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			introduction

			Legends and tales have been a part of our history for a very, very long time. You see, long before our country came to be known for its vibrant cities, stunning landscapes, and delicious food, India was a land made up of numerous kingdoms and tribes. The places that we now know as the twenty-eight states of the country were once different territories or regions that were homes to various tribes. The people from these regions had stories about how their lands were formed and how the land got its name. Some of these stories had gods and goddesses, others had fierce warriors. Some had extraordinary people who meditated for thousands of years, and others had rivers and mountains that transformed into people. Some of these stories came from books that were written hundreds of years ago, while others were passed down through stories told by ancestors. It is important to remember that these tales are myths and legends which are not the same as historical facts. As stories are told again and again, people sometimes add new parts or forget others. That’s how myths and legends grow and change over time. This book brings together exciting stories from every state in India, telling tales that began long, long ago.

			And how did these stories spread? By being told. Have you ever played the game called ‘Telephone’? It’s when you think of a word and whisper it in your friend’s ear, and they whisper it in the next friend’s ear till the word that the last person says out loud is something completely different. In the same way, the stories about these Indian states have passed through so many ears and mouths that there are many different versions of them. So, as you read a story in this book, you might feel like you have heard this story before or a different version of it or never heard this story at all. But that’s okay. All readers are welcome to dive into this version of the legends behind the twenty-eight Indian states. Of course, India is not just about the states, we also have eight Union Territories with rather unique names and reasons why they are named that way. Dive into these stories that will take us on a journey across the land that is now known as India. 
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			1

			ANDHRA PRADESH

			The Land of the Andhra People

			Many, many years ago, before the people of Andhra were known as Andhras, there lived a sage named Vishwamitra. Sage Vishwamitra was not just another holy man, but one of the most respected of the seven Brahmarishis of olden times. The Brahmarishis were very important people, the highest class of sages. As expected, Sage Vishwamitra was a serious man with bushy eyebrows, a long grey beard, and hair flecked with black and white, tied up in a bun on the top of his head. He was supposed to be so knowledgeable that every king and queen wanted him to be their royal priest. He was very good at religious ceremonies and made sure that every god and goddess was nicely honoured. The one flaw he had, though, was his temper. People who were close to him used to say that his anger lived on the tip of his nose, which was just an interesting way of saying that Sage Vishwamitra would get angry quite easily. 

			This made things quite hard for his children, and he had a lot of them. Sage Vishwamitra lived on earth for a very long time, and over the course of those years he had one hundred children. You would think this was enough, but Sage Vishwamitra decided he would like to add one more to his brood of children. The boy he chose was Shunahshepa, the middle son of his sister. 

			You might be wondering why Sage Vishwamitra wanted to adopt Shunahshepa, his nephew, as one of his sons. Shunahshepa had been given away by his parents to the king of their land. The king had taken the boy to a religious ceremony, or a puja, over which Sage Vishwamitra had presided. Now that the puja was over and the king had gotten all that he needed, he did not want the boy anymore. And sadly, neither did the boy’s parents. However, Sage Vishwamitra had seen Shunahshepa’s usefulness during the puja. Shunahshepa had been able to call on the gods, and the gods had given him many boons as well. Sage Vishwamitra knew that he would be able to train Shunahshepa and hone his skills, so he decided to adopt the boy.

			Sage Vishwamitra called all hundred of his sons to meet Shunahshepa. Fifty of his sons were older than Shunahshepa, and fifty of them were younger. He instructed them all to bow to Shunahshepa and then he told them that Shunahshepa would be their new older brother – the eldest, in fact. Sage Vishwamitra’s sons were shocked. In the times that they lived in, an elder brother in the family was almost as powerful as the parents of the family. How could their father just bring in a cousin they had not even met since childhood and make him the second most important person in their family? What did their father mean by this act? For years, they had lived in his holy hermitage, his ashram, and studied under him. They had done everything he had told them to and hoped that one day they would be powerful sages with hermitages of their own. Now, their father had brought in an outsider to inherit his position as a respected sage!

			The fifty sons who were younger than Shunahshepa reluctantly agreed to accept Sage Vishwamitra’s decision. They needed the guidance of someone older, and having one more older brother did not really make a difference to them when they already had so many older than them. They bowed to Shunahshepa and quietly walked over to Sage Vishwamitra’s side. The great sage was delighted, and now he looked at his fifty oldest children, who continued to remain silent.  His children had always obeyed him. He was proud of how intelligent, compassionate and loving they were. They had always taken care of their younger brothers and other responsibilities when Sage Vishwamitra was in other lands for work. So now, what was taking them so long to agree? 

			Sage Vishwamitra raised a bushy eyebrow at the eldest. He waited for him to walk over with his brothers, indicating that he, too, agreed with his father’s decision. However, to the sage’s shock, his eldest son shook his head. He stepped forward, crossed his arms in front of him and told Sage Vishwamitra that he did not accept his decision. The sage was immediately enraged; he scrunched up his forehead and narrowed his eyes.

			‘How dare you question my decision?’ the sage thundered at them. ‘I am telling you again that I have decided to adopt Shunahshepa as my eldest son. And you will abide by my decision. You must walk over and stand here beside me to show your agreement,’ Sage Vishwamitra yelled.

			But the sage’s sons had inherited his pride. The fifty of them stood strong, and refused. 

			‘If that is the case, then I hereby banish you to the southern part of the land. You will go far away from here and live in the south, where you will be known as Andhras, and I will never see you ever again.’
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			The sons of Vishwamitra were taken aback by their father’s decision. But they never once thought of defying their father. He meant the world to them, even if they disagreed with him. So they bowed to their father, bid farewell to their younger brothers, and left on their long journey down south. They went to the River Ganga where they used to take their bath every morning and took a last dip before they said goodbye to the land they had always called their home. Then, the brothers, known as Andhras, started their travel. They walked through jungles and crossed mountains. They waded through rivers and passed through other large kingdoms till they finally reached the banks of a river so wide and fast that it reminded them of their own River Ganga. 

			‘This will be our Dakshin Ganga. This will be the Ganga of the South,’ the eldest of the brothers said as he left his belongings on the banks of the river and stepped into the crystal clear waters. His brothers agreed. They soon settled down in the land that the river flowed through. As years passed, the land  came to be known as the Land of the Andhras – a land filled with people who were known for their love of learning, their thick hair, and their sweet language. The river flowing through their land was later called River Godavari, but it is still also known as the Ganga of the South. And the land itself was named Andhra Pradesh.
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			KNOW YOUR STATES 

			•	Andhra Pradesh is sometimes called the ‘Kohinoor of India’ because the famous Koh-i-Noor diamond is believed to have come from a mine in Guntur, a place in Andhra Pradesh.

			•	The capital of Andhra Pradesh is Amaravati. Amaravati literally means ‘the place where immortals live.’

			•	Pingali Venkayya, the person who designed the Indian national flag, was from Andhra Pradesh. He was also a freedom fighter. The first version of the flag had only red and green stripes. Later, Mahatma Gandhi suggested adding a white stripe in the middle to represent peace and include all communities.

			•	The official language of Andhra Pradesh is Telugu.

			•	Kuchipudi is a famous classical dance form from Andhra Pradesh.

			•	Andhra Pradesh is one of India’s top mango-producing states – yum!

			•	Dharmavaram is a city in Andhra Pradesh that is famous for its beautiful silk saris. These saris are handwoven using pure mulberry silk.
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			2

			ARUNACHAL PRADESH

			The Land of Dawn-Lit Mountains

			Once upon a time, high up in the tall mountains that lie in the north-east of the country that we now know as India, there lived a boy called Nyethri. Nyethri belonged to a tribe called the Monpa, who had lived in the mountains for as long as anyone could remember. Nyethri had seen his people weave, make baskets, and carve wood for as long as he could remember. His mother and father had told him that he, too, would have to choose one of these crafts to work with as he grew up. But Nyethri had a different dream.

			When he saw the tall mountains touching the sky, all Nyethri wanted to do was climb them and see what was at the very top. There was one mountain in particular that the adventurous boy could not wait to climb – the Sacred Mountain that stood tall in the heart of their land. Nyethri’s grandmother had told him stories of how the mountain held the secrets to the beginning of time.

			‘Look at the top, Nyethri. Our gods and goddesses live on the very top of that mountain,’ she would say pointing to the peak of the Sacred Mountain, which was so high up that it seemed to touch the clouds.

			Nyethri yearned to climb up to the top of the Sacred Mountain. Never mind that others thought it would be too challenging or that it might disturb the gods and goddesses, Nyethri could not wait for the day that he could start the climb. Day after day, he sat at the foot of the mountain, trying to figure out how he would get to the top. Finally, on the day he turned sixteen, he felt like he was ready. He packed a little bundle with cheese, meat, rice, and butter tea in a bottle. He bid goodbye to his parents, hugged his little brother and sister, and asked his grandparents to bless him on his journey. With his entire family and village wishing him the best, Nyethri placed his first step on the Sacred Mountain. 

			It was an uphill climb. As Nyethri went further and further, the slopes became steeper and steeper. But Nyethri did not give up. Days passed, and he climbed on, stopping once in a while for some food and never thinking about giving up. After his food and drinks ran out, Nyethri paused to look down the path he had climbed, but all he could see was a sea of clouds. He was so high up that the air was thin, and it looked like he had stepped into the kingdom of the gods. Nyethri closed his eyes and felt all his tiredness wash away as if something divine had come near him. He felt a voice tell him that the summit was near. He opened his eyes and continued his climb.
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			Finally, Nyethri was at the summit, where a wonderful sight was waiting for him. As he placed his first step on the very peak of the mountain, the clouds parted to reveal gorgeous flowers and plants, crystal clear lakes that sparkled, and mystical creatures that looked like they were from a different realm. Standing calmly in the centre of it all was a goddess. Nyethri bowed down to her and immediately recognized that she was the goddess his grandmother called the Lhamo or the ‘Guardian of the Sacred Mountain.’ The Lhamo had long flowing hair and the brightest eyes that Nyethri had ever seen. She smiled at him, and he felt calm inside. ‘Come close, my child,’ the Lhamo raised her palm and beckoned Nyethri over.

			‘I am impressed by you, child. You have come so far, and you have gone through so many obstacles to hear the story of your land’s birth, and as a reward, I shall tell you the story of your land,’ the Lhamo said to Nyethri. 

			Nyethri hurried over to her and sat cross-legged next to the goddess to hear her tale.

			‘In the beginning of time, there was nothing but two golden eggs that moved around each other. Round and round they went till they dashed into each other and broke into pieces. One piece was the sky, and the other was the earth. The sky wanted to embrace the earth, but it was so big that it could not. So, the earth decided to make herself smaller. She took a deep breath and curled herself into a smaller piece making mountains and hills rise up to touch the morning sky as she folded into herself. The overjoyed sky hugged her, and when the earth and sky came together, all the animals, plants, gods, and goddesses were created. This Sacred Mountain was one of the first mountains to rise up and touch the sky when the earth and sky came together, so this is where the gods and goddesses live as they keep an eye on the rest of the world’s creations. Now that you know this secret you, too, must help in keeping the earth and her creatures alive and well.’

			Nyethri was grateful that his quest for finding wisdom on top of the Sacred Mountain had been successful. He thanked the Lhamo and made his way back down to his people where he told them the story of how their land was formed, why the mountains were so important, and how all wisdom existed at the top of the dawn-lit mountains. Like the Lhamo had taught him, he taught his people why the natural world had to be protected and how they were supposed to live in harmony with the rest of the world. 

			Nyethri’s story continues to be passed on from generation to generation as a reminder of the sacred mountains in the land – a land that would one day be called Arunachal Pradesh, meaning ‘land of the dawn-lit mountains’. The name comes from the Sanskrit words aruna meaning ‘dawn’ and achal meaning ‘mountain’, with pradesh meaning ‘land’.
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			KNOW YOUR STATES

			•	Arunachal Pradesh is also called the land of the rising sun. This is also because the word aruna in Arunachal means ‘Sun.’ The state’s name can also mean ‘the land where the sun rises from behind the mountains.’ 

			•	The people of the Monpa tribe perform a  traditional dance called the Aji Lhamu. They believe this dance helps them connect with their ancestors and brings them blessings from the gods. 

			•	Itanagar is the capital of Arunachal Pradesh. Itanagar gets its name from the Ita Fort, or the ‘Fort of Bricks,’ situated in the heart of the city. 

			•	Arunachal Pradesh is inhabited by twenty-six major tribes and over hundred sub-tribes.

			•	The famous Tawang Monastery in Arunachal Pradesh is the largest Buddhist monastery in India and the second largest in the world. 

			•	The forests of Arunachal Pradesh are home to some very rare animals, like red pandas, clouded leopards and the hoolock gibbon – India’s only ape.
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			3

			ASSAM

			The Land of the Ahom People

			According to an ancient legend from the land now known as Assam, in the very beginning, there was nothing but the vast waters of the ocean. There were no lands or people. No plants or animals. No sound could be heard except the splashing of the waters of this ocean. There was neither the earth nor the heaven nor the sun nor the stars. But there was one being – the creator god called Pha Thu Ching, who was shapeless and voiceless and lay spread through this universe that was nothing but the ocean. It is hard to imagine what Pha Thu Ching looked like, he neither had a head nor legs. He did not have a mouth, but he did have eyes. Pha Thu Ching, being a god, knew that he would have to change his form and create other beings if he wanted to be celebrated and revered. So Pha Thu Ching opened his eyes one day and decided that it was time to create something he would like to look at. So he created the first deity called Khun Theu Kham. Khun Theu Kham, in turn, looked around and saw nothing to lean on, so he dived into the water and leaned on his back, and a lotus plant sprouted up from his navel. Next from his navel came a crab, then a tortoise, and then an eight-headed snake that encircled the tortoise and stretched out in eight directions.

			Now, it was time to create the earth. The deity took a deep breath, and out sprung a white elephant with tusks carrying two mountains. One mountain was dropped in north and the other in south. Then, two pillars were placed on the mountains, and a giant rope was used to connect both pillars. This was followed by two spiders made of gold who fell down from the creator. The spiders created the earth and then quickly went spinning back and forth, back and forth, and wove an intricate web that they attached to the top of the pillars. The spiders then made the heavens in the shape of a throne. As soon as the heavens had taken shape, Pha Thu Ching created a goddess to be Khun Theu Khem’s partner. Together, they created eggs that would later hatch to become many gods and goddesses living in the heavens.

			Years passed, and the gods and goddesses got together and decided to have a religious ceremony,  a puja, to create two brothers to send down to earth. First, an octagonal altar called a ‘Deoghar’ was constructed. Around it sat: Khao Kham, the god of water; Ai Leng Din, the god of earth; Jan Chai Hung, who was the Lord of the gods; Jasingpha, the goddess of wisdom; Mut Kum Tai Kum, the deity of the Sun and the Moon; and the most important of all, Lengdon, the ruler of the universe. Together, the gods and goddesses created two human beings – the brothers Khun Lung and Khun Lai, and sent them down to the earth. The deities gave them a box with a divine idol called Sumdeo, a sword called the mighty Hengdon, a pair of drums, and two roosters. The deities told them to rule their kingdom on earth as the gods and goddesses decided.

			Khun Lung and Khun Lai took charge of their kingdom down on earth. They took care of their people and did religious rituals honouring the gods as they had been told to. As time passed, the two brothers wanted to have their own countries to rule, so Khun Lung moved away, and many years later, so did his descendant Sukhapha. Prince Sukhapha respected the hillside country where he had grown up. Still, the prince dreamt of ruling a land that he had established himself. He decided he would travel far away and make his way up the winding mountains that he could see from his kingdom. When he turned nineteen, Prince Sukhapha put together a team of nine thousand people, three hundred horses, and two elephants and embarked on his adventure to create his own kingdom. When he left, he brought with him the divine idol, a divine elephant, a divine chicken, the divine sword Hengdon, and the embroidered cloth that Khun Lung, his ancestor who had descended from the heavens, had worn. 
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