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1. Hodgson’s List

Brian Houthton Hodson camt to Katmandu in the early 18th century as the resident representative of the British government. Besides his duties as a diplomat, he collected data and specimen of animals and plants found in Nepal. He especially trained a number of informants to do the collecting for him. In addition, Hodgson also had a genuine interest in the Nepalese people. Therefore, he collected linguistic and ethnological information from just about everybody he met. His findings were published in the Journal of the Bengal Asiatic Society. 

Hodgson’s Kusnunda wordlist, along with wordlists of other languages was published in 1857 and reprinted in 1992. Hodgson’s wordlist contains 223 words and 15 sentences. Because the Rana Regime limited Hodgson’s movement in Nepal to Kathmandu, he entirely depended on the reports of those he had trained to gather information for him, and he had no opportunity to check the vivacity of the reports. This means that his wordlists may be far form accurate according to standards we apply today. To mention just one problem, Hodgson did not use the same phonetic transcription used today. Still, his collections are remarkable by any standard, and provide interesting guidelines to studies. His list of Kusunda words, to which I shall refer later, is valuable documentation.

Out of Hodgon’s list of 223 words published in 1857, we can only find 32 similar words in the year 2000. A variety of reasons can answer for this fact: (1) there could be dialectical differences which can now no longer be traced. (2) Due to enforced change of the lifestyle, the disappearance of the jungle habitat of the Kusunda people, many of them moved into villages or even towns where they had to live and communicate with speakers of other language. (3) The change in environment and lifestyle naturally influenced their vocabulary, even in the case of the continued use of Kusunda. (4) Intermarriage with non-Kusunda partner caused the Kusunda to adjust and refrain from using their own language.

2. Reinhard and Toba Kusunda Vocabulary 

This list contains 355 words. Out of these 56 words were validated by Rajamama during his stay in Kathmandu in May 2000 (wordlst attached). Since J. Reinhard, as an anthropologist, did not collect the words from linguistic point of view, and his list is not tape-recorded, nor was there opportunity to work directly with Reinhard’s Kusunda speaker, it is not of limited use for linguistic studies. Still, it is the only source we have got between Hodgson and the present and therefore a valuable link. 

3. Rajamama’s Contribution

We do not call a language “dead” or “extinct” as long as there is someone alive who knows even a little of the language in question. Thus, Kusunda is not a dead language. However, a serious problem is the lack of story telling ability in the language. Rajamama does not remember stories or even phrases or sentences.

Among the words Rajmama remembers, it is only nouns that form the bulk of his memory, with one adjective, [gigtan], ‘tasty’. Verbs are also missing. Nouns remembered by Rajmama include mainly names for animals, plants, and other words related to the jungle environment where he was born. From a visit to the Central Zoo in Patan, we learned [budrund], ‘horned’ owl’, also [giyal], ‘male animal’, [gimi], ‘female animal’; the two are in Hodgson’s list as a suffis for anilmals. A rather surprising fact is the lack of words for body parts, except for [nabi], ‘hand’, [ipi], ‘head’, and, new at this time, [myau], ‘vagina’ and [konji], ‘penis’. Perhaps more words could be identified if we could confer with Hodgson concerning his phonetic transcription. For instance, he makes no distinction between mid-closed central unrounded vowel and low open central unrounded vowel. He uses an accent mark on vowels, sometimes in two places on the same word, but we have no way to find our what is indicated by that.

4. Conclusion

With the language data available, it seems unlikely that a comprehensive linguistic study of Kusuda can be undertaken. We can, however, gain some insight from the process of a loss in an individual. It appears that the process of losing a language is parallel to that of acquisition. As a child first learns nouns and only step by step other word classes as well as extensive structures, from phrases to clauses to sentences and discourses, so the loss goes from discourse downwards, and words learnt first are retained longest. What concerns us more, however, are socio-linguistic and psycholinguistic phenomena that we can observe by studying Kusunda. Put into a different phrase, we should turn our attention to the man we are privileged to meet. Though he feels he is the last and only one Kusunda left, he still is conscious of his identitiy as a Kusunda. We can compare his situation somewhat with that of other ethnic groups who no longer speak their language but retain their ethnic identity-such people can be found almost everywhere in the Terai of Nepal and, of course, in Kathmandu and other towns and cities. There is a difference, though between the case of Kusunda and that of others who retain their ethic identity without speaking their language, such as Takhali, Gurung, Magar, Rai and others. These ethnic groups are still in great numbers, a fact which supports their identity and even their pride in it, never mind the absence of the language. In contrast, Rajamama feel left alone, and he is in fact, alone.

This calls not only for our attention and help, but for actual and practical help and support for him as a person to acquire the skills needed in an environment which he is forced to live in. In addition, perhaps, other Kusunda can be traced and they can again form a community among themselves as an ethnic group, even though their language is no longer really functional.
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Comparative wordlist from Hodgson (1857), Reinhard and Toba (1976) and Rajamama (2000)

For phonetic description I follow each writer’s symbol as it was printed in their books. Reinhard and Toba’s {aa} is same as [a] as [@]. To represent Rajamama, I used [a] for low central vowel and [@] for mid-close central unrounded vowel. [q] stands for voiceless unaspirated backed velar stop. Hodgson record [‘] but it is not clear if it represent accent on vowel or not. {c} in [ts].

	Hodgson
	R. and Toba
	Rajamama
	English meaning

	agai
	aagai
	aga@i
	Dog

	Auo,auwo
	aawonan
	
	Do

	chi
	ci
	tsi
	I


