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DEAR READER

The stories in these pages come from Manipur where blue-green hills and valleys whisper mysterious secrets and tell untold tales. These are tales of gods and magic, and of valiant heroes and courageous heroines. They are told by Manipuri elders to their children and grandchildren, from mouth to ear, from generation to generation. There are animals and birds in each story, like elephants and monkeys, and cuckoos and ducks, all talking and arguing, singing and grunting, quacking and meowing, but in wondrous ways that we can easily understand.

These mythological tales were passed down over the years in Manipur, told by one person to another, often sitting around the family hearth. Many are sung by balladeers. Still more are written down on sheets of handmade paper in ink made from lantern soot by the writers themselves. Just imagine, Dear Surprised One, if you had to make your own paper and ink to do your homework!

Told and retold again and again, written by hand and copied over and over again, over many, many, many years, the stories remain the same. But, in their telling and retelling, these tales are also just a teensy-weensy bit different every time they are told, recited, sung or copied by hand. This is the wonder of oral stories and tales found in handwritten manuscripts. These stories were told to me in turn by many people, like my friends Thouyangba who can cast out spirits, or Mangangsana who can sing the most marvellous stories, or Khaba who lives surrounded by many, old, yellowing manuscripts.

Some manuscripts, like the ones Khaba has, are illustrated with very funny figures of people and animals and of trees and flowers. My friend Sapha likes these old drawings so much, he has done the drawings inside this book in the same style for you, so you can enjoy reading these stories even more.

So, go ahead, Dear Impatient One, dive right in! A wonderful world of the myths of Manipur is waiting for you.

The Storyteller
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I

AND THAT IS WHY

MAN IS CREATIVE AND CAN THINK
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Long, long ago, before Earth came into being for Man to walk upon, Soraren, the Sky God, lived in the heavens with the other gods. Soraren, who was also known as the Eternal Creator, lived in great happiness with the other mighty beings, and together they knew no pain or sorrow or even illness or death. So sing the elders in an ancient ritual called the Kumhourol.

One day, Soraren thought to himself that he would like to start the Play of Life in the vast cosmos. And so, he called upon his first son Asiba the Worker. ‘My son, Asiba,’ said Soraren, ‘I have something important to say to you. So, listen carefully.’ Asiba fell to his knees and kowtowed deeply, which means, Dear Respectful One, kneeling and touching the ground with one’s forehead. ‘What is your wish, Eternal Father?’ Soraren looked down at his son and said, ‘Now the time has come to create Earth so that I can start my eternal Play of Life.’

For as you know, Dear Puzzled One, all our lives and the life of all living beings are the play of the gods.

‘Go forth, my son,’ continued the Eternal Creator, ‘and create Earth for Man and his sons and daughters to live upon. I know you are a good worker and that you will see to it that my wish comes true. You know, it will give me great joy and satisfaction to start the Play of Life. Go make the many layers of Earth and the hills and valleys upon it, the waters that pool and run upon it, the trees that stand upon it, the flowers that bloom and the fruit that ripen and fall to the ground.’ He paused and then added, ‘Let Haraba, your younger brother, help you if he wants to.’

Now, Asiba the Worker was an obedient son. He immediately set out to do as his father had told him. He created the many layers of Earth and the hills and valleys upon it, the waters that pooled and flowed upon its surface, and the trees and flowers and fruit to grow upon it.

Asiba was a good worker, but his younger brother was not, I am sorry to say, Dear Industrious One. He kept getting in the way of Asiba. In everything Asiba did, Haraba created obstacles and troubles and destruction. Asiba created the earth, but Haraba made it crumble into sand and dust. He created earthquakes that levelled the mountains that Asiba made and his valleys to buckle and heave. He turned the water that Asiba made into ice and clouds. He caused Asiba’s flowers to lose their fragrance, and his delicious fruit to become poisonous.

Distraught, Asiba complained to his father, Soraren. ‘Father, I started making Earth as you asked me to, but Haraba the Destroyer keeps creating nothing but obstacles, delays and trouble. What should I do? My work is always being disrupted and destroyed.’ He sighed. ‘Father, I cannot make Earth like this.’

Hearing his son’s words, Soraren thought for long in silence. ‘Asiba,’ he finally spoke, ‘I will also make the destruction that Haraba has wrought on your work a part of the Play of Life. The sand he has turned your Earth into shall lie by the riverbed and the earth will move as dust in the wind. The surface of the earth will change and grow with his earthquakes. His clouds will once again turn into rain and help water the trees and flowers you have created. His poisonous fruit will heal illnesses, and the flowers with little fragrance will thrive in even more beauty.’

Asiba nodded at his father’s wisdom and listened carefully as he continued, ‘But, Asiba, I also understand that Haraba’s destruction of your work is also distracting you and delaying your creation. I will stop your younger brother from getting in the way of your work. Now go, go back to your task of making Earth in peace.’

Asiba once again set about making Earth.

As Asiba started again upon the task he had been given, Soraren rubbed his left thigh with his left hand. He took off a piece of his dry, dead skin and produced a Thing the size of a grain of rice. He then moulded this tiny Thing into the likeness of Woman. He placed Woman upon the tip of his left forefinger and said, ‘My daughter, go stop Haraba the Destroyer from preventing Asiba the Worker from creating Earth as I have bid him.’ Saying this, Soraren lifted his forefinger to the sky and released Woman into the Great Void of the Cosmos.

Once in the vast emptiness of the great void, the tiny woman, Dear Amazed One, grew to an enormous size and became a beautiful, radiant goddess. Soraren now named her Nongthang Leima, Queen of Lightning. She filled the empty space with a dazzling light. Seeing this awesome glowing beauty in the skies, Haraba the Destroyer was smitten. He forgot all about destroying and obstructing and delaying Asiba in his task of creating Earth. Whose daughter could you be, O beautiful one? I cannot take my eyes off your radiant beauty! thought Haraba.

Entranced, he made his way to the Queen of Lightning in the Great Void. When he saw the goddess begin a graceful dance, Haraba was so enamoured that he could not leave her side.

And that is why, Dear Graceful One, dance in Manipur is a gift from the gods.

With Haraba the Destroyer out of the way, Asiba the Worker completed his task. He made the many layers of Earth and the hills and valleys upon it, the waters that pooled and flowed upon it, and the trees and flowers and fruit.

Soraren looked down from the heavens and saw what his son had done. And he was pleased. ‘Asiba, I see that you have fulfilled my wish,’ he said to his son, ‘and created the many layers of Earth, its waters, its hills and valleys, and things that grow upon it. Now, my son, go and create Man so that he may live upon this Earth. Bring him to me so that I may give him the Gift of Life.’

For, as everyone knows, Dear Clever One, only Soraren the Eternal Creator can give life to all things.

Asiba the Worker was an obedient son. He set out to do what his father had bade him: he made animals that walked and birds that flew and insects that crawled. All except the Owl, for as everybody knows, Dear Wise One, this ancient creature has existed before the creation of Earth. But I digress, for that is another story. And the story I am relating is about why Man is creative and can think.

So, after this, Asiba began to make Man. He took some wet clay and made Man, or what he thought was Man, because he had no idea what his father meant by Man. He brought his creation to his father for him to give it the Gift of Life.

Soraren looked at what Asiba had made. ‘My son, what you have made is not Man. This is Fish. Go back and make Man,’ he said as he looked at the clay model. ‘But since you have made this creature, I will let Fish also live for all its tomorrows and let it bring forth other Fish.’ Saying this, Soraren the Eternal Creator gave Fish the Gift of Life and asked Asiba to let it live in the rivers and lakes.

Asiba went back to make Man. He took some more wet clay and made Man. Or what he thought was Man, because he still had no idea what his father meant by Man. He brought it to his father for him to give it the Gift of Life.

‘My son, what you have made is not Man. This is Frog,’ said Soraren when he saw what Asiba had made. ‘Go back and make Man. But since you have made this creature, I will let Frog also live for all its tomorrows and let it bring forth the seven different kinds of Frogs.’ For as you well know, Dear Animal Lover, there are seven kinds of frogs. Then Soraren gave Frog the Gift of Life and again asked Asiba to let it live—in the holes in the earth and riverbanks and lake shores and to sing with the coming of the rains.

Asiba went back to make Man yet once more. He took some more wet clay and made Man. Or what he thought was Man, because he still had no idea what his father meant by Man. And once again, he brought it to his father for him to give it the Gift of Life.

Soraren looked at what Asiba had made and said, ‘My son, what you have made is not Man. This is Monkey. But since you have made this creature, I will let it also live for all its tomorrows and let Monkey bring forth the seven different kinds of Monkeys.’ For as you know, Dear Playful One, there are seven different kinds of monkeys. Then Soraren gave Monkey the Gift of Life and bade Asiba to let it live among the bamboo in their groves and the trees in the forests.

‘Now, go back once again and make Man!’ said Soraren to his son.

‘Father, you are the eternal one and the giver of all life. Please tell me how I should make Man. I do not think I know how . . .’ Asiba said, distraught.

Soraren thought for a while and said, ‘Make Man in the image of gods like us. Look into my eyes, Asiba, and make what you see in them.’ Asiba looked into the eye of Soraren. In it, he saw his own reflection. And he knew then finally how to make Man.
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And so, Asiba went back to work. He took some clay and made Man. This time Asiba made it in the image he had seen reflected in the eye of Soraren. Soon, he brought it to his father for him to give it the Gift of Life.

Soraren looked at what Asiba had made and smiled. ‘Well done, my son, what you have made now is Man, for you have made him in the likeness of a god,’ he said. ‘I will now give him the Gift of Life. But since Man is made in the likeness of the gods, I will also give him the power of the gods. Like us, he will be able to think, and like us, he will be creative and be able to make things.’

And so, Soraren gave Man the Gift of Life and the power of the gods and bade Asiba to let Man live upon Earth and roam among its hills and valleys, its waters that pooled and flowed upon it, and enjoy the trees and flowers and fruit.

And that is why, Dear Creative Thinking One, among all the animals and birds and fish and insects, Man alone can think and is creative like the gods.
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II

AND THAT IS WHY

MAN GETS WRINKLES AND A STOOP IN HIS OLD AGE
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Once upon a time, in those days long gone by, when Man walked with gods, the Sky God Soraren, the Eternal Creator, looked down from the heavens upon the earth below. It was a fine day. Below the blue, blue sky, he saw the green, green earth. The sun shone on the mountains and lakes, on the hills and rivers, and on the trees and flowers. And on the lush and vibrant Earth he had made, Soraren saw all the living beings he had created to live upon it. He saw all that walked and all that did not walk. He saw all that crawled and all that did not crawl. He saw all that flew and all that did not fly. And he saw all that swam and all that did not swim. He looked at all his creations—Man and animals, snakes and fish, birds and insects. Everyone lived happily together and they knew no illness or death.

Soraren surveyed all his creations with pleasure. And then he thought he would separate the gods from the living beings that they had created. I do not know why he thought this, Dear Curious One. I am only telling you what the elders say, and they know many things we do not know.

So according to the elders, Soraren decided that he would give all the living beings a lifespan each. They would then not live forever like the gods. He would give each living creature—the insects that crawled, the fish that swam, the birds that flew, the animals that walked—a number of years to live upon the earth he had created for them.

So, he spoke from the heavens in a thunderous voice that all Living Things heard loud and clear. He summoned them all to his presence and said, ‘All Living Beings! Come to me. I am Soraren, the Eternal Creator.’ Upon hearing the heavenly command from their creator and ruler, all the living beings dropped what they were doing, whether it was building a nest, swinging in the trees, picking fruit or bathing in the cool lakes and streams. They hurried—crawling and flying, swimming and walking—and lined up in front of Soraren.

And in one voice—chirps and grunts and calls and hisses—they said, ‘We have come, our Lord. Please tell us your wish.’ Saying this, they all fell down and kowtowed deeply to him so that their noses and beaks and snouts and trunks touched the ground.

Snake, too, did you ask, Dear Clever One? No, not Snake because as everybody knows, it is difficult to fall down and bow when you are already crawling on the ground. But he was respectful too.

Soraren said to the squirming motley group, ‘Living Beings all! You have, every one of you, joined Life on Earth. Today, I have called you all before me because I have decided to give each of you a lifespan. You will no longer be able to live forever like us gods.’ The animals looked at each other nervously as Soraren continued, ‘I will give you each a number of years to live upon this Earth I have made for you. I have decided to grant each of you a lifespan you desire. Step up to me to receive your lifespans. So, step forward one by one and tell me how many years and months your kind would like to live on Earth.’

The animals, birds, fishes and insects fell into an untidy line.

‘The first among you who come to me shall receive everlasting life and will never suffer from any illness,’ said Soraren. ‘And no pushing! And, you there, Monkey, do not try to jump the queue!’ For as you know, Dear Polite Well-Behaved One, it is rude to push and break the queue when you get in line.

Gradually, all the leaders of the animals and birds and fish and insects stepped forward in a more or less orderly fashion. First among them were the animal that crawled upon his belly called the Snake and the blackest of black birds called the Crow. These two were the very first to come into the presence of the Eternal Creator. The Sky God Soraren, as he had promised, blessed Snake and Crow with deathless, eternal life, free of illness.

And that is why, Dear Young One, Snake and Crow live forever. They never die unless they are killed and the Snake sheds his skin when he gets old to give himself a new life, even to this day.

After Snake and Crow went their way, crawling and flying, all the leaders of the other living beings came into the presence of Soraren one by one. Each of them requested a number of years and months as their lifespans.

From among the throng of living beings, Monkey approached Soraren when it was his turn and said, ‘Lord of the Sky, my Creator, I humbly request that my kind and I may live for a hundred years. Please grant us a lifespan of a hundred years.’

‘Very well,’ said Soraren. ‘Your wish is granted. You, Monkey, shall have a lifespan of a hundred years.’ And Monkey went happily along his way.

Next, Elephant approached Soraren. He said, ‘Lord of the Sky, my Creator, I humbly request that we may live for a hundred years. Please grant us our wish!’

‘Your wish is granted,’ said Soraren. ‘You, Elephant, shall have a lifespan of a hundred years.’ And Elephant, too, happily went along his way.

So, one by one, in this way, each of the leaders of all the living beings requested a lifespan for their kind. Soraren the Eternal Creator granted them all the number of years and months they requested.
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Finally, it was Man’s turn. Now, Man was very lazy and tardy and so he came very late to the gathering. He did not know what lifespans each of the animals, birds, fishes and insects had requested. As he came into the presence of his creator, Soraren looked at the latecomer with annoyance. Man said nervously, ‘Lord of the Sky, my Creator, I humbly request that my kind and I may live for fifty years. Please grant us a lifespan of fifty years.’

‘Very well,’ said Soraren in an irritable voice. ‘Your wish is granted. You, Man, shall have a lifespan of fifty years. And it is just as well since you are late and the last to come and I have only fifty years left to give out.’

And Man gratefully took the last remaining fifty years and hurriedly went along his way. And that is why, Dear Punctual One, you must never be lazy and always be on time.

After all the living beings had received their lifespans, they set out on their journey back to their holes and burrows and nests and houses on Earth. On the way, Man met Monkey and Elephant. Man asked them, ‘Monkey and Elephant, how many years did each of you ask for and how many were you granted?’

They replied, ‘We both asked for a lifespan of a hundred years each and it was granted. How many years did you ask for?’

Hearing their reply, Man did not answer but started to cry instead. He wept loudly and large drops of tears rolled down his cheeks and snot ran from his nose. It was all really quite awkward, Dear Embarrassed One.

Seeing the very wet and messy and unhappy state Man was in, Monkey and Elephant did not know whether to be sorry or embarrassed for him. Finally, they asked, ‘Man, why are you crying?’

Man burbled through his tears, ‘I thought the Creator was angry with me since I was late. I was afraid. So, I did not ask for many years. I asked only for fifty years. And I got the last fifty years the Eternal Creator had left. And now I will have to die before you both.’ Saying this, Man sobbed all the more. He bawled even more loudly than before, if that was possible.

Monkey and Elephant rolled their eyes and looked at each other and said, ‘Do not cry any more, Man. We will each give you twenty-five years from our lifespans. This way, you will have one hundred years altogether to live.’ For, as everybody knows, Dear Arithmetical One, fifty and twenty-five and twenty-five make one hundred.

Man happily agreed. He wiped away his tears and Elephant helped him blow his nose with his long trunk. ‘Oh, thank you, Monkey and Elephant!’ said Man through his tears. ‘Let us go to the Eternal Creator. Let us tell him what we have spoken about and request him to give his approval to our arrangement.’

Monkey and Elephant agreed. Together with Man, they went back to Soraren and told him everything. Upon hearing their words, Soraren thought in silence. ‘Very well,’ he spoke at last. ‘If this is what you have all agreed upon, I will allow it. And I have no more years to hand out. Man will now live for one hundred years. For, as everybody knows, fifty and twenty-five and twenty-five make one hundred. But this lazy and tardy creature called Man must never forget the generosity and kindness of Monkey and Elephant. He must be reminded in the future, for all his tomorrows, and for all generations to come till the end of time, that the lifespan I had granted him was fifty years but that he received twenty-five years from Monkey and twenty-five years from Elephant.’

Soraren then looked at Man and declared, ‘Man, here’s the thing. You shall keep your looks and stand upright as I have made you for the fifty years that I first granted you. But once you cross the age of fifty and start to live the twenty-five years you have received from Monkey, your skin will wrinkle and fold like Monkey’s so that you may never forget you are living his years. And once you cross the age of seventy-five and start to live the twenty-five years you have received from Elephant, your back will bend and you will stoop like Elephant so that you may never forget you are living his years. Let this be so.’

And that is why, Dear Curious One, once Man has lived his fifty years, he gets wrinkles like the Monkey, and once he has lived seventy-five years, he gets a stoop like the Elephant.
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III

AND THAT IS WHY

THE DEER DOES NOT EAT RICE
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Long, long ago, when gods walked among men, the Sky God Soraren called to his four daughters one day. The ancient ritual called the Phougourol tells us that their names were Phou Oibi, Ngareima, Thumleima and Ireima. He gathered them around him, and said, ‘My beloved daughters, I have something to say to you all today, so listen carefully. Look down there below. See the earth that I have made for Man for all his tomorrows and for his sons and for his daughters and all their tomorrows. They are all my children. So, I have made rice, water, fish and salt for them to eat. You will, each one of you, become a Guardian Goddess that looks after each of these things I have created for them.

‘Daughter Phou Oibi, go and plant many kinds of rice for Man,’ he said. ‘Ngareima, you go and look after the fish so that there are always many kinds of fish for Man to eat. And Thumleima, you make sure Man does not run out of salt, for nothing tastes good without salt. And finally, Ireima, my daughter, quench Man’s thirst and make sure water is always in plenty and never dries out, for Man cannot live without water.’ Then thinking some more, he added, ‘And let Ngareima take care of the fish by making them live in the water that Ireima sustains. Now my daughters, go down to Earth and take care of my wishes.’

Phou Oibi, who had listened carefully to her father, had a question: ‘Father, how should I go to Earth and plant this thing called rice for Man?’

Soraren replied, ‘Do not worry, my child. I will give you the power to complete all the work I have given to you. Listen, there is a man called Akongjamba who will help you produce rice for Man. When you go down to Earth, you will find him in the Kingdom of Moirang. Look for Akongjamba as soon as you set foot on Earth. The two of you must talk about how to work together to give rice to Man.’

The goddess Phou Oibi took upon the task her eternal father, Soraren the Sky God, had given her. She descended to Earth and turned herself into an old tribal woman. For, as everybody knows, Dear Baffled One, gods and goddesses can take any form they choose. Phou Oibi’s face was now wrinkled and her hair was ragged and grey. Her dress was shabby and she carried a worn bamboo basket on her back. Then, looking like the old tribal woman that she really was not, she set out for the Kingdom of Moirang to look for Akongjamba.

As Phou Oibi walked to the Kingdom of Moirang, the sun began to set. Soon she came to a village called Chakpa Phayeng and decided to rest there for the night. And that is why, Dear Knowledgeable One, the village of Chakpa Phayeng is famous for its rice even today. But I am getting diverted from my story.

At daybreak, Phou Oibi, still in the guise of an old tribal woman, set out once again upon her journey till she arrived at the lush, green, forested hunting grounds called Torbung. Tired after her long journey on foot, she decided to rest there and take a nice, long bath. She waded into a small, clear lake, and after bathing in its cool, refreshing water, she climbed up on a small hill. Then she turned herself into a beautiful, young woman and sat down on the side of the hill. She combed her lustrous tresses and let her long, thick, black hair dry in the warming rays of the sun.

As she was sitting there in the sun combing her hair, the gods decided that this was the time for Akongjamba to meet Phou Oibi at the hunting grounds of Torbung. And as destined by the gods, the thought suddenly came to Akongjamba that he would go on a hunt at Torbung. So, riding a beautiful horse, Akongjamba arrived at the hunting grounds.

When he got there, Akongjamba saw the beautiful, young maiden sitting on the slope of a hill, combing her long, gleaming, black hair and promptly fell in love. For, as everybody knows, Dear Romantic One, the gods decide whom we fall in love with.

Who is this woman, so beautiful and charming? the lovestruck young man wondered as he looked, enchanted, at the beautiful goddess. But when he looked again the second time, lo and behold! Phou Oibi had once again assumed the form of the older tribal woman. Her face was wrinkled and her hair was ragged and grey.

Akongjamba rubbed his eyes in disbelief. He decided to find out if he was looking at a goddess or a human. He rode up to Phou Oibi, determined to find out. ‘Mother Tribal Woman, please excuse me, but may I ask you a question?’

Phou Oibi looked at Akongjamba. ‘My son, I have a question to ask you too. But go ahead, ask away, ask me anything you want to know. I will not be angry.’

Then Akongjamba said, ‘Mother Tribal Woman, are you a god or a human? When I saw you first, I saw a very beautiful young maiden. But in the next instant, I saw you as I see you now, an elderly tribal woman. I am very puzzled. Mother, please tell me the truth.’

‘What are you saying, my son?’ Phou Oibi replied. ‘How can you ask a human if she is a god? Don’t make me laugh.’ Saying this, she asked Akongjamba, ‘And now it is my turn to ask you. Where are you coming from? Where are you headed? What is your name and where is your home?’

‘Mother, I came to the hunting grounds at Torbung to hunt. I am from the Kingdom of Moirang and my name is Akongjamba.’

Phou Oibi thought for a moment and then asked, ‘Tell me, how many men called Akongjamba are there in the Kingdom of Moirang?’

‘Mother, I am the only one called Akongjamba in the Kingdom of Moirang.’

‘That is very good to know. Very well, I will tell you the truth about myself,’ she said. ‘I am goddess Phou Oibi, daughter of the Sky God Soraren. I have been sent to Moirang to meet a man called Akongjamba, which is you, dear sir, so that together we can feed Man. My eternal father’s wish is that we plant many kinds of rice. So, I came looking for you to fulfil my father’s command. Now that I have met you, my wish has been fulfilled. So, do not call me Mother ever again.’ Saying this, Phou Oibi once again turned back into the beautiful, young woman.

Akongjamba looked at Phou Oibi and was taken in by her beauty once again. ‘Thank you, my lady. If it is the wish of Soraren, the Eternal Creator, to entrust me to work with you, I am blessed to be chosen from among men. Now, we can go to my house.’

‘I am a goddess,’ Phou Oibi said with a laugh. ‘I cannot simply enter the house of a human. First go back to your home today and pay close attention to your mother’s behaviour. Observe her manner of speaking and the way she talks and the way she walks. And then I will tell you whether I can enter your house or not.’

‘Strange . . . but very well, I shall do as you tell me,’ Akongjamba replied. ‘Wait here until I return.’

The two agreed upon a day to meet again, and then Akongjamba got back on his horse and rode away.
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Akongjamba soon reached the house where he lived with his widowed mother. He did not tell her anything about what had happened to him. Instead, he began to look closely at his mother. He observed her manner and behaviour carefully. But sad to say, Akongjamba saw that his mother was not very nice at all. She was rude and her voice was loud and shrill. She blew her nose on her sarong and spat great gobs on the ground. She did not even sweep the floor or clean the henhouse.

Akongjamba was shocked at his mother’s untidiness. He had never noticed what a rude and mean and spiteful woman she was before. As he was looking with deep disappointment at her slovenly appearance, listening to her every nasty word and watching her every unsightly move, word came from the palace that the King of Moirang would like to see him. The king’s messenger told Akongjamba that he should come to the palace right away. Since it was a summons from the king, Akongjamba could not refuse. The appointed day with Phou Oibi was fast approaching and he was very worried that he might miss meeting his love. He set out for the king’s palace, thinking that he would proceed to meet Phou Oibi from there.

The appointed day arrived. Phou Oibi waited at the hunting grounds of Torbung for Akongjamba. She waited and waited. But Akongjamba did not come.

Phou Oibi wondered what had happened to Akongjamba. After having waited till the appointed day had passed, she again took the form of the tribal woman. Her face was wrinkled and her hair was ragged and grey once more. Then she carried her worn bamboo basket on her back again and set out for Moirang to look for Akongjamba’s house.

Meanwhile, in the palace, Akongjamba grew worried as his appointed day with Phou Oibi came and went. He left the palace as soon as he could and galloped upon his horse to the hunting grounds of Torbung. But when he reached Torbung, he found that Phou Oibi was not there. In great sadness, he slowly headed home.

On the other side, Phou Oibi, still in her form as the old tribal woman, arrived in Moirang and came to Akongjamba’s house. She called out, ‘Akongjamba! Akongjamba!’ Hearing her, his mother came out of the house.

‘Mother, I am a friend of Akongjamba. Is he home? He and I were to meet.’

But Akongjamba’s rude and mean and spiteful mother replied, ‘What do you want, you old tribal hag? You think an ugly crone like you, of all people, would be a friend of my son, a handsome and favoured nobleman of the King of Moirang? He is not here. Go away! Shoo! I don’t want to listen to you any more. I don’t even want to look at your hideous, old face.’

Hearing her harsh, vicious tone and her appalling words, Phou Oibi said to Akongjamba’s mother, ‘Please do not be angry with me, Mother. I have just come to meet my friend Akongjamba. Please allow me to wait for him until he comes.’

The sun was beginning to set and it was getting dark. So, Phou Oibi pleaded with Akongjamba’s mother to let her stay. But the rude and mean and spiteful woman would have none of it. She muttered to herself, ‘This ugly, old tribal woman keeps talking and talking. I shall have to beat her and chase her way.’

She went inside the house and came out carrying a broom in her hand. Seeing her approach, Phou Oibi thought, This will be the end of me. If the broom touches me, all my magical powers will disappear.

For as everybody knows, Dear Enchanted One, the magical powers of a goddess will disappear if she is hit with a broom.

So, Phou Oibi ran to the henhouse. Akongjamba’s mother saw her turning into a chicken and running inside the coop. She followed her in and looked inside the filthy coop but saw one, two, three, four, five, only her five chickens (she had five and could count up to five)—not one more, not one less. Thinking she had frightened off the old woman for good, Akongjamba’s mother went back to her house. Then the rude and mean and spiteful woman ate her supper and went to bed.

Phou Oibi spent the night among the chickens in the filthy, smelly henhouse. She waited wearily for the night to end. At daybreak, she stirred herself, and shaking the dirt and chicken poo from the unswept henhouse off her clothes, she once again took the form of the beautiful young maiden in a glowing golden dress. She went to the house and called out, ‘Akongjamba’s mother! Akongjamba’s mother! Come out of the house!’

Hearing that, Akongjamba’s mother, cursing crossly under her foul breath, came out to the porch.

Phou Oibi said to her, ‘I spent the night in your house. To pay you for that, take this grain. And when Akongjamba returns and asks about me, tell him I went to the south-east.’ The goddess then shook a heap of golden grain off her body.

Akongjamba’s mother looked in astonishment at the golden goddess and the enormous heap of golden grain in the middle of her front yard. As the rude and mean and spiteful woman gaped like the fool she was in fear and amazement, Phou Oibi disappeared.

Soon Akongjamba came home. He looked in bewilderment at the pile of golden grain, as high as a hill, in the front yard. ‘What happened?’ he asked in wonder. ‘Where did this rice come from?’ His mother stuttered and shook. She told Akongjamba the whole story of what had happened. ‘Where is she? Where did she go?’ he asked his mother, quickly realizing that Phou Oibi had come in his absence. His mother told him that the old tribal woman had headed in a south-easterly direction. Upon hearing this, Akongjamba flung himself upon his horse, and turning it towards the south-east, rode away in hot pursuit of Phou Oibi.

Akongjamba rode like the wind, rueing the day he was born of such a rude and mean and spiteful woman. Soon he saw Phou Oibi walking ahead of him. He caught up with her and the two met once again.

Akongjamba pleaded to Phou Oibi, ‘Please let us go back to my house. My mother did not know who you were.’

But Phou Oibi refused gently. She looked at Akongjamba and said, ‘The two of us are not destined to be together to accomplish our work in this birth. Let us meet then in our next birth, Akongjamba.’ And so, they parted ways and Akongjamba sadly went home.

And that is why, Dear Sorrowful One, Akongjamba and Phou Oibi are the first of the Seven Incarnations of the Star-Crossed Lovers of the Kingdom of Moirang. But that is another story and my tale is not yet finished.

So, Phou Oibi kept walking towards the south-east. By and by, she came to a river. She had to find a way to ford it. But she did not know where the water was shallow and where it ran deep. She sat waiting on the riverbank, wondering how she might cross the water. At that moment, a deer appeared on the other side of the river. He came to graze on the banks of the river every day, and on this day too, he had come to his grazing ground.

Seeing the deer across the water, Phou Oibi called out to him, ‘O Deer, I have to cross this river. But I do not know where the water is shallow and where it runs deep. Deer, tell me, please, so I may cross over to your side.’ The deer heard Phou Oibi. But instead of telling her where the water was shallow and where it ran deep, he lied. For as everybody knows, Dear Truthful One, animals can lie.

So, where the water was shallow, the deer said it ran deep. And where it ran deep, he said it was shallow. Not realizing that the deer was lying to her, Phou Oibi entered the river where the deer said the water was shallow, but where it actually ran deep. Phou Oibi found the waters surging over her head. She could not swim and began to drown.
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A little ngamhai fish was swimming by. She saw Phou Oibi struggling to keep her head above water. She swam over to the drowning goddess and helped her on to the far shore. Phou Oibi was soaking wet. She caught her breath and in gratitude, she said, ‘Dear little ngamhai fish! May you shine like a mirror in the gleaming waters for saving my life. May the balladeers ever sing praises to your silvery beauty whenever they tell the story of the goddess Phou Oibi!’

Then she turned to glare at the deer who had lied to her. She said to the deer in anger, ‘You, Deer! You have lied to me, goddess Phou Oibi. By telling me it was shallow where the river runs deep, you almost caused me to drown. If I, goddess Phou Oibi, am truly the child of Soraren the Eternal Creator, let it be that from this day forth—because you have wronged me—may you or any of your children and the children of your children in all your tomorrows never eat the rice I plant upon this Earth. If my curse upon you is ever ignored and disrespected, and you and your kind go into my paddy fields and eat the rice I bless this land with, may all your teeth fall out of your mouths.’ Saying this, the goddess went on her way.

And that is why, Dear Astonished One, from that day on, even to this day, for fear that all its teeth will fall out, the deer does not eat the rice that grows in the paddy fields of the goddess Phou Oibi.
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IV

AND THAT IS WHY

THE CAT BURIES HIS POOP
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Once upon a time, there was a Cat who was married to a Tiger. The two happily spent all their time together. Everything they did, they did together. Everything they ate, they ate together. Everywhere they went, they went together. Everything they saw, they saw together. They lived very happily, Cat and Tiger, Tiger and Cat.

In this way, after living together like this, they had a daughter, a pretty little tigress cub. They were overjoyed. But sad to say, Father Tiger died shortly after the little tigress cub was born. And so, Mother Cat brought up the tigress cub along with her younger brother Cat. Now according to the stars, Mother Cat and Father Tiger were as Fish was to Water that year. The dead Father Tiger was of the Water sign and the surviving Mother Cat was of the sign of the Fish. Wise old men say, as everybody knows, Dear Wise One, that if someone born under a Water sign dies first, the other born under the Fish sign cannot live without Water and will then follow and die soon after. So do the stars foretell.

And so, when the Father Tiger born under the Water sign died, Mother Cat born under the Fish sign became very sad. She was sad all the time. She was filled with sorrow. She wondered what will happen to her and her heart was heavy. Filled with her sad thoughts and burdened with a heavy heart, Mother Cat became ill. She began to find it hard to breathe as her chest was filled with sorrow. As she found it harder and harder to breathe, Mother Cat got weaker and weaker.

One day, Mother Cat said to her, ‘My daughter, I have raised my brother Cat with you. He is my younger brother. And so, he is your uncle. But you must call him your aunt.’ ‘Yes, Mummy,’ replied the tigress cub.

So did the Mother Cat instruct the young tigress cub. Do not ask me why. Even I do not know why she said that, Dear Baffled One; I am only telling you what the elders say.

Tigress cub followed her mother’s words and began to think of her Cat uncle as her aunt. She called him Aunt Cat. Tigress cub and his Aunt Cat grew up together and were very close. Seeing this, Mother Cat was very glad. She was so overcome with happiness that she could not breathe. She looked at her younger brother Cat and her daughter tigress cub and fondly said, ‘My beloved daughter, my dear brother, you two must always love each other. You must always live together. You must never fight one another . . . And now I feel, I have reached the end of my life.’ Saying this, Mother Cat died.
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Time went by. The two, Tigress and Aunt Cat, spent all their time together. Everything they did, they did together. Everything they ate, they ate together. Everywhere they went, they went together. Everything they saw, they saw together. The days went by. The two soon grew up to become a full-grown tiger and a big full-grown cat.

One day, Tigress and Cat were walking together when heavy rain began to fall. They got caught in the rain and were drenched. Tigress said to Cat, ‘Aunt Cat, I am shivering with cold, I cannot bear it any longer. Will you please go into Man’s house and bring some fire?’

At Tigress’s request, Aunt Cat set out to get fire from Man’s house. When Aunt Cat came to Man’s house to fetch some fire, he found that there was no one at home. He went inside. He found a small fire in the hearth with some milk slowly heating on it. Smelling the milk, Aunt Cat wanted to drink it so, so much. He took a little lick, and then he took a little sip of it. It was delicious. It was so delicious that he drank as much as he could. Very soon, he finished drinking it all. And then he happily sat by the fire.

After drinking the milk and warming himself by the fire, Aunt Cat forgot that Tigress had asked him to bring back some fire. As he sat by the fire, the mice that overran the house came out of their holes. They bit through everything. And, boy, did they make a racket. Aunt Cat hunted them down and, pouncing upon them, he caught them all, one by one. Then he ate them all, one by one, even their tails. While he was finishing eating the mice toes, Man came home. He saw Aunt Cat eating the mice that had bitten his clothes and had overrun the place and had always been making a lot of noise. He was very pleased.

So, Man liked Aunt Cat and got very fond of him. He started giving him all the things he liked. He gave him fish to eat. He gave him milk to drink. And in turn, Aunt Cat caught all the mice. And from that day on, Aunt Cat lived with Man.

All this time, Tigress waited for her Aunt Cat. She waited. And waited. And waited. She kept waiting for Aunt Cat who had left her to bring fire back from Man’s house. It got later and later. Finally, cold and tired of waiting, Tigress went home. Time went by, but Aunt Cat never came back. Months and years went by. Tigress got married and had children and her children had children. And still Aunt Cat, who had gone to bring fire, never returned.

One day, Tigress told her animal and bird friends the story of how her Aunt Cat had left to get fire from Man but had not returned to this very day. ‘Have any of you seen my Aunt Cat?’ she asked. ‘We used to do everything together. Everything we ate, we used to eat together. Everywhere we went, we used to go together. Everything we saw, we used to see together.’

There were some among her bird and animal friends who had seen him and who knew. They said, ‘We have seen your Aunt Cat living happily in Man’s house. He drinks milk and eats fish every day.’ Hearing this news, Tigeress began to get angry. She thought to herself, Aunt Cat is living in Man’s house because he gets to drink the milk that he loves so much. So, I will kill the cow that gives the milk and eat it. Then after thinking some more, in anger, Tigress said, ‘I will also kill and eat Aunt Cat who lied to me. He went to fetch fire and then abandoned me. I will take my revenge.’

Tigress thumped her tail hard upon the ground in anger. She folded her ears back and leaped up and down in bounds. She glared around in a fury. Everywhere she looked, she saw her Aunt Cat. She looked up to the sun shining in the sky and thought she saw Aunt Cat sitting by the fire. She was in a rage. She glared at it and she stared at it. Her eyes did not blink. She looked at the sun in the sky until her neck ached and her eyes ran.

Then she looked down at the ground. As she had been staring at the sun, her eyes saw only darkness upon the ground. She thought that dark ground too was her Aunt Cat. She pounced upon the blackness of the ground. She sunk her claws into the earth and raked up great big clods of dirt. She took the clods in her jaws, and thinking it was Aunt Cat, she chewed the clumps of dirt. Tigress spat them out. The mud was awful to taste. But Tigress thought to herself that Aunt Cat did not taste good because she was his aunt.

‘Aunt Cat does not taste good because she is my aunt. I will not eat cats any more in the future. But I will kill him the moment I see him.’

And that is why, Dear Hungry One, the tiger eats cows and all other animals, fish and birds, but never again ate cats.

Aunt Cat heard from Tigress’s friends that she was in a fury. They told him that Tigress had sworn to kill him and eat him whenever they met, for he had left to fetch fire from Man’s house but never returned. When he heard this, Aunt Cat said, ‘Eh, you mean that homeless thing who doesn’t live in a nice warm house like me, but roams among the bamboos and trees hunting for food? The one who sleeps in hollows in the ground and earthen banks to seek shelter from the rain? Such a useless wastrel who cannot catch mice and make herself useful has no respect for me it seems and is saying she will kill me and eat me and all. If that is the case, forget about finding me, she will not even find my poop. I will make sure Tigress does not ever see my poop.’

After he said this, from that day on, Aunt Cat did not poop in the open fields and meadows. Instead, he pooped in Man’s house, in his granary or in his garden. And to hide his poop from Tigress, Aunt Cat first dug a hole in the ground. Then he pooped in the hole and covered it with dirt. And so that Tigress could not smell what he had buried, Aunt Cat sniffed at the dirt to make sure there was no smell.

And that is why, Dear Poopy Pants, even to this day, the cat buries his poop. And you can see him smelling the earth after he has buried it in it.
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V

AND THAT IS WHY

THE DUCK DOES NOT BROOD HER OWN EGGS
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Once upon a time, one day long, long ago, the Eternal Creator, Soraren the Sky God called upon all the gods to gather around him in the heavens. ‘Divine Beings,’ he said to them, ‘I have something to say to you all.’

The gods fell to the ground and kowtowed deeply. ‘Please tell us what is on your mind, Lord of the Sky.’

‘Do Yoimongba and Taothingmang, the brothers who rule the earth below, have a daughter?’ Soraren asked. ‘If they do, I would like to marry her and make her my queen. Please go and tell them I would like to be their son-in-law.’

The gods listened carefully to Soraren. Then some gods from among the gathering descended to Earth. They came to King Yoimongba to talk to him. They asked him, ‘Yoimongba, do you have a daughter?’

Yoimongba looked at the gods and replied, ‘Why do you ask me if I have a daughter?’

‘If you have a daughter, our Lord Soraren the Sky God would like to marry her and make her his queen. He says he would like to be in-laws with you.’

Now, Yoimongba did not have a daughter. But he thought it over carefully. The crafty man wanted to be in-laws with Soraren the Sky God, and so, he decided to lie.

‘Yes. Yes, I have a daughter called Menu Saphabi,’ he said to the gods. ‘If Soraren would like to make her his queen and me his father-in-law, please ask him to come with her wedding gifts five days from now. I will give my daughter’s hand in marriage to him.’

The gods were pleased to hear Yoimongba’s words and returned happily to the heavens. They gave the news to Soraren. Upon hearing the news, the Sky God was also very pleased. According to Yoimongba’s wishes, on the fifth day, Soraren dressed as a groom in fine clothes. He put together lots of gifts for Menu Saphabi. Then he and his gods descended to Earth and set out for the palace of King Yoimongba.

Meanwhile, Yoimongba got more and more worried as the wedding day drew closer. Since he did not have a daughter called Menu Saphabi, he knew he would be humiliated, or suffer worse, when Soraren came for her hand only to find that there was no such bride! So, he hit upon a clever plan. He put on the clothes of a bride, with feathers of hornbill and egret upon his head, and pretended to be Menu Saphabi. Then he sat and waited for Soraren and his retinue of gods.

Soon, Soraren and the gods arrived. The Sky God presented his gifts, along with many fruits and flowers, to the bride. He approached Yoimongba, who was dressed as Menu Saphabi, and sat to the right of him. The gods conducted many elaborate divine rituals and the two of them got married.

After the wedding, the couple set out for Soraren’s house. On the way, Yoimongba began to worry that his scam would be discovered soon. So, when the wedding party was crossing a bridge over a river along the way, Yoimongba pretended to fall off the bridge and jumped into the water.

Soraren and his gods looked in shock at the water flowing below. But his bride did not surface. She had disappeared! For instead of coming up to the surface, the clever Yoimongba swam underwater until he reached his home.

As Soraren and his gods looked at the river below, the egret and hornbill feathers that Yoimongba had adorned his head with slowly floated to the surface of the water. Soraren turned to Yoimongba’s younger brother Taothingmang, who had joined the wedding party. He said, ‘Now I understand everything, Taothingmang. Your brother did not have a daughter called Menu Saphabi. You have both deceived me.’

‘You are mistaken, Lord of the Sky,’ spoke Taothingmang quickly. ‘How could we say we have a daughter called Menu Saphabi if we did not have one? It is because we have such a daughter that we gave her hand in marriage to you.’

‘If what you say is true,’ declared the god, ‘Menu Saphabi would have floated to the surface of the river along with her egret and hornbill feathers. This is a trick by your older brother. He has not surfaced because he has swum away underwater.’

But Taothingmang replied quickly, ‘No, my lord. My brother Yoimongba did not pretend to be Menu Saphabi. He is away digging and cleaning the rivers and has not come home yet. So, it cannot be him.’

Soraren looked at the gushing waters below and said to all gathered there, ‘All right, let us all go back to Yoimongba’s house and see if he has come back.’

When they arrived at Yoimongba’s house, they found him sitting there.

‘Yoimongba, why did you tell me you had a daughter when you had none?’

‘Why would I not have a daughter?’ Yoimongba pretended to be shocked. ‘It is because I have one that I gave her to be your wife. Now you tell me, why didn’t you jump into the river to search for my daughter and save her when she fell into the water as you were crossing the bridge?’

‘Yoimongba, do not lie to me!’ Soraren thundered. ‘I can still see you have river mud on your nose from when you swam away underwater.’

Upon hearing this, Yoimongba rubbed his nose and found he did have some mud on it. But he thought quickly and replied, ‘This mud is from when I was cleaning the river.’

Soraren refused to believe him and insisted, ‘No, you are lying.’

Yoimongba and Taothingmang soon realized that Soraren would not give up, and so they stood there numbly silent. For liars are always caught, Dear Truthful One.

‘You two brothers have insulted me with your deception. You will suffer for this,’ the god spoke angrily. ‘You have made a mockery of me by lying to me. So, I tell you this: on the fifth day from today, you will see the full power of my might.’ Saying this, Soraren the Sky God and his fellow gods went back up to the heavens.

Five days later, a terrible thunderstorm broke from the heavens. It was a fearsome storm, the likes of which had never been seen before. There was thunder and lightning. A torrential downpour started. The rain continued to fall heavily and would not stop. Six months of rain fell in the course of only six days. Soon all the trees and bamboo in the valley were covered in water. Only those growing on top of the mountains survived. Everything was submerged under water.

All the creatures on Earth started to swim towards the mountain to the north to save themselves. Among the creatures who were crossing the floodwaters to head to the mountain were Hen and Duck. As all the living beings were swimming to safety in the rain, Hen was drowning as she could not swim. Her friend Duck came swimming by. Hen called out to Duck, ‘My dearest friend, Duck, O dearest Flat-Billed One, your friend cannot swim. But you are the queen of the waters. No one can compare with you in the water. Please save me, my dear friend. Please put me on those floating weeds. It will take me to the mountain. If you save me, I will forever brood your eggs and hatch your babies as my own till the end of my days.’
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The kind Duck agreed to save her friend Hen. She let Hen climb upon her back. Then she put her on a patch of floating weeds and Hen drifted to safety on the mountain. From that day on, because Duck saved her life, Hen pays back for the good deed by hatching Duck’s eggs.

And that is why, Dear Kind One, even to this day, the duck does not brood her own eggs.
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VI

AND THAT IS WHY

THE WEAVERS OF KHURKHUL MAKE SILK


[image: ]


There was once a Burmese princess from the land of Kabaw. She fell in love with a simple soldier from the Chakpa people of the neighbouring rival kingdom of Manipur. When her father heard of this, he flew into a rage. And so, the lovers eloped. They rode away together on horseback, with her brothers, the Burmese princes of Kabaw, and their soldiers in hot pursuit. So goes a story of the Chakpa people of Manipur as sung by their balladeers.

The lovers rode furiously until they crossed into Manipur and headed to his village of Khurkhul. As the lovers approached the gates of the village, the young man called out, ‘Mother! Mother! My fellow villagers of Khurkhul! Come out! Come out, all! The Burmese are after us!’

Now, the soldier’s mother was a witch. She had deadly powers. She called upon her witchcraft to save her son and his Burmese bride. She conjured up a fearsome storm that blew the Burmese away. Which is why, Dear Valiant One, even today, kings and princes do not enter the village of Khurkhul.

After mother and son had vanquished the Burmese soldiers, the widow said, ‘My beloved son, who is this beautiful girl you have brought with you?’

The soldier told his mother the whole story. He said that she was the Princess of Kabaw, and that she was his bride. The mother was overjoyed. ‘My daughter, I shall name you Leima, which means ‘princess’ in our tongue.’

The couple settled down and lived happily together with their valiant mother in their modest hut in the little village of Khurkhul.

One day, Leima, seeing how poor the soldier and his mother were, said to her husband, ‘Dear husband, prepare a room for me with no windows and put a bed in it with a mosquito net over it. I shall sleep there alone at night from now on. Promise me no one will enter my room, not even you.’

Her husband sadly agreed.

From that night on, Leima slept under the mosquito net on her bed in that dark room. Every morning, she would emerge and go out to the forest to gather mulberry leaves. The widow and her son looked at her come and go, and wondered what had come upon her.

One morning, Leima came out of the room with a cloth of such radiance and beauty as had never been seen before. She handed it to her husband and said, ‘Please take this silk cloth I have woven and sell it in the market in town.’

The soldier went to the town market. And seeing him with the radiant cloth, the Chakpa people gathered around him, murmuring in wonder and admiration at the shimmering fabric he had brought. It was nothing like the plain cotton cloth the other weavers had brought from all the surrounding villages. They clamoured for this new cloth called silk and Leima’s husband found himself with a princely sum of money for it.

From that day on, Leima would gather mulberry leaves during the day and retire quietly to her bed at night. She would close the door behind her and get into her bed under the mosquito net. And every morning, Leima would emerge with yet another lustrous piece of silk of astonishing beauty. The soldier would then take the pieces, day after day, to the market and get a princely sum for them.

The fame of the amazing new cloth of Khurkhul, called silk, spread far and wide. People came from all the surrounding towns and villages to buy this most beautiful creation. Women fought each other over the latest cloth in the market every day. And, soon, Dear Not-Enough-Pocket-Money One, the couple and the mother became very rich.

The widow sat on the front porch every morning till Leima came out from her room to give her a new piece of cloth that she had woven during the night. She watched her every move and wondered what had come over her strange princess daughter-in-law from a faraway land. But she held her tongue, as Leima continued to bring the family new wealth every day. At night, the widow and her son would stand outside the door, but not a sound could be heard. They tried to peep through the chinks in the door, but it was too dark to see anything inside.

One day, the old woman could not contain her curiosity any longer. She said to her son, ‘I cannot bear this any longer. Our cloth has become famous far and wide. And we lack for nothing any more. I wish your dear father was still with us today to share our new life and prosperity. But the villagers are talking and I am hounded with questions about Leima every day. They are beginning to get suspicious. How much longer can we stay in the dark?’

‘Mother, Leima left her home and country to come with me. She has brought us wealth we never imagined,’ he said sadly. ‘What harm does she do to us, as long as she weaves her cloth every night? I have promised her that we will never disturb her when she is in her room.’

But the widow badgered and whined and complained and nagged. ‘No, no! We must find out what Leima does every night to weave this new cloth for us to sell. Stay up tonight and go in her room. See what she is doing under the mosquito net.’ The soldier gave in to his mother’s demands. He could no longer bear her badgering and whining and complaining and nagging.

That night, after Leima went in her room and shut the door behind her, the widow and her son stayed up. Late that night, they crept up to the door quietly. The soldier put his ear to it and heard nothing as usual. He peeked in through the crack in the door, but saw nothing in the dark as usual. Then he slowly and quietly pushed open the door with the tiniest creak and entered the darkened room. At first, he saw nothing. But as his eyes grew used to the dark, he crept up to his wife’s bed quietly. He lifted the mosquito net and, lo and behold, he saw a large worm sitting silently on a bed of mulberry leaves! It was spinning shiny threads from its mouth. He recoiled in horror and fled out of the room.

When day broke, his mother and he waited on the front porch for Leima to come out of her room. But she did not emerge. They waited and waited. The sun rose high in the sky. The widow and her son could not wait any longer. They entered Leima’s room and found the silkworm. The spell had been broken. Leima had been disturbed and could not change back to her human form. She had passed away.
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In great sorrow, the mother and son took Leima’s body, the lifeless worm, and buried it.

But lo and behold again! Dear Amazed One, after a few days, the villagers of Khurkhul saw a swarm of worms emerging from the grave. The mother and son carefully gathered the worms in a basket and placed it on a bed of mulberry leaves on a bamboo tray.

The worms grew larger as they fed on the mulberry leaves. Soon the Chakpa villagers saw the worms spinning long glistening threads with their mouths. They spun and spun with their shiny strings of saliva until they had spun thick, fat cocoons around themselves.

Like the Princess of Kabaw from which they had emerged, the worms spun in silence. And the people of Khurkhul say, should anyone watch them, hands upon their knees, and exclaim their wonder out loud, the worms would stop spinning their threads of silk. That is why the worm is also called Akhungba Til, or ‘the quiet worm’.

But if they let them finish spinning their cocoons in silence, undisturbed, the worms would shed their skins and turn into wondrous butterflies and fly away, leaving behind their nest of silk from which the villagers of Khurkhul weave their shimmering cloth.

And that is why, to this day, say the storytellers of the Chakpa people, the people in the village of Khurkhul produce silk that Manipuris call kabrang, or the thread from the land of Kabaw.
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VII

AND THAT IS WHY

A MAGIC BAMBOO GROWS ON KARANG ISLAND
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Once long ago in the Kingdom of Moirang, there ruled a king called Thangtek Songnaiba. During his reign, a giant python lived on the Isle of Karang Hill in the land’s lake, which was called the Loktak. Its name was Paobirai. So says a manuscript called ‘Khonggul Lirakpa’ that tells many stories of old from ancient manuscripts.

Every day, according to this book, Paobirai the giant python hunted the fishermen of Moirang who came to the lake and devoured them. After a while, the monster serpent started to slither into the villages and even entered their houses to hunt for its prey. The men of Moirang took up arms and tried to kill the giant python. But it was no use. They were no match for the giant serpent.

One day, Thangtek Songnaiba gathered his sons and servants around him. He thought long and hard, brooding over the menace in his kingdom. ‘Paobirai the python is hunting everyone in my kingdom, one by one, for its prey. Soon there will be no more people in the kingdom of Moirang,’ he despaired.

Thangjing, the guardian god of Moirang, saw from the heavens the troubles that had beset his land. He decided to do something about it. ‘O Thangtek Songnaiba, ruler of Moirang,’ he spoke from the heavens and his voice was heard across the land. ‘You grieve that you will lose everyone in Moirang to the python Paobirai. But grieve no more.’

Thangtek Songnaiba looked up at the heavens. ‘How, my lord?’

‘Paobirai the python is no ordinary serpent,’ the god revealed. ‘It is your ancestor, the Serpent God, who has now turned into this monster python that can speak the tongues of men. To this ancestor, who now hunts your fishermen and enters and destroys the villages and homes, you must offer a sacrifice. Every day you must offer him a basket of rice and a human to eat. Pray to your ancestor to accept this offering, and he will surely agree and leave you alone.’

Thangtek Songnaiba bowed to the guardian god Thangjing and followed his instructions to the letter. He went to the banks of the Isle of Karang Hill in the middle of Loktak Lake and bowed to the vast waters. Then he called out, ‘O Paobirai, my ancestor! Your grandchild humbly offers you a basket of rice and a human every day. Please accept this offering. In return, please spare my men in their boats and let them fish for their living, and let their women in their homes sleep in peace.’

Then Thangtek Songnaiba waited.

Soon, the great waters churned and a vast stillness fell upon the lake. The king knew then that Paobirai had agreed to his request.

Thangtek Songnaiba went back to his palace. He called upon his men and announced, ‘Make a list of all who live in my land. Use it to draw up a schedule by the day, every day. All households will take turns offering a basket of rice and a family member as a sacrifice to Paobirai, our ancestor serpent. It will then let our fishermen fish in peace and our women sleep in their beds.’

The households of the land of Moirang obeyed their king’s instructions. They began, household by household, to make a daily offering of a basket of rice and a sacrifice of a member of the family to the giant python.

Days went by, Dear Anxious One, and an uneasy calm settled upon the land. Every day, one by one, each household went down to the shores of the Loktak and offered a basket of rice and a member of the family for Paobirai. Then the fishermen of Moirang once again fished in the Loktak, and the men and women of the land slept undisturbed in their beds at night.
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The day came when it was the turn of the widow and son of Leitreng Ising Chaiba to make the offering of the day. During his life, Ising Chaiba had been a favoured servant of the king. His widow and her son, Chahui Leirong Pamba, now sat down to discuss their offering and sacrifice for the next day. The widow said to her son, ‘My beloved Chahui, you are still young and new to this world. There is yet a long road ahead of you. You are still but a child. Therefore, stay back and live. I am now in my old age. I have reached the middle of my life and the road ahead of me is short. So I will go offer myself as the sacrifice to Paobirai.’

Her son Chahui was shocked and saddened. ‘What are you saying, Mother?’ he said. ‘You have raised me. After Father’s death, you brought me up with great hardship. And now, when you are ready to enjoy the fruits of your labours, now that I have grown big and strong, you offer yourself as our sacrifice to Paobirai the python so that I may still live on. I cannot let you do this,’ he added sadly. ‘Mother, you must allow me to pay you back for all your kindness and love that you have shown me. I will be our land’s sacrifice to Paobirai the python tomorrow.’

But the mother and son could not agree. Each wanted to be the sacrifice. I will go . . . No, let me . . . No, I will . . . so they argued, back and forth. As they argued late into the night, they both dozed off and fell into a deep sleep.

As the widow slept, her husband Ising Chaiba appeared in her sleep. ‘My beloved wife, why do you worry about the sacrifice to Paobirai the python tomorrow?’ he said. ‘Why does my son worry? Have you forgotten that my dear friend Tomba, the magician warrior and Kabui Chieftain, is waiting in the hills to help you in your time of need? Go to him, and worry no more. Tell him everything and he will help you.’

Ising Chaiba left his wife’s sleep and she suddenly woke up from her dream. She shook her son awake. ‘Wake up! Wake up! Go immediately to the hills. Find Tomba the Kabui Chieftain and tell him that you are the son of his dear friend Leitreng Ising Chaiba. Tell him that one of us is to be the sacrificial offering to Paobirai the python today. Tell him everything and leave out nothing. Ask him for his help. Now, go!’

Chahui hurriedly set out for the hills. He found the house of Tomba, the magician warrior and the chief of the Kabuis, and told him everything. Hearing his friend’s son’s story, Tomba the magician warrior gathered his most powerful magic spells and deadly potions in his bag. He blew gently from his left nostril and then from the right nostril.

For, as everybody knows, Dear Lucky One, this is what you do with your nose to see if all will be well. Then he chose an auspicious moment and set out for Moirang with the young man.

The two soon reached the widow’s house. She told Tomba the story all over again. Then, as instructed by the magician warrior, mother and son prepared a basket of rice. The magician warrior took the basket of rice and set out for Loktak Lake to meet Paobirai.

Soon Tomba the magician warrior reached the shores of the Loktak. He went to the spot where the giant python Paobirai appeared every day, and prepared to kill the lake monster. He took his machete and chopped down a woody reed growing by the lake. From this, he made a nine-pronged fishing spear and cast a magic spell upon it. He then muttered a powerful incantation and the nine sharp tips of the fishing spear erupted in flame and began to spurt long tongues of fire. Gripping the thick flaming reed in his hand, he waited for the python Paobirai to appear.

The appointed hour arrived. The monster python was hungry as it was past his lunchtime when he usually ate the rice and sacrificial human offering made to him every day. The calm surface of the lake began to roil. Then with a mighty whoosh, the powerful coils of the enormous serpent broke the surface of the water and Paobirai raised its fearsome giant head. With eyes ablaze and mouth wide open, it surged across the water towards the warrior magician.

Tomba the Kabui Chieftain stood his ground and called out,

O! O! Paobirai

Come and face your day today!

Let us fight, you and I

If you win, then you may

Take my soul and my life!

If I win, I will then

Kill you, Python of the Deep.

And to the family of my friend,

Bereft widow and her valiant son,

Give my power and my help

And keep my promise to my friend.

You will see the power of Man

Blessed by Man and Man afore him

We who are born on a single day

Also die but once we may.

I am the grandson of a Chief,

I am the offspring of a Chief,

I am also today the Chief,

O! O! Fight with me!

Chanting this, Tomba the Kabui Chieftain held aloft his fishing spear of flame. He hurled the magic fishing spear with its nine prongs of fire with all his might. His spear spiked Paobirai—chokk!—right on the crown of its gigantic head. The monster python writhed in pain and thrashed about in the churning water, with the magic spear of fire impaled upon its head. Roaring in agony, it spun and dove and leaped and reared. But the flaming spear remained buried deep in its head.
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Tomba the magician warrior ran after the monster serpent as it swam and splashed and hurtled around the lake. He pursued the wounded Paobirai as it leaped from water to island, from island to water, from isle to isle, Thangga to Karang, to Phubala and Thinunggei, coiling from the deep of the lake and churning in its shallows.

But still, Dear Spellbound One, the magic spell held. And slowly, slowly, Paobirai the monster python became still and gave up its life and began to uncoil, lifeless, in the water. The waves subsided and a quiet calm settled over the lake.

Tomba now went to the dead serpent and, placing one foot upon its head, the magician warrior grabbed the sputtering fishing spear and—kkoch! (that’s chokk! backwards phonetically, Dear Good Speller)—he pulled it out of the serpent’s lifeless head. He looked at the woody reed smoking in his hand and he said with deep fondness and feeling, ‘O valiant reed of the lake, you have been the weapon of Tomba the Kabui Chieftain today. You have killed Paobirai the python, and delivered the people of Moirang. When, in his next incarnation, Chahui Leirong Pamba, the widow’s son you have saved today, is reborn as Khamba, the Hero of Moirang, may you also be reborn as a strong hard bamboo to make his spear to kill the Tiger of Moirang.’ Saying this, the magician warrior flung the smoking reed with all his strength and it landed on the Isle of Karang Hill where it took root as a bamboo.

And so, the bards of Moirang say, when Chahui Leirong Pamba was reborn as Khamba, the great warrior hero and the last hero of the Seven Incarnations of the Star-Crossed Lovers of Moirang, he used the strong, hard bamboo that grows on the Isle of Karang Hill as the stave of his spear. So do the balladeers of Moirang sing, Dear Musical One. But that is another story.

And that is why, even to this day, the bamboo used to make spears grows on the Isle of Karang Hill.
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VIII

AND THAT IS WHY

THE PIED CUCKOO DRINKS ONLY RAINWATER
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One summer day, like every summer every year, Pied Cuckoo arrived at her tidy little house in her tidy little village in Manipur. She had flown all the way from Africa and was very tired. The little bird settled into her little house. Her black-and-white plumage became glossy again after resting from her long journey. Because, Dear Artistic One, ‘pied’ here means ‘of two colours’, and no, not having a delicious pie being thrown in your face. The crest on her head stood tall and upright once more after her rest.

Pied Cuckoo busied herself dusting and straightening out her little house as she was a very hard-working bird. After she had settled in nicely, she laid her eggs and hatched her babies. The baby birds—one, two, three, four and five—followed her all day long, chirping to be fed. The five little birds wanted to eat all the time, all day long!

Mother Pied Cuckoo was busy, all day long, finding grubs and bugs and worms for them to eat. So says the Manipuri manuscript about rivers and lakes called the ‘Tutenglon’. Mother Pied Cuckoo had no time to visit her neighbours from the village like the jungle crow and mynah and waterhen and doves and chickens and ducks, and even the little sparrow. She had no time to visit the elephant, tiger, deer and monkey, the dog and cat and rabbit, the snake and Man. All the mother bird had time for was to bustle about her household chores.

But you should know that the Pied Cuckoo was no ordinary pied cuckoo. She was a Manipuri pied cuckoo. So, she knew how to cook and weave and plant vegetables in her garden like every Manipuri woman. She made baskets and mats and even tilled her little patch of paddy field like every Manipuri woman. She was a very industrious bird, Dear Energetic One, and a very good mother.

The birds and animals of the village were happy to see her and welcomed her back. They knew that when Pied Cuckoo arrived, the rains would surely follow. And it had been a long, hot, dry summer. So, to show their happiness, they came to visit her one bright and hot afternoon at her neat little house in the village. The jungle crow and the hill mynah and the dove, the chicken and the duck, and even the little sparrow, came one by one. After them came the dog and the cat and the tiger, and the elephant, the rabbit and even Man. They gathered in Pied Cuckoo’s tidy little courtyard. Her babies played around at her feet, excited to see so many visitors. Man cleared his throat, Dear Talkative One, for he was the sociable verbal sort. The others stopped their chirping and cooing and meowing and growling.

Man said, ‘Mother Pied Cuckoo, welcome back. We were waiting for you to return from Africa.’ Man knew, as did everyone, that Pied Cuckoo prided herself as an international traveller who lived abroad. ‘As you must have noticed by now,’ he continued, ‘it is very dry and hot this year. But now that you are here, we are relieved because that means the monsoon will be following soon.’ The monsoon is the big rainy season in Manipur, Dear Curious One, which comes after every summer every year. ‘Our friend the esteemed Mr Jungle Crow says monsoon rain clouds are beginning to gather to the south-west. You must have seen them on your way here, Mother Pied Cuckoo. And as we all know, Mr Jungle Crow is clever and travels far and wide to bring us news.’

‘This year,’ continued Man, before Pied Cuckoo could launch into one of her endless stories about Africa. ‘This year, we must clean our river before the rains come down. The silt from the hills brought down by the river has gathered at its bottom. The waters will surely overflow the riverbanks and flood our village if we do not dredge the riverbed.’

‘Hear, hear,’ the other birds and animals said, nodding their heads in unison at the words of Man.

‘But we cannot get to the clear, clean water. There is brush growing on the riverbanks and there are rotting reeds and roots everywhere from the winter,’ continued Man.

‘From the winter,’ echoed Hill Mynah, sounding just like Man.

‘Shut up . . . Quiet! . . . There you go again,’ chorused the birds and animals. They found the hill mynah’s habit of repeating and mimicking whatever he heard anyone say very annoying.

‘My name is Mr Grackle, if you please,’ sniffed Hill Mynah, for he preferred his other name which he thought sounded more dignified. ‘I live up in the hills, so I don’t have to come down and do this, you know.’

‘Be quiet, Hill Mynah, or go home,’ hissed Snake. ‘Let Man continue. Go ahead, Man.’

Hill Mynah was miffed. He flew up a tree and watched, sitting on a branch.

‘Thank you, Snake,’ said Man, glaring up at Hill Mynah. ‘Now if I may continue without any further interruptions, we have all agreed to work together to clean the riverbed and dredge the rivers before the rains come. The entire village will then have nice clean water to drink. Mother Pied Cuckoo, please join us tomorrow for this important community work.’

For as you know, Dear Friendly One, working together with your friends and neighbours is very important.

Pied Cuckoo pretended not to hear. She was busy combing the crest on top of her head.

‘Did you hear me, Mother Pied Cuckoo?’ asked Man.

‘Oh, you’re talking to me?’ said Pied Cuckoo, feigning surprise.

‘Yes, we are talking to you,’ said Monkey, irritated, scratching his red bottom, for Dear Well-Behaved One, the Manipuri monkey’s bottom is bright red from always being spanked for his naughty, bratty ways. ‘We are all going to come together tomorrow and clean the riverbanks and dredge the riverbed. So, when the rains come and water flows again, it will be clean and fresh and we can all have good water to drink.’

‘Oh, I would love to join you, but I am afraid I won’t be able to,’ answered Pied Cuckoo.

‘And why not?’ asked Man, annoyed.

‘And why not?’ repeated Hill Mynah from his perch on the tree. He was very proud of his talent of imitating voices, and further, he just could not help himself from echoing what he heard others say.

‘Oh, you know . . . I have so much work to do at home, I couldn’t possibly find the time to join you. Please go ahead without me. Back home in Africa—’ said Pied Cuckoo.

‘What work?’ Man cut her off short before she started on one of her Africa stories. ‘We are all very busy too, you know. Monkey has to gather fruit from the trees. Jungle Crow must fly far and wide to bring news for us. Elephant has to carry the logs to help me repair the bridge across the river. Deer has to keep the gardens well-trimmed and looked-after.’

‘All that’s fine and good, and I am so sorry, but I can’t. Surely you see I have so many babies to look after?’ replied Pied Cuckoo. ‘I have to find grubs and bugs and worms to feed them all day long. And they are so messy, I have to pick up after them all the time. It never ends. I have to cook and do the dishes, and sweep and mop the house. You know, I also have to put in a few hours at the loom to work on my weaving, or how could I call myself a Manipuri pied cuckoo? I have a garden to weed and water, and even a little paddy field I must till.’

‘All right, is that your final decision, Mother Pied Cuckoo?’

‘And I am so behind with the wicker baskets and mats I started weaving last week. I haven’t had a minute to myself,’ continued Pied Cuckoo, rudely ignoring Man’s question, Dear Well-Mannered One. She fluttered about, tending to her babies, as if to show the birds and animals how really busy she was.

‘Let us go. Leave her be,’ said Cat sharply. She had no patience for anyone except herself. Then all the birds and animals of the village left in a huff.

The next day dawned clear and hot and bright. There was not a cloud in the sky. Jungle Crow flew to everyone’s house one by one and announced to all that it would be a fine day. Monkey came down from his tree. Snake came out of his hole and stretched himself. Tigress came to Cat’s house and said, ‘Auntie, are you ready? Let us go.’ (You will remember from before, Dear Clever One, Tigress calls Cat her aunt.) Hill Mynah also growled, ‘Let us go,’ in a voice like Tigress, but under his breath because he was scared of her. Man brought with him many tools as he was clever and could do all sorts of things with them. Monkey climbed up and sat his red bottom down behind Man on Elephant and they all set out together for the river.

All the animals and birds gathered at the riverbank and began to work. Elephant scooped great mounds of mud and silt from under the water’s surface with his trunk. Dove and Jungle Crow, and even little Sparrow, carried the decayed branches and rotting reeds and roots and carried them away in their beaks. Rabbit hopped about helpfully but did not really do very much. But no one minded him because as you know, Dear Knowledgeable One, he was the cleverest of them all and everyone liked him. Snake burrowed enormous holes and filled them with the river mud. Man slashed at the bushes growing on the riverbank with his knife so they could easily climb down to dig and widen and deepen the river.

Meanwhile, back in her little house, Pied Cuckoo flew around gathering grubs and bugs and worms to feed her babies who were hungry all day long. As they were so messy with their toys and still had not learnt good table manners, she went about picking and cleaning up after them all the time. She cooked and did the dishes, and swept and mopped the house. Being a Manipuri pied cuckoo, she sat at her loom when she could find some time and got in some of her weaving. She weeded and watered her garden, and even tilled her little paddy field. She tried to catch up with making the wicker baskets and mats that she had started the week before. ‘I just don’t have a minute to myself,’ she muttered to herself over and over as she fluttered about her chores.

Over by the river, the animals and birds finished their cleaning at last. They looked at the river and saw that it now flowed broad and deep and clear, its banks rising clean and steep. The scorching summer sun was cooling off. Happy and tired after a good day’s work, they went back to their nests in their trees, and in their homes in their burrows and lairs. The sun was beginning to set. Jungle Crow flew westwards into the crimson evening clouds to see if the monsoon was on its way.

Early the next morning, Jungle Crow came flying back in great excitement.

‘It is coming! It is coming! The rain is on its way!’ he cawed.

‘On its way,’ Hill Mynah cawed back.

The birds and animals came running and flying out of their homes and looked towards the south-west, for Dear Directional One, the monsoon rain clouds always come from the south-west. And sure enough, just as the clever Jungle Crow said, they saw dark rain clouds scudding across the skies towards them. They could hear the rain in the distance, its drumming growing ever louder as it drew nearer and nearer. Then it began to pitter and patter on them until great showers began to pour.

How it poured upon them! The black thunderstorm drenched the valley and sped up towards the hills. It rained and rained upon the hills, upon the hillsides and upon the mountaintops. Little rivulets turned to great gushing waters as they flowed down the hillsides and into the ravines that surged into the river. The waters of the river swelled and crept up the riverbanks.

The animals were overjoyed. They climbed down the banks to the river and drank the cool, sweet water. Then they all jumped right in and splashed around in the clean running water. Even Hen who could not swim, holding on to her friend Duck.

As they were frolicking in the river and drinking its cool, sweet water, Pied Cuckoo arrived excitedly with her children, carrying her washing and water-pots. She looked at the beautiful river with its clean and tidy banks.

‘How wonderful it is to have fresh running water! My, our river looks just like the great Limpopo back home in Africa. My children and I have been so thirsty and there is so much washing to do!’ she said happily.

As Pied Cuckoo started walking down to the river, all the birds and animals slowly came together and surrounded her. A silence fell, a silence so deafening since the birds had also stopped chirping and beeping and quacking. Pied Cuckoo stood still, looking around, her water-pots in hand.

‘Mother Pied Cuckoo,’ Man began, after the awkward silence. ‘When we all came together in the scorching sun yesterday, every bird and every animal, to clean the river and the riverbed and its banks to prepare for the monsoon, you refused to join us.’

‘But you know how busy I am! You saw me flying around feeding my babies, cleaning them as well as the house, not to speak of all the weaving I have to do,’ protested Pied Cuckoo.

‘Weaving I have to do,’ echoed Hill Mynah, sounding just like a pied cuckoo.

Man shook his head with great annoyance. ‘We all have work to do!’ he said sternly. ‘Monkey has to gather fruit from the trees. Jungle Crow must fly far and wide to bring news for us. Elephant has to carry the logs to help me repair the bridge across the river. Deer has to keep the gardens well-trimmed and looked-after. Yet we all came together for the good of our village. We worked together as friends and neighbours to make sure we have good, clean water flowing in the river.’

Then he continued, looking around him, ‘Now, fellow birds and animals of the village, what shall we do? What shall we do with Mother Pied Cuckoo? Should we allow her to drink from the river after she refused to join us and help us make the river neat and clean and its water clear and sweet?’

‘No! No!’ chorused the birds and animals all together in chirps and peeps, hisses and meows, and grunts and growls. Hill Mynah was for once at a loss as to which one of them should he mimic. He said nothing but shook his head vigorously in agreement.

‘Mother Pied Cuckoo, you have heard all your fellow birds and animals of the village,’ Man said. ‘We cannot let you drink from the river, whose waters you did not help us to keep clean and fresh.’

‘Then how am I to drink? How am I to give water to my thirsty babies?’ squeaked Pied Cuckoo.

‘Mother Pied Cuckoo, you and your kind will henceforth drink only the water that falls from the skies. You cannot drink from the river. When you are thirsty, you will call to the clouds above and ask them to give you rain. Then you will wait for the rainwater and look up to the heavens with your beak wide open to quench your thirst,’ decreed Man.

And that is why, Dear Plays-Well-With-Others One, the pied cuckoo comes with the rain clouds of monsoon but never drinks from the river. Instead, she calls for rain when she is thirsty. She waits for the rain to fall into her wide-open beak turned up towards the sky.
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IX

AND THAT IS WHY

THE MANIPURI PONY IS SACRED
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Many eras went by. Asiba the Worker had finished creating the world according to the instructions of his father and Eternal Creator, Soraren the Sky God. He made the many layers of Earth and the hills and valleys upon it, the waters that pool and run upon it, the trees that stand upon it, the flowers that bloom and the fruit that ripen and fall to the ground. His work gave his father joy and satisfaction and thus began the Play of Life. Then he made the animals that walked and the birds that flew and the insects that crawled. He also made the fearsome Samadon, a powerful winged beast with four long legs with sharp talons at its knees and heels, and with a long mane and beard. And finally, he made Man, who could think and create.

The supreme creator looked at all the work done by his son with satisfaction. As he surveyed his creations, he decided that it was time to separate the men from the gods. For you see, Dear Historical One, gods walked among men in those days. Once he had them separated, Soraren thought he would need to appoint a ruler over men, and this ruler would be the master of all his earthly creations.

And so, Soraren called upon his two sons called Sanamahi and Pakhangba. The older one, Sanamahi, was also known as Asiba the Worker. For you see, Dear Young One, in the olden times of myth and legend, gods had many names. He was the one who had actually created every living being in the universe and had taken them to his father to breathe life into them. We will call him Sanamahi for this story found in the Manipuri manuscript called ‘Leisemlon’.

‘My sons,’ Soraren said to them, ‘the creation of the world is now complete. Men have also been separated from the gods. Therefore, it is necessary to appoint a ruler over men.’

‘How will you decide upon this ruler, Father?’ asked Sanamahi, the elder son.

‘I have decided that between the two of you, whoever travels the globe seven times over first and surveys all that I have created, living and non-living, shall be the ruler. Now go and report back to me.’

Sanamahi immediately set out on his fearsome winged and taloned Samadon to circle all of creation seven times over. He surveyed the many layers of Earth and the hills and valleys upon it, the waters that pool and run upon it, the trees that stand upon it, the flowers that bloom and the fruit that ripen and fall to the ground. He surveyed the animals that walked and the birds that flew and the insects that crawled.

His younger brother Pakhangba was about to follow in his footsteps and do the same. But just as he was about to leave, his mother, Leimarel, who favoured him over his elder brother, took him aside.

‘Pakhangba, my younger son,’ Leimarel whispered to him, ‘do not go. There is no need for you to circle the earth seven times and survey all its creations.’

‘How do you mean, Mother?’ He was as puzzled as you, Dear Puzzled One.

‘Listen, and listen carefully,’ Leimarel said. ‘Your father Soraren is the supreme creator of all things, living and non-living, that exist in the cosmos. He contains all of creation. Therefore, you need not traverse the cosmos like Sanamahi is doing. Instead, go circle your father seven times and tell him you have traversed all of creation for everything is contained within him.’

Pakhangba did as his mother advised him. He went to Soraren and walked round his father upon his throne seven full times. Then he fell to the ground, kowtowed deeply to Soraren and declared, ‘My dear father, Supreme Creator of all living and non-living. You, who have created all contains all of creation within you. By circling you, I have hereby traversed over all of creation as you have commanded us to do. Therefore, please appoint me the ruler of all men and all that men rule over.’

Soraren was very pleased. ‘My son Pakhangba,’ he smiled, ‘it seems that you truly understand the nature of all that I have created. And you have completed the journey first. May you bring this wisdom and understanding to your task as I make you the ruler of all men and of Earth.’
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Sanamahi returned after circling all of creation seven times upon his fearsome winged Samadon. He dismounted from his winged and taloned steed and went up to Soraren. ‘Father, I have returned,’ he said, falling to the ground and kowtowing deeply. ‘Seven times have I circled your creation. Seven times have I seen the cosmos. I have seen the many layers of Earth and the hills and valleys upon it, the waters that pool and run upon it, the trees that stand upon it, the flowers that bloom and the fruit that ripen and fall to the ground. I have seen all the animals that walk and the birds that fly and the insects that crawl. Father, I have done as you have asked of me. Please make me the ruler of all men and all that you have created.’
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Soraren looked long and hard at his elder son. His face clouded over in thought. At long last, he said, ‘Sanamahi, you are my firstborn. You have followed my will and done all I have asked you to do. First, you were Asiba the Worker who created the earth and all that live and grow upon its hills and valleys, in its rivers and lakes. Now, you as Sanamahi have surveyed seven times all that I have created and breathed life into. But it is your younger brother Pakhangba who has completed the task before you.’

‘How can that be?’ asked Sanamahi in surprise, Dear Astonished One. ‘In all my travels, circling all of creation seven times, not once did I encounter my younger brother Pakhangba! Not once did I see his trail streaking across the skies. Not once did I hear from the mountains and trees and any living beast that he had passed by.’

‘Sanamahi, you have indeed obeyed my instructions,’ said Soraren, ‘but your younger brother has shown a deep understanding of me and my creations. He did not circle the cosmos sevenfold as you did. Instead, he circled me seven times. He understood that all of creation is within me. That understanding of my true nature, and that of all of creation, has prompted me to make him ruler of all men. I have given my word to him.’

Sanamahi flew into a rage when he heard this, Dear Outraged One. He flung himself on Samadon and wheeled the winged beast around. ‘I have been deceived! Cheated!’ he thundered and raged. ‘My younger brother Pakhangba has betrayed me. He has stolen my birthright. I will destroy him. I will not rest until I have killed him.’ Roaring these words, he flew off upon Samadon and disappeared into the skies.

When Pakhangba heard about Sanamahi’s wrath and fearsome vow, he fled into the stars to escape the fury of his elder brother. Sanamahi set after him in hot pursuit on the back of his terrifying Samadon. To escape him, Pakhangba took the form of a serpent and streaked across the skies, speeding in terror among the stars. Finally, he came upon the Nine Celestial Maidens twinkling bright as stars in the Milky Way.

‘Celestial Maidens, I beg you. Save me! I am Pakhangba, son of Soraren, the Eternal Creator. Save me!’ cried Pakhangba. ‘Save me from the wrath of my brother Sanamahi.’

The Nine Celestial Maidens took pity upon the young god, Dear Protective One. They formed a circle and surrounded him. Pakhangba disguised himself as a chicken inside their shielding ring. However, Sanamahi was no fool. He saw through the guise and leaped off Samadon, and took on the form of a fierce tiger. He tried to break through the ring of Celestial Maidens to get at the chicken god. But the combined power of the Nine Celestial Maidens was too much even for the tiger god.

But Sanamahi was not to be deterred. The angry god set loose his fierce winged Samadon. The beast flashed his steely talons as he kicked, first, his front legs and then his hind legs. He flapped his great wings to hurl mighty winds across the world. Even the gods scattered in fear from the path of the beast. Houses fell, roofs flew off, trees were uprooted and living beings were blown away. Samadon flew among the treetops, his mane catching in the tops of the tall bamboo groves. He swooped down to trample upon the bean fields that Pakhangba had planted and nurtured carefully. Mayhem and destruction struck everywhere.

At last, the gods gathered at the throne of the Eternal Creator. They prayed to him. ‘Lord Soraren, creator of all things. The mighty and fearsome winged beast Samadon is wreaking havoc and destruction upon everything in his path. The anger of Sanamahi seems to be within him. We beg you to rein him in before all that you have created is destroyed.’

Soraren listened to the gods, Dear Understanding One, and saw the truth in what they had said. He summoned his son Sanamahi. ‘My son, I understand the reason for your wrath. But the fearsome beast that you have created and in whom I have breathed the spirit of Life has been on a mighty path of destruction. The gods have come to me. They have requested that the winged beast be stopped. But as its creator, only you have the power to do that.’

‘My anger is just, Father, and you know it,’ Sanamahi said. ‘Pakhangba has stolen my birthright with the deceitful help of our mother. I have vowed to destroy him, and Samadon will help me fulfil my vow.’

Soraren listened to his son and thought upon his words. At last, he sighed, Dear Fair and Just One. ‘Very well, my son,’ he said finally. ‘I have given my word to Pakhangba and I cannot take it back. But I will give you another dominion over which to rule. I shall make you the ruler of every home and every hearth. You will be the god that rules in every household of Man. Now, go forth and capture Samadon and bring him in before all is destroyed.’

Sanamahi kowtowed to his father. ‘Very well. I accept the dominion you have given me to rule.’ Saying this, with a mighty sword in hand, he flew into the sky in pursuit of Samadon. He went to the village of Sagolmang, meaning ‘the horse’s vanishing’, where his winged horse had disappeared. He traversed the valley of Manipur looking for his horse. At last he came upon Samadon in the skies above the village of Sagolband, which means ‘the horse’s trapping’.

But the powerful Samadon could not to be caught easily. So, Sanamahi tore open his own belly and pulled out his innards to make a great lasso and captured Samadon. He drew Samadon to him, and cut off its wings. The beast fell screaming, wingless, wounded, into the lake at the village of Heingang. But from the shallow water of the lake, Samadon emerged, and thus was the Manipuri Pony born.

And that is why, Dear Worshipful One, the Manipuri Pony is an animal sacred to the people of Manipur.
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X

AND THAT IS WHY

A DOLL IS WORSHIPPED IN KAKCHING VILLAGE
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Sometimes in Manipur, Dear Surprised One, people worship gods other than the ancestral deities and animals you have been reading about. This is a tale about how a doll became a god that is worshipped every year in the village of Kakching. So, listen. Listen to this story of the doll goddess written down from a story as told by the Khetri clan and as celebrated every summer in a festival called Kakching Haraoba.

Once upon a time, they say, there was a man called Khetri Sajou in the village of Kakching. Khetri was his family name. One day, he adopted a little baby girl. This little girl was no ordinary child. She was special. This was because she was a child of the Kabui tribe. The tribe lived in the hills surrounding the village of Kakching. Tribes, as you know Dear Knowledgeable One, live together in close-knit communities. They do everything together. They sing together. They dance together. They farm together. They own pigs and cows and chickens together. The boys all sleep together in a longhouse of wood called the boys’ longhouse. The girls all sleep together in another longhouse of wood called—you guessed it—Dear Clever One, the girls’ longhouse.

I have forgotten the young girl’s name, so let us call her Gailu, which means ‘little girl’ in the Kabui tongue. After Gailu was adopted by Khetri Sajou, he brought her with him away from her tribe up in the hills to his house in Kakching. There she was raised with her brothers and sisters who were the other children of Sajou.

Gailu had a little doll she named Ita, which, Dear Friendly One, means ‘best friend’. And so indeed, Ita was little Gailu’s best friend. Ita was made by the village tailor from little bits of cloth left over after he made brightly coloured shirts and sarongs for the people in the village. Ita had two arms of rolled cloth that stuck out by her side. She must have had legs and feet like everyone too, but you could not see them. They were hidden under her bright red sarong, which, Dear Fashionable One, is the dress that little girls and grown-up women in Manipur wear, wrapped around their waist, all the way down to their feet. Her face was nice and round and plump like all Manipuri girls. Her eyes and nose and mouth were sewn on her face with black thread. She had a very happy and pleasant expression. Her hair was long and made of tresses of black thread that fell almost to her waist. Ita was a very pretty doll and Gailu loved her very much.

Little Gailu would play with Ita every day by herself. She would tell her all her secrets. Ita would go along with Gailu wherever she went. Gailu would change Ita’s dress and take her when she went to play with her other friends in the village. ‘Come, let us go and play,’ Gailu would say to Ita.

Gailu would feed Ita, and the two even ate their breakfast, lunch and dinner together. ‘Come, let us eat now, Ita,’ Gailu would say. She would place her at the head of the table right next to her. ‘Eat up, Ita, would you like anything else? Have you had enough?’ she would ask her doll.

When Gailu had her snacks during the day, Ita would also get candy and dried fruit and sweets. ‘Here, have a sweet, Ita,’ Gailu would say.

Ita would have her long, black hair combed with a little bamboo comb. ‘Come, let me comb your hair, Ita,’ Gailu would say.

And then, Ita would be put to sleep every night. Gailu would put her in a little bed inside a little wooden box. She would cover her with a little blanket and sing her a lullaby. Then she would say, ‘Goodnight, Ita,’ and go to bed herself.

Ita would be woken up in the morning. ‘Wake up, Ita. It is morning,’ Gailu would say. Then she would take Ita out of her little home in the little box, comb her hair, dress her up and feed her and play, sometimes by themselves, and sometimes with Gailu’s friends and their dolls.

In this way, Gailu grew up, her best friend Ita the doll by her side. They were very happy together.

One day, a very sad event took place, Dear Sorrowful One. Gailu’s father Sajou suddenly passed away. Gailu was very sad, and Ita joined her in her grief. In time, Gailu began to feel that now that her adoptive father had died and was no more, she should leave Kakching and go back to her homeland in the hills and live once more with her real family in her Kabui tribe.

She said to her brothers and sisters, ‘Dear brothers and sisters, you have been as real brothers and sisters to me and I love you all very much. Our father has been a real father to me too. But now that he is no more, I feel I should go back to my real family and rejoin my tribe in our homeland in the Kabui hills.’

‘Our dearest Gailu,’ Tonjao, the oldest brother, said in reply. ‘It is true that our father is no more. It is true that our father adopted you from your Kabui homeland as an infant. But it is also true that he loved you as his very own and we also love you as our very own sister. Do not leave us, do not leave your family. Your home is here with us.’

Tears welled up in Gailu’s eyes when she heard this. How could she leave her brothers and sisters with whom she had grown up? Wiping away her tears, she said, ‘Very well, dear brother Tonjao, I shall stay. I am your sister in the same way I was our father’s daughter. I will not go back to my family in the hills but will live with you.’

So, Gailu continued to live with her brothers and sisters. She and Ita continued to play and Gailu grew up to be a fair maiden. But one day, sadly, she became very ill with a strange illness and she too passed away. Little Ita was left all alone in her little box. She had no one to play with her any more.
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Then a strange thing began to happen a few days later, Dear Mysterious One. Sounds of a girl crying began to be heard from inside the wooden box where Ita lay. All the family heard the sobbing. ‘Whatever could it be?’ they wondered aloud to each other. They began to hear the doll crying inside the box more and more often. ‘It seems to be Ita crying inside the box!’ they murmured in wonder. The brothers and sisters began to feel disturbed and uneasy hearing the sobbing and weeping coming from the wooden box in the middle of the night, every night and at all hours of the night.
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The Khetri family gathered together next morning. Tonjao said, ‘We have all heard the sounds of weeping and crying coming from inside the box. It must be Ita who is missing our sister Gailu. We cannot go on living with this all night. Let us get rid of Ita. Let us take it down to our jetty between the two fig trees and throw the box in the river so its currents may bear Ita away.’

The brothers and sisters took the wooden box with Ita in it. They carried it down to the Khetri family jetty between the two big fig trees on the Sekmai River that flowed behind their house. They gently laid the wooden box in the waters of the river. They watched it as it was borne away by the river’s current, following the bend in the river downstream until it disappeared from sight.

Next morning, some friends of Gailu went down to the river to fetch water. And they could not believe their eyes! There, before them, was Ita’s wooden box floating in the water, Dear Amazed One, in the very spot where it had been placed the day before. They came running, shouting, ‘Ta’ Tonjao! Ta’ Tonjao! Come and see this! Ita’s wooden box has come back! It is floating in the water at the jetty between the two trees again!’

They all ran down to their family jetty between the two fig trees behind their house. They rubbed their eyes in wonder. For there, in the river between the two fig trees where they had placed Ita’s wooden box, bobbing in the water, was the wooden box once again. It kept bobbing gently there against the river current, as if unwilling to float away.

Terrified, they went together to the village shrine. They carried offerings of fruit and flowers for the gods of the shrine. There they told the coven of shaman priestesses the whole astonishing story. The mother shaman priestess thought carefully. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I shall call upon the gods and listen to what they have to say. This could be a very dangerous situation, but only the gods can tell us what to do.’

The mother shaman covered her head with a white cloth and called upon the gods of the shrine. She rang a brass bell she held in her hand and started to enter into a trance. Her entire body shook as it swayed and rocked. The Khetri family and the other shamans knew then, Dear Religious One, that the gods had begun to enter her body. The mother shaman began to mutter in a strange tongue that no one among them could understand. The entire family watched her in silence, in fear and in awe. The priestess’ clothes began to soak in her sweat. She began to shake even more violently. Her coven sisters rushed to her side. They dipped a spray of langthrei leaves in blessed water and sprinkled drops of the holy water upon their mother shaman. She began to quieten down, until she gradually stopped shaking and fell to the ground. Her coven shamans gathered around her. They laid her out on a mat and fanned her damp face until she opened her eyes and once again joined the world of mankind.

When she had come to, the mother shaman priestess looked around at all the Khetri family members gathered there. Then in a low voice, she began to speak. ‘The gods have spoken. Pay attention,’ she said. ‘What you have been hearing from the box is the spirit of Gailu weeping. It is her sobbing that you hear. Worship her, the gods say, worship her as the Kabui Goddess. This will be the duty of your Khetri clan.’

‘Yes, mother shaman,’ Tonjao said. ‘We will do as the gods say. Please be our guide.’ Then all the brothers and sisters kowtowed to the mother shaman.

And so, the Khetri family began to prepare to enshrine the box with Ita and the spirit of Gailu inside it. Following the instructions of the mother shaman, they prepared offerings for the Kabui Goddess as their family deity. They gathered fruits and flowers and fetched water from the Sekmai River. Then they planted a grove of trees and bamboo. Three white pennants were erected. They arranged for nine eggs; nine hands of bananas, making sure each hand had an odd number of bananas, for as you know, Dear Arithmetical One, the gods will only accept banana hands with an odd number of bananas; two roosters; one smooth black fish of the kind Asiba the Worker first made when he tried to create man; one pig to be sacrificed to the goddess; seven rice pounders; some flour, two winnowing mats to scatter the flour on; one woven mat; three clay water-pots to hold the water they had fetched from the river; three small clay dishes to burn incense in; some whole paddy and some husked rice; and four cooking pots for the rice, including one decorated pot as brought long ago by Prince Poireiton.

The Khetri family members followed the shaman priestesses down to the jetty between the two fig trees. They brought up the spirit of Gailu as the Kabui Goddess in a pot of water from the river’s edge. They walked back, climbing up the riverbank to the grove of the shrine of the Kabui Goddess that they had built. They each stepped over the fish and burning straw to enter the holy abode of the goddess.

Then the family members of the Khetri clan made their offerings to the Kabui Goddess while the shamans incanted in the Kabui tongue. The priestesses looked at the flour spread upon the winnowing mats, scouring for the visage of the Kabui Goddess. Then the priestesses chanted together:

Houre hou hou, Houre hou hou . . .

Kabui lai ima ibemma karakle!

This means, Dear Meaningful One:

Let us start, let us begin,

Mother Kabui Goddess is here with us!

In this way, every summer, in the Manipuri month of Kalen during the Kakching Haraoba festival, the Khetri clan prays to the Kabui Goddess, the spirit of Gailu, as their family deity. And that is why, Dear Playful One, a doll is worshipped as a goddess in a little village called Kakching in a distant corner of the valley of Manipur.
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XI

AND THAT IS WHY

THE FIRE IN THE VILLAGE OF ANDRO NEVER GOES OUT
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Long, long ago, the land of Manipur, as the land of the Meiteis is called, was divided into seven kingdoms. In those days, all the kingdoms warred with each other all the time. No one could lead a quiet, peaceful life in this land. Everyone was too busy fighting one another to learn how to make nice clothes, or cook good food, or plant green gardens or comb their tangled hair. They fought and they itched and they scratched and they coughed, and then they fought some more. They were a dirty, scruffy and smelly bunch because they spent all their time fighting each other.

One time, the king of the Nganba on the western bank of the great river, now known as the Imphal River, fought with the king of the Angom on the eastern bank. It was because one day, the Nganba dammed up the river. Then they stirred up the dammed waters mightily so that all the fish would come up to the surface and they would catch them all. When they stirred the water, they muddied the waters of the river downstream. This made the Angom on the other side of the river very angry. And so, a great war broke out between the two kingdoms.

The Nganba sought the help of the kingdom of Khaba in this battle. Together they fought the Angom. They punched and bit and slapped and kicked. They hit each other with sticks and threw rocks at one another. They scratched and pinched and poked each other’s eyes out. You see, Dear Martial One, the people of Manipur, all seven kingdoms, fought so much all the time that they did not learn how to make swords and spears nor bows and arrows. But it was a terrible battle all the same.

But the king of the Angom prevailed over both, and was victorious with blows and slaps and kicks and bites and pinches. The king of Nganba died in battle from a nasty bite, but the king of the Khaba survived the battle.

In those days, beyond the seven kingdoms of the land, to their south, was the powerful kingdom of the Shans. Unlike the Meiteis of the seven kingdoms of Manipur, the Shans were advanced in the study of the stars and the seasons, in art and in war, and in all the flowers and plants and beasts of their land. And in this land ruled the Great Shan King. People in Manipur considered this king the ruler of the dead. I do not know why, Dear Inquisitive One, but it is so written in the ancient Manipuri manuscript called ‘Poireiton Khunthokpa’. Therefore, the land of the Great Shan King was thought to be the kingdom of the dead.

The king of the Khaba decided to go to this powerful kingdom of the dead for help. He journeyed southwards to the land of the Shans and approached the Great Shan King for help to regain his kingdom from the Angom.

‘O Great Shan King, please help me fight the Angom,’ he pleaded, ‘and I will offer you the throne of Manipur and you will be the ruler of all men on Earth.’

The Great Shan King saw that the wild and uncivilized king of the Khaba had been too busy fighting to dress nicely or be neat and clean. The Great Shan King listened patiently to the dirty, scruffy, smelly king. Finally, after he had finished, the Great Shan King spoke, ‘My dear king of the Khaba, I am too old to fight. I cannot lead my army on a military expedition to your land.’ But he added, ‘However, I will send a force of my soldiers under my younger brother, the warrior Prince Poireiton, with you. Together you may fight the Angom. Then Prince Poireiton will rule over all the land and people of Manipur.’

And so, the Great Shan King summoned his younger brother Poireiton. He said to the young prince, ‘Go with the king of the Khaba and help him fight the Angom. Then you will rule over all the Meitei people and sit on the throne of the land of Manipur.’

Now, Poireiton was yet unmarried. He replied, ‘My Royal Brother, how can I go? I have not even married and started a family. If I have to go with this dirty, scruffy, smelly king, I would like to take a wife along with me.’

The Great Shan King listened to his brother’s odd request, and decided that maybe his second betrothed, the young and beautiful Leinaotabi, the daughter of Louri Semba, the Maker of Paddy Fields, would make the best wife for Poireiton.

He sent for his younger betrothed and told her, ‘I think you should go with my brother Poireiton to the land of the living and be his wife. Poireiton will help the king of Khaba get his kingdom back from the Angom. And you, clever daughter of the Maker of Paddy Fields, could help him teach the Meiteis how to live properly and plant paddy fields and build beautiful homes. Look at their king. How dirty and scruffy and smelly he is!’

The king of the Khaba scratched his itches as he listened to this.

Now, young Leinaotabi was not only beautiful but also a very clever woman. When she was told about the king’s proposal, she thought for a while and said to the Great Shan King, ‘Very well, my royal betrothed, I will go with your younger brother and become his bride instead. But if I must go with him to the land of the living, I must civilize the barbarian Meiteis. I will need to take with me one hundred foods that are eaten raw, and one hundred foods that are eaten cooked.’ And then she added, ‘And I will need to take what I need to teach the Meiteis how to plant and cook and lead a good life.’

Thus did Poireiton and Leinaotabi follow the orders of the Great Shan King. They gathered their servants and an army of warriors and foot soldiers. The clever Leinaotabi began to pack for their journey to the land of the living and the barbarian Meiteis. She was also the daughter of the Maker of Paddy Fields, and so knew everything to do with rice. Therefore, she took rice with her, both white and the fragrant black rice called poireiton chak’hao. She took their seeds to plant and sickles to harvest with. She took baskets to put the harvested rice in. She took some live embers in rice husk to cook the rice with and clay pots to cook the rice in.
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The queen also packed saplings of eggplants and banana leaves and bananas to eat. Then she gathered cows and bulls, and goats and birds. She called for axes to cut down trees. She had them bring her swords and spears. And bows and arrows. She took leather helmets. And being a fine woman of fine taste, she also loaded up pretty flowers, conches and cowrie shells. She took with her musical instruments so that songs of their journey may be sung.

After all these grand arrangements were done, Poireiton and Leinaotabi set out with the king of Khaba and a force of Shan soldiers. They took their many foods for the living to eat, both those that had to be cooked and those that could be eaten raw. On the way, they sought out a place for the fires they brought with them on their journey. At last they reached Manipur and arrived at the village of Andro at the foot of a hill. They took the axe that Leinaotabi had packed and made firewood from the branches of a tree. Then they built a fire from the glowing embers in the rice husk and instructed the villagers of Andro to make sure it never went out.

After this, Poireiton and his men reached where the Khaba had ruled. They began their great war on the Angom but discovered a mighty new enemy: the Angom clan had rallied the great warrior Pakhangba on their side! Faced with such a powerful enemy, Poireiton was defeated in battle, and Pakhangba began his rule over all the Meiteis that continues to this very day. And that is why, Dear Genealogical One, the king of Manipur ascends the throne as the descendant of Pakhangba and overlord of all the seven kingdoms of Manipur. His people now know how to live properly and are no longer scruffy, dirty and smelly because of Poireiton and Leinaotabi of the Shans.

So even to this day, when the ruler of our unified kingdom of Manipur ascends the throne, he receives the Fire of Poireiton from the village of Andro at his coronation. And that is why, the villagers of Andro tend the fire with great care and the fire in the village of Andro never goes out.
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XII

AND THAT IS WHY

MANIPUR IS THE BIRTHPLACE OF POLO
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One day, Soraren the Sky God looked down upon the earth that he had created. He spied a beautiful maiden in a village called Konthoujam. Her name was Tampha, which means ‘jewel’. She was the only daughter of a man called Haorok Konthouremba and his wife called Sandon Huimu Leima. They loved her dearly as she had been born to them after a very long time. Tampha had grown up into a lovely maiden, a most beautiful flower blossoming in a garden of flowers.

As fate would have it, as the balladeer sings and is written in a story called ‘Leisang Khekwai’, Soraren fell in love with this beautiful maiden. He descended from his abode in the heavens and approached Tampha. ‘Young maiden, even though you are born of man upon this Earth, come my beauty, come with me,’ he said. ‘Be my wife and live with me in the land of gods.’

But Tampha did not welcome this proposal of divine marriage. ‘My Lord, I am a woman born in the land of men. My father and my mother have lived in this land of hills that descend to the valley,’ she said respectfully. ‘When evening falls, my father and mother call for me in the darkening. They are very dear to me. They call for me in the twilight saying that it is time for me to come home. “Where are you, my daughter?” my father calls in all directions north and south, east and west. How will they live without their daughter by their side? I cannot be separated from my father. I cannot leave my mother. My Lord, please do not take me with you.’
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Soraren listened to the young woman and her words made him realize that she would not be convinced to come with him. And so, he grabbed her by her wrists and pulled her up with him towards the heavens. Dear Sad One, our Tampha wept loudly upon being taken away from her father and mother. As she ascended with Soraren past Mount Koubru, her long black tresses caught on the branches of a nettle bush that grew upon its slopes. The hair she left behind on Mount Koubru sprouted as the beautiful firmoss.

Tampha became the wife of Soraren in the heavens. In time, she gave birth to a little boy. He was named Khoriphaba. When he was three years old, Tampha said to her husband, ‘Now that our son does not need to drink his mother’s milk any more, may I visit my father and mother? It has been more than three years since I have seen them and my homeland.’

‘Yes, Tampha, you may,’ Soraren replied. ‘Go visit your parents and your homeland. It has indeed been a long time. You can leave Khoriphaba with me. I will take care of him.’

Tampha was overjoyed on hearing these words.

‘But,’ continued the Lord of the Sky, ‘you are not to eat or drink with your parents and your people. You are my wife and that has made you a goddess. You can no longer sit and eat with men as you are no longer one of them.’
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Saying this, Dear Warned One, Soraren dropped a ladder of gold from the heavens and Tampha climbed down to earth. She stepped off the ladder at Konthoujam village. Her father Konthouremba and mother Huimu Leima wept tears of joy on seeing their beloved daughter once again. They hugged one another amidst joyful tears. The villagers of Konthoujam too gathered around them in excitement. They marvelled at Tampha’s goddess-like beauty and glowing raiment.

‘Come, let us all celebrate the return of my daughter!’ Konthouremba shouted to his fellow men. ‘We are once again together as a family after three long years.’

The villagers of Konthoujam began to prepare for a big celebration to welcome Tampha. They brought together pigs and chickens, duck and fish, heaps of rice and fresh green vegetables, and large clay jars of rice brew to drink. Seeing this preparation under way, Tampha began to worry. She remembered Soraren’s words warning her not to eat and drink as she was now a goddess.

‘Father,’ she said slowly, ‘the villagers are happily preparing a great feast for my welcome. But now that I am a goddess, I shall not be able to celebrate with you and partake of any food or drink.’ She sighed.

Hearing this, Konthouremba gathered the villagers and told them what Tampha had said. The villagers talked among themselves. What can be done? The feast was in honour of Tampha and it would not do for her not to be a part of the festivities. They discussed the matter for a long time and then together they said to Konthouremba, ‘We have considered the divine commandment. Let us put seven veils around your daughter when she dines and wines with us. Lord Soraren the Sky God will not be able to see that she is feasting with us behind the seven veils.’
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They all happily agreed to this clever plan. They hung seven veils around Tampha and together they had a great feast of food and wine. But Soraren, who sees all and knows all, looked down from the heavens and saw his wife wining and dining with her family and the villagers of Konthoujam. In anger, he drew the ladder of gold back to the heavens.

Dear Abandoned One, the beautiful Tampha was left stranded among the menfolk. She could not get back to her husband or her son in their abode in the skies. Tampha had to live once again in Konthoujam and never return to Soraren’s side in the sky.

And what of little Khoriphaba?

When he woke up from his slumber, he found that his mother was missing. He began crying for her. Soraren did all he could, but little Khoriphaba would not stop crying and nor would he eat or drink anything. All the gods too tried to stop the little boy from crying for his mother. But it was all to no avail. Little Khoriphaba refused to eat and cried for three whole days and three whole nights. Soraren and the other gods began to worry that the boy would not live much longer.

At this point, a god called Heinaotaba and his wife the goddess Hoinaotabi entered, carrying with them a bunch of firmoss from the slopes of Mount Koubru. They gave Khoriphaba the firmoss. The little boy smelled his mother’s fragrance in the firmoss. Gurgling with delight, he stopped crying. And that is why, Dear Botanical One, the firmoss, grown from the tresses of Tampha upon the slopes of Mount Koubru, is a part of the offering of fruit and flowers when Manipuris celebrate their new year.
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Time passed and Khoriphaba grew up to be a handsome and strong young man. And since he grew up without his mother, he missed not having her by his side. One day, he went to his father and said, ‘I have not known my mother. I have not seen her face or felt her embrace all these years. Father, I wish to go and look for her.’

Soraren agreed reluctantly.

Next day, Khoriphaba descended to Earth to search for his mother Tampha. He stepped down from the heavens upon the shores of Loktak Lake in the kingdom of Moirang. He landed upon the floating islands of the lake, for Dear Ecological one, the lake has many islands of floating weeds. There he saw a beautiful mare. She was the incarnation of Ngangrubi, a princess of Moirang. He captured her and riding his mare Ngangrubi, he roamed the earth in search of his mother. He talked to the fisherfolk and farmers, and he talked to the rulers and gods in all the lands he visited. Wherever he went, Dear Seeking One, he asked all he met, ‘Have you seen my mother Tampha?’

Then one day as he rode Ngangrubi towards the sacred Nongmaijing Hill to the east, he came upon an assembly of gods and goddesses. The deities had gathered, as they did every summer, at the abode of Nongpok Ningthou, the Lord of the East, and his consort, the goddess Panthoibi.

With song and dance, their festivity called up the rituals of creation of the living and the non-living, the sowing of fields and building of houses, the harvesting of plenty and the weaving of cloth. The divine beings taught men and women these skills with the help of their shaman priestesses. He taught them, Dear Educated One, the stories of whence they came and the ways in which to live their lives. Khoriphaba thus came upon the gods and goddesses enacting these rituals in dance and in song, translated for the understanding of simple men and women by their shaman priestesses.

‘I am Khoriphaba, son of Soraren the Sky God,’ he declared as he dismounted from Ngangrubi the mare. ‘I have come down to earth to look for my mother. Her name is Tampha. Now that I have met you, deities of the land, I too will take part in your rituals and prayers in honour of Lord Nongpok Ningthou, Ruler of the East, and his consort Panthoibi.’

But just as he was about to enter, the gathered gods and goddesses stopped him. ‘Khoriphaba, son of Soraren, you may not enter. You are not married. You have no wife. It is forbidden for a god without a partner to take part in our festivities and rituals in honour of Lord Nongpok Ningthou and Panthoibi.’

‘Very well then,’ Khoriphaba replied brashly. ‘I will choose a goddess to be my bride.’

‘Very good, Khoriphaba,’ the gods replied. ‘But you must know your bride well in order to make her your consort. You must choose her with your eyes blindfolded.’

And so, Khoriphaba allowed them to tie a band of cloth over his eyes. He took a hockey mallet in hand and strode in among the sacred assembly. Then he used his mallet to divine which of the gathered goddesses was his bride-to-be. After circling the gathering, the blindfolded god hooked a goddess called Chaningkhombi with the crook of his mallet. The gods and goddesses were very pleased and Khoriphaba joined the gathering of the gods with his consort, the goddess Chaningkhombi.

The god and his bride left for Chaningkhombi’s maiden home after the festivities in honour of Lord Nongpok Ningthou and Panthoibi. Her home was on a hill that was near his mother’s ancestral village of Konthoujam. The villagers of Konthoujam were awed to meet Khoriphaba and heard of his quest. Sadly, they said to him, ‘Young Lord Khoriphaba, we are overjoyed that you have come to look for our Tampha. But we were afraid of the wrath of Lord Soraren, your father, and so we sent her away. Your mother Tampha is no longer in our village but now lives in the hills. A tribe of Kabuis has been looking after her.’

Khoriphaba was overjoyed even to hear this disappointing news. He immediately set out once again on his mare Ngangrubi and headed for the hills where the Kabui tribes lived.

The tribesmen were honoured to meet him. They recognized him as the son of Soraren the Sky God. ‘Welcome Lord Khoriphaba, welcome to our tribe who worships your eldest brother Sanamahi in every home.’ Then they took him to where Tampha lived.

‘My mother!’ he exclaimed in joy when Tampha came out to meet him. ‘I am your son Khoriphaba. Far and wide have I been searching for you. I have longed to meet you ever since I was little.’

Tampha wept great tears of joy, and spoke though her tears, ‘Khoriphaba, my son! You have found your mother at last. How strong and big you have grown. You are indeed the son of my husband Lord Soraren.’

‘Come with me, Mother,’ said Khoriphaba. ‘Now that I have found you, come with me and my bride Chaningkhombi. We shall all live together happily hereafter.’

‘Sadly, my son, that cannot be,’ Tampha sighed. ‘I cannot climb back to the heavens as I disobeyed your father. My family and villagers have also expelled me for fear of Lord Soraren’s wrath. If I come with you, my son, you will also be the object of your father’s anger. I will stay here with the Kabui tribesmen who have given me shelter all these years. Go, go with your lovely bride and live happily together.’

In sadness, Khoriphaba and Chaningkhombi left. They went back to her ancestral home upon the hillock near Konthoujam and settled there. And there they are till today, installed as gods in a shrine upon the hill, Dear Worshipful One. You can also come to Manipur and pray at the shrine for the strength and power of Khoriphaba, the son of Soraren, as the people of Manipur do.

His mare Ngangrubi became the mate of Samadon, the fearsome beast created and then made wingless by Sanamahi. Together they produced many foal in many colours and markings. They were known by their colours: the white sanabi, karu the black, the off-white mora, tamarind bay, the tamarind seed black-kneed bay, the black-maned bay classified as tamarind pulp, the black-legged khongdei brown, copper, kona brown, the spotted blue vanda orchid, the cotton boll of pure white, raw silk beige, the golden natrang with its white mane, the pale-eyed songu, burnt mora with dark tail tips, speckled sparrow-egg brown and the white-speckled sanabi, which only kings can ride. Together they became the sacred breed known today as the Manipuri Pony.

Khoriphaba and the gods rode upon these sacred ponies to the wedding of his older brother Pakhangba, the Ruler of Man and Earth, and his bride Laisna. The gods who came to the wedding with Khoriphaba were Marjing, which is another name of Sanamahi who created the Manipuri Pony from Samadon. He rode in from the north-east. With him, other gods and kings gathered to play, seven to a side, in the first game of polo. They were:

The Northern Team

Marjing, Lord of the Home

Khamlangba, Lord of Iron

The King of Irum

The King of Ikop

The King of Irong

Lord Nongsaba

Lord Panthoiba

The Southern Team

Thangjing, Lord of the South-West

Lord Khoriphaba the Valiant

Lord Wangbrel, Lord of Water

The King of Wanggoi

The Chief of Nambul

Lord Oknarel

Lord Loyalakpa, son-in-law of the Mountain God

They each carried a hockey mallet like Khoriphaba did when he selected his bride Chaningkhombi. Thus did the celestial gods and kings play the first game of sagol kangjei, meaning ‘hockey on horseback’, as polo was called then, in honour of the Divine Ancestor and Serpent King Pakhangba, the first monarch of Manipur.

And that is why, Dear Equestrian One, Manipur is the birthplace of polo.
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I am immensely grateful to many friends in Manipur in researching this book. As Meiteis—as the valley people of Manipur are called—we share ancestors of yore who have passed these stories down to us over many generations. We collectively kowtow in gratitude to our illustrious forebears.

My retelling of these ancient stories, some of which I grew up hearing, began as notes for an art exhibition I was planning of the illustrated manuscripts of Manipur. In the little-known tradition of Manipuri manuscripts, collectively called puya and written mostly in the old Manipuri script called Meitei Mayek, are some highly illustrated ones called subika. These were first shown to me by the late great scholar Pundit Ningthoukhongjam Khelchandra, to whom I dedicate this collection. These delightfully illustrated manuscripts were on prognostication, fortune telling, magic and sorcery, and are believed to hold talismanic power. The bulk of manuscripts are on earthbound subjects like history, statecraft, genealogy, society and the like, and are not illustrated.

It was then my good fortune to discover that my friend Thokchom Thouyangba Meitei, a film producer and a scholar of ancient manuscripts through his practice of rituals, had written a charming little book called Isusa, Ipu Wari Lirage, which roughly translates as ‘Children, Grandpa Will Tell You a Story’. I had never heard some of the stories in his book before. Many of the stories in this book are retellings from this book by my friend Thouyangba, cross-referenced with oral ballad forms where they exist. What also fascinated me was the discovery that many of the stories we grew up hearing had mythological origins and had been written in the puyas in varying forms. It came as no surprise to learn much later into the writing of this book then that Thouyangba received a much-deserved Sahitya Akademi Award for his sequel to that first children’s storybook that I have used liberally. So, to my dear friend Thouyangba and his kindness, I am the most tremendously indebted. Another story source I use herein holds a special emotional resonance for me. It comes from a retelling from an elder by a writer who helped raise me, my aunt, my idomcha, Khaidem Pramodini Devi, a friend of my mother since her childhood. I am glad I can honour her memory with the story based on her tale of the doll goddess.

My oral cross-referencing and checking was done by consulting my old friend Mayanglambam Mangangsana, the noted folklorist, balladeer and performer and teacher of the Manipuri stringed instrument called the pena. He layered another source for the stories, displaying a palimpsest of these stories’ oral origins, iterations and interpretations from the traditional ballads he sings. This also opened my eyes to not only how these stories are passed down across generations, but how and why the narratives vary, on the page and in song. I further cross-checked these variations to shape a single narrative for each story by referring them to another friend, Chanam Hemchandra, whom I called Khaba. A scholar of the puya of which he has a large collection, he publishes prodigiously from the Aribalon, also known as Old Manipuri, in these texts, into the Modern Manipuri of today for readers in Manipur today. To them all, my dear friends Thouyangba, Mangangsana and Khaba, I am deeply beholden.

It had always been my intention all along to include modern art expressions of the whimsical and highly unusual style of puya illustrations in the art exhibition I was working on. I had quietly despaired at finding the right artist to do the artwork in the Manipuri manuscripts-style I wanted for the book. So, it was utter joy when I was introduced to the wonderful paintings inspired by our manuscript illustrations by Sapha Yumnam, a young artist teaching in the art department of Manipur University. I do not think I need to say anything more about his work as they are here for all to see, except to say a huge thank you to Sapha and to my cousin Wangam Somorjit for introducing him and his art to me. As Somorjit is a historian, I also thank him for cross-referencing where mythology and early history meld in these stories, such as in the one about the origin of polo, in our court chronicle called the Cheitharol Kumbaba and other historical sources.

Finally, my thanks to Toonika Guha, who, when she was working in the audio division of Penguin Random House India, leaped with enthusiasm at my early rough drafts. She passed them on to my editor Arpita Nath in their Puffin division; and from her to Aditi Batra, my perceptive copy editor; and finally to the immensely gifted artist Ahlawat Gunjan, who designed the book with a personal passion for Sapha’s artworks, and to Akangksha Sarmah for designing the cover. To their sustained interest, support and professionalism, I am truly thankful.

As for little flourishes that the reader may detect in my retelling, I humbly bow my head from afar to the wondrous stories and great storytellers of the West that held me enthralled during my childhood—from Aesop’s Fables to Br’er Rabbit, from Rudyard Kipling to Edith Hamilton. And were a Biblical tone to be detected now and then, I am certain I owe it to the interminable Sunday sermons I endured as a fidgety schoolboy at Mount Hermon School in Darjeeling.
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