect of sociocultural significance of Chubitchi. 

But, the dying practice of preparing Chubitchi needs to 
be revived. This can be achieved through scientific study 
of its health benefits. Another way to keep alive this tra-
ditional practice is by teaching the younger generations 
about its significance and importance in the social and 
cultural life of the tribe.

Acknowledgements
Authors are grateful to Mr. Jonson M. Sangma (Williamnagar), Mr. Colnat B. 
Marak, Mr. Venybirth Ch. Marak, Mr. Gripseng G. Momin and Mr. Bilnang K. 
Sangma for their assiduous assistance in writing this paper. Authors are thank-
ful to North-Eastern Hill University, Tura Campus, Meghalaya, India, Institu-
tional Biotech Hub, N. N. Saikia College, Titabar, Assam, India and Department 
of Biotechnology, Ministry of Science & Technology, Government of India for 
providing logistic support to carry out the study.

Authors’ contributions
All authors equally contributed. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Funding
No.

Availability of data and materials
All material/data used are available in the manuscript.

Declarations

Competing interests
The authors have no competing or conflict of interest to disclose.

Received: 22 March 2021   Accepted: 30 September 2021

References
	1.	 Tamang JP. Diversity of fermented beverages and alcoholic drinks. In: 

Tamang JP, Kailasapathy K, editors. Fermented foods and beverages of 
the world. New York: CRC Press; 2010. p. 85–125.

	2.	 Marak JLR. Garo customary laws and practices. 2nd ed. New Delhi: Akan-
sha Publishing House; 2000.

	3.	 Sangma P. Impacts of partition of India on the Garos. Tura: D. J. Publica-
tion; 2016.

	4.	 Carey W. A Garo jungle book or the mission to the Garos of Assam. Phila-
delphia: The Judson Press; 1919.

	5.	 Ghosh C, Das AP. Preparation of rice beer by the tribal inhabitants of tea 
gardens in Terai of West Bengal. Indian J Tradit Knowl. 2004;3:374–82.

	6.	 Jeyaram K, Singh WM, Capece A, Romano P. Molecular identification of 
yeast species associated with “Hamei”: a traditional starter used for rice 
wine production in Manipur, India. Int J Food Microbiol. 2008;124(2):115–
25. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​ijfoo​dmicro.​2008.​02.​029.

	7.	 Bhuyan B, Baishya K. Ethno medicinal value of various plants used in the 
preparation of traditional rice beer by different tribes of Assam, India. 
Drug Invent. 2013;5(4):335–41. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​dit.​2013.​09.​002.

	8.	 Hegde SV, Hegde GR, Mulgund GS, Upadhya V. Pharmacognostic evalua-
tion of leaf and fruit of Capsicum frutescens (Solanaceae). Pharmacogn J. 
2014;6(3):14–22.

	9.	 Jain SK. Dictionary of Indian folk medicine and ethanobotany. New Delhi: 
Deep Publication; 1991. p. 43.

	10.	 Kirtikar KR, Basu BD. Indian medicinal plants with illustrations, vol. 8. 
Uttaranchal: Oriental Enterprises; 2001. p. 2440–1.

	11.	 Dewitt DS, Melissa T, Hunter K. The healing powers of hot peppers. New 
York: Three Rivers Press; 1998. p. 17–22.

	12.	 Anthony OE, Ese AC, Lawrence EO. Regulated effects of Capsicum 
frutescens supplemented diet (C.F.S.D.) on fasting blood glucose level, 
biochemical parameters and body weight in alloxan induced diabetic 
Wistar rats. Br J Pharm Res. 2013;3(3):496–507.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijfoodmicro.2008.02.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dit.2013.09.002


Page 9 of 9Marak et al. J. Ethn. Food            (2021) 8:29 	

	13.	 Jaiswal BS. Solanum torvum: a review of its traditional uses, phytochemis-
try and pharmacology. Int J Pharma Bio Sci. 2012;3(4):104.

	14.	 Yousaf Z, Wang Y, Baydoun E. Phytochemistry and pharmacological stud-
ies on Solanum torvum Swartz. J Appl Pharm Sci. 2013;3(04):152–60.

	15.	 Chah KF, Muko KN, Oboegbulem SI. Antimicrobial activity of methanolic 
extract of Solanum torvumfruit. Fitoterapia. 2000;71:187–9.

	16.	 David LL, Alice MC, Charles DH, Barbara M, Claus M, Passreiter JC, Omar 
I, Adewole LO. Antimicrobial properties of Honduran medicinal plants. J 
Ethnopharmacol. 1998;63(1):253–63.

	17.	 Nguelefacka TB, Catherine BF, Gilber A, Pierre W, Simplice T, Albert DA, 
Pierre T, Alber K. Anti ulcerogenic properties of the aqueous and metha-
nol extracts from the leaves of Solanum torvum Swartz (Solanaceae) in 
rats. J Ethnopharmacol. 2008;119:135–40.

	18.	 Ndebia EJ, Kamgang R, Nkeh-ChungagAnye BN. Analgesic and anti-
inflammtory properties of aqueous extract from the leaves of Solanum 
torvum (Solanaceae). Afr J Trad Complim Altern Med. 2007;42:240–4.

	19.	 Loganayaki N, Perumal S, Sellamuthu M. Antioxidant activity of two tradi-
tional Indian vegetables: Solanumnigrum L. and Solanum torvum L. Food 
Sci Biotechnol. 2010;19(1):121–7.

	20.	 Darkwah WK, Koomson DA, Miwornunyuie N, Nkoom M, Puplampu JB. 
Review: phytochemistry and medicinal properties of Solanum torvum 
fruits. All Life. 2020;13(1):498–506. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​26895​293.​
2020.​18177​99.

	21.	 Kamble S, Mohan M, Kasture S. Protective effect of Solanum tor-
vum on doxorubicin-induced cardiactoxicity in rats. Pharmacology. 
2009;2:1192–204.

	22.	 Chellaiah M, Muniappan A, Nagappan R, Savarimuthu I. Medicinal plants 
used by traditional healers in Kancheepuram District of Tamil Nadu. Ind J 
Ethnobiol Ethnomed. 2006;2:43.

	23.	 Rahmatullah M, Mukti IJ, Haque AK, Mollik MH, Parvin K, Jahan R, Chowd-
hury MM, Rahman T. An ethnobotanical survey and pharmacological 
evaluation of medicinal plants used by the Garo tribal community living 
in Netrakona district, Bangladesh. Adv Nat Appl Sci. 2009;3(3):402–18.

	24.	 Díaz-de-Cerio E, Verardo V, Gómez-Caravaca AM, Fernández-Gutiérrez 
A, Segura-Carretero A. Health effects of Psidium guajava L. leaves: an over-
view of the last decade. Int J Mol Sci. 2017;18(4):897. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
3390/​ijms1​80408​97.

	25.	 Jaiarj P, Khoohaswan P, Wongkrajang Y, Peungvicha P, Suriyawong P, 
Sumal Saraya ML, et al. Anticough and antimicrobial activities of Psidium 
guajava Linn. Leaf extract J Ethnopharmacol. 1999;67(2):203–12.

	26.	 Kumar M, et al. Guava (Psidium guajava L.) leaves: nutritional composi-
tion, phytochemical profile, and health-promoting bioactivities. Foods. 
2021;10:752. https://​doi.​org/​10.​3390/​foods​10040​752.

	27.	 Laily N, Kusumaningtyas RW, Sukarti I, Rini MRDK. The potency of guava 
Psidium guajava (L.) leaves as a functional immunostimulatory ingredient. 
Procedia Chem. 2015;14:301–7.

	28.	 Chen HY, Yen GC. Antioxidant activity and free radical-scavenging 
capacity of extracts from guava (Psidium guajava L.) leaves. Food Chem. 
2007;101:686–94.

	29.	 Rymer L. The history and ethnobotany of bracken. Bot J Linnean Soc. 
1976;73:151–76.

	30.	 Prakash O, Kumar R, Mishra A, Gupta R. Artocarpus heterophyllus (jackfruit): 
an overview. Pharmacogn Rev. 2009;3(6):353–8.

	31.	 Vazhacharickal PJ, Sajeshkumar NK, Mathew JJ, Kuriakose AC, Abraham 
B, Mathew RJ, Albin AN, Thomson D, Thomas RS, Varghese N, Jose S. Jose 
S (2015) Chemistry and medicinal properties of jackfruit (Artocarpus 
heterophyllus): a review on current status of knowledge. Int J Innov Res 
Rev. 2015;3(2):83–95.

	32.	 Jagtap UB, Bapat VA. Artocarpus: a review of its traditional uses, phyto-
chemistry and pharmacology. J Ethnopharmacol. 2010;129(2):142–66.

	33.	 Sato M, Fujiwara S, Tsuchiya H, Fujii T, Iinuma M, Tosa H, Ohkawa Y. Fla-
vones with antibacterial activity against cariogenic bacteria. J Ethnophar-
macol. 1996;54(2–3):171–6.

	34.	 Fernando MR, Wickramasinghe SN, Thabrew MI, Ariyananda PL, Karuna-
nayake EH. Effect of Artocarpus heterophyllus and Asteracanthus longifolia 
on glucose tolerance in normal human subjects and in maturity-onset 
diabetic patients. J Ethnopharmacol. 1991;31(3):277–82.

	35.	 Lee M, Regu M, Seleshe S. Uniqueness of Ethiopian traditional alcoholic 
beverage of plant origin, tella. J Ethnic Foods. 2015;2(3):110–4. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1016/j.​jef.​2015.​08.​002.

	36.	 Blandino A, Al-Asceri ME, Pandiella SS, Cantero D, Webb C. Cereal based 
fermented foods and beverages. Food Res Int. 2003;36:527–43.

	37.	 Mohan V, Spiegelman D, Sudha V, Gayathri R, Hong B, Praseena K, Anjana 
RM, Wedick NM, Arumugam K, Malik V, Ramachandran S, Bai MR, Henry 
JK, Hu FB, Willett W, Krishnaswamy K. Effect of brown rice, white rice, 
and brown rice with legumes on blood glucose and insulin responses in 
overweight Asian Indians: a randomized controlled trial. Diabetes Technol 
Ther. 2014;16:317–25.

	38.	 Phutthaphadoong S, Yamada Y, Hirata A, Tomita H, Taguchi A, Hara A, 
Limtrakul PN, Iwasaki T, Kobayashi H, Mori H. Chemopreventive effects 
of fermented brown rice and rice bran against 4-(methylnitrosamino)-1-
(3-pyridyl)-1-butanone-induced lung tumorigenesis in female A/J mice. 
Oncol Rep. 2009;21:321–7.

	39.	 Que F, Mao L, Zhu C, Xie G. Antioxidant properties of Chinese yel-
low wine, its concentrate and volatiles. LWT Food Sci Technol. 
2006;39(2):111–7.

	40.	 Mishra BK, Das S, Prajapati JB, Hati S. Bio-functional properties and 
storage study of ‘Chubitchi’: a fermented rice beverage of Garo Hills. 
Meghalaya Indian J Tradit Knowl. 2021;20(2):498–511.

	41.	 Bhuyan DJ, Barooah MS, Bora SS, Singaravadivel K. Biochemical and 
nutritional analysis of rice beer of North East India. Indian J Tradit Knowl. 
2014;13(1):142–8.

	42.	 Longvah T, Sai PV, Rajendran A, Kharkhonger GC, Rangad C. In situ nutri-
ent variability in rice landraces from Garo hills, Meghalaya in North East 
India. J Food Compos Anal. 2020;92:103543.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Silba R. Marak  is a doctoral candidate in English at North 
Eastern Hill University, Tura Campus, Meghalaya, India. Her 
research area focuses on Queer writings and Cultural studies. 
She is also working on other areas of interest which includes 
ecocriticism, traditional knowledge, and culinary practices of 
North-East India.

Dwijen Sharma  teaches in the Department of English, North-
Eastern Hill University, Tura Campus, Meghalaya, India. His 
recently published edited books are Indian Fiction in Transla-
tion: Issues and Explorations (2014) and Writing from India’s 
North-East: Recovering the Small Voices (2019). He has pub-
lished widely in both national and international journals. His 
areas of interest include Environmental literature, Nation and 
Identity, and Critical theory.

Hemen Sarma  is Assistant Professor at Nanda Nath Saikia 
College, affiliated to the Dibrugarh University, Assam, India. 
He received numerous awards, distinctions and fellowships, 
including the DBT-Overseas Associateship (2015–2016) and the 
DBT-Research Associateship (2011–2012), the IISc Research 
Associateship (2009) and the UGC Dr. DS Kothari Postdoctoral 
Fellowship Awards (2009–2010). https://​schol​ar.​google.​co.​in/​
citat​ions?​user=​YR3eg​FkAAA​AJ&​hl=​en.

https://doi.org/10.1080/26895293.2020.1817799
https://doi.org/10.1080/26895293.2020.1817799
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms18040897
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms18040897
https://doi.org/10.3390/foods10040752
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jef.2015.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jef.2015.08.002
https://scholar.google.co.in/citations?user=YR3egFkAAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.co.in/citations?user=YR3egFkAAAAJ&hl=en

	Ethnic preparation of Chubitchi, an alcoholic beverage of the Garo tribe of Meghalaya: a sociocultural analysis
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Ethnic preparation process
	Wanti preparation (starter cake)
	Fermenting Chubitchi
	Names for different types of Chubitchi
	Chu cheka

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


