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INTRODUCTION

‘Listen to my story!’

The call of the kathavachaka or storyteller in the village square in ancient 
India was something everybody eagerly awaited. Every evening, after the day’s 
work was done, people young and old – men, women and children – would 
gather here under the evening stars. . .and the storyteller would spin the most 
spellbinding tales of adventure and bravery, love and kindness, envy and 
deceit. There were stories of kings and queens, gods and goddesses, animals 
and birds, magical creatures and supernatural beings with amazing powers. 
There was mythology, fantasy and even science fiction of sorts! Sometimes, 
stories were vastly exaggerated to drive home a point. But they always taught 
something important, for wisdom and values were woven 
into them.

This was our unique oral tradition of storytelling, 
which was handed down from one generation 
to the next. There were no books or paper, no 
pens or pencils or even schools in ancient India, 
although a few select students like princes did go 
to gurukuls in forests to live with their teacher 
or guru. So, the kathavachaka held a revered 
place in society for playing the vital role of 
entertainer and instructor. His was an effective 
way to reach out and instruct the vast receptive 
masses through a rich treasury of folktales, 
folklore, myths and epics. A body of beliefs and
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values reflecting the wisdom of ancient India was thus handed down the 
generations through these stories.

Indian folktales originated among farmers and villagers, becoming a rich 
part of our cultural heritage. Often combining song, rhythm and music, they 
became a vital part of the texture of life, and were enjoyed by all. Not only 
were these tales passed down orally, they also travelled across the vast and 
varied regions of the Indian subcontinent – from sandy deserts and hot 
plains to lush valleys and icy mountains, adapting themselves to their new 
surroundings. You could find a similar story in both Punjab and Meghalaya 
but with a vastly different landscape, community and attire!

For centuries, life in our villages remained unchanged as people mostly tilled 
the soil and led simple, unlettered lives. Later, as regional scripts developed, 
stories were written on the native birch bark, or bhojpatra, in north India, 
and palm leaves, or talapatra, which were abundant in southern and coastal 
India. This was much before the advent of paper and printing of books in 
the industrial age. The written word, and later the printed word, kept these 
tales alive.

Timeless Tales of India is a treasury of thirty-six lesser-known but entertaining 
folktales, coming from every state and Union Territory of India. Well-known 
                                                       writers, having a personal bond with the 
                                                       state they have written from, capture the 
                                                       flavour of the time and region while striking 
                                                       illustrations bring the stories to life.

The book’s authors belong to the 
Association of Writers and Illustrators for 
Children (AWIC), a registered voluntary 
organization founded in 1981 by K. Shankar 
Pillai. This vibrant forum represents over 600 
writers, illustrators, librarians, teachers and 
publishers dedicated to the development
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and promotion of creative literature

for children of all ages. The

Association promotes the reading 
habit through its 175 libraries for 
underprivileged children all over

India. It has also held workshops,

writing competitions, international and national conferences, seminars 
and exhibitions. Its projects include publications; literacy; storytelling in 
schools, libraries and hospitals; Book Therapy – Reading is Healing; and a 
quarterly journal, Writer and Illustrator. AWIC was the Indian Section of 
the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) for over thirty 
years and won international recognition for many of its projects.

Our grateful thanks to Vatsala Kaul Banerjee who has put together this 
kaleidoscopic anthology with the most meticulous care, interest and attention 
to every detail in text and illustrations, to bring out a beautiful collection of 
folktales that are funny, strange, fascinating and thought-provoking.

We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we have loved bringing them 
to you!

‘Listen to my story!’ Just as in ancient times.

Nita Berry

Coordinator, AWIC
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HOW NIGHT CAME TO THE WORLD

A Folktale from the Andaman

and Nicobar Islands

Somya Dave

Illustrated by Ajanta Guhathakurta

Very long ago, beyond the time anyone can recall, the world was 
very different from today. In those days, the island people could 
speak to the trees, the fish, the birds and all the animals. Even 
the stones on the islands could talk!

No one knows exactly when, there lived an ancestor in a golguma 
bud, a hamlet of huts, along with others from his tribe. One day 
the man decided to go fishing, as his wife had been asking for 
fresh fish for their meal. Of course, the sea was always full 
of glittering fish – torpedo-shaped tuna and large-mouthed 
snapper, rounded mackerel and brightly coloured reef fish, and 
sharp-clawed lobsters and stubby crabs. The village folk knew 
how to hold their breath and dive down to the colourful coral 
reefs teeming with plants and creatures. Below the surface of 
the sea, in the clear blue-green waters, was a magical world 
with turtles, dugongs (sea cows), octopuses, giant manta rays,
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eels and even sharks! The men used nets, lines, spears tied with ropes and 
traps to catch fish.

On this day, when the man reached the seashore, the sky was clouded, the 
wind was gusty, and the sea was choppy. He put out his lines and spent 
many hours trying to get a good catch. Yet, one tiny fish was all the prize he 
got for all his efforts! He thought of his friends who had returned with big 
bags of fish a few days earlier. His poor luck made him quite sad.

Most island men carried a net bag made of rope, a small bow and a quiver 
of arrows on their back, in case they found something to hunt. As the man 
walked back home unhappily, he started shooting his arrows towards the 
dense jungle along the shore.

Now this was really a foolish thing to do.

Men walking along the seaside would sometimes shoot arrows just to practise 
shooting across a long distance. Yet they never shot into the forest, knowing 
well that the arrows would get lost. Soon the man realized that he was out of 
arrows. He had to go into the jungle to search for them.

The jungles of the Andaman Islands were thick with hundreds of varieties 
of evergreen trees. They grew tall and close, and their canopies were heavy 
and lush. In between, there were soaring bamboos and tens of shades and 
shapes of fern. In scummy swamps rose mangroves, their matted and twisted 
roots making a strange jumble of shapes in the water.

In the jungle, there were bulbuls, drongos, eagles, wood pigeons, hawk

owls, woodpeckers and many more birds. One could spot scaly monitor 
lizards, hairy wild pigs, big-eyed palm civets and hissing snakes. Beautiful 
butterflies and moths flitted around. Chirping cicadas, who jumped from 
tree to tree, watched out for spiders that draped their gossamer webs 
across branches, hoping to catch a tasty treat. The jungle was an emerald 
adventure land, full of surprises – some unpleasant ones – where people 
and animals had to be careful and alert.
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In those times, the ancestors did not know the names of many of the jungle 
trees and fruits, which we know today. So as the man went around searching 
for his arrows, he spoke to them on the way, asking them their names.

First he stopped by a gnarly tree with broad and dark green leaves.

(It was a puiam.)

‘What’s your name?’ he called out, looking up at it.

Not getting an answer, he walked on to a tall, pole-like tree with a silvery bark.

(It was a guluba.)

‘What are you called?’ he asked.

He asked some other old trees, one with lovely lilac-coloured flowers 
(pyinma), and another with beautiful wood (chooi), to tell him their names.

The trees swayed in the wind and their leaves rustled, but they stayed silent.

The man continued to look for his arrows and soon found the first one. It 
was stuck in a big yam.

As he pulled out the arrow, he asked the yam, ‘What is your name?’

At first the yam did not speak. Shrugging his shoulders, the man turned to 
leave and walked a few steps away when he suddenly heard the yam say, ‘My 
name is Gono.’

The man laughed as he traced his way back, saying, ‘I haven’t seen such a 
really large yam like you before. I would like to take you home with me to 
show my wife.’ So he sat down on his haunches and started digging with a 
pointed stick that he picked up from the forest floor. After much huffing and 
puffing, he was finally able to roll out the really large yam from the earth.

Feeling happy, the man started off again to look for his other arrows. He 
stopped near a pile of rocks and asked their names. He stood and waited a 
while for their reply, but the stones stayed silent.
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The man kept searching among the trees and the rocks till he spotted a second 
arrow. It was stuck in a lump of resin. The fragrant resin was produced by 
a special kind of tree and smelt wonderful. After some struggle, he was able 
to pull out his arrow from the very sticky and stubborn resin. As he walked 
away, he was surprised when the resin cried out, ‘Come back! My name is 
Tug, and you can take me home with you!’ The man was very pleased and 
picked up many large lumps of resin.

The man searched for a little longer but could not find any more of his 
arrows. As he continued peering into the shrubs and trees, he spotted a 
large green-and-brown cicada, almost invisible against the dark bark of a 
tree. The insect’s name was Rita and the man decided to take it home as well.

***

It was a long way back home from the jungle. The yam was heavy, and 
the man was tired and hungry when he returned to his bud. His wife and
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friends had been waiting for him anxiously. They surrounded him and threw 
a flurry of questions at him.

‘Where have you been?’

‘Have you got any fish for me?’

‘What are you carrying there?’

‘My friends, I need something to eat first!’ was all the man could say to them 
as he flopped down on the ground. So the others waited patiently as he ate 
his food.

Then the man told them about the Gono yam and showed the people how to 
cook it over an open fire. The Gono yam was covered in dirt and had to be 
washed carefully in the nearby rivulet. As it was such an unusually large 
yam, it had to be cut into smaller pieces with sharp-edged stones to cook 
more easily. The pieces were wrapped in large leaves and buried in an open 
pit heaped with sticks. Once the fire was burning brightly, the yam pieces 
were soon cooked. The steaming pieces were dug up, unwrapped and cooled. 
They smelt and tasted delicious! This was the first time that they had tasted 
Gono yam, and they chattered happily as they enjoyed the new dish.

Then the man took the brown cicada in his hand and stroked it. As the cicada 
clicked and buzzed, the sky turned dark for the first time and now all that the 
the people could see was a strange, round object in the inky sky. It glowed 
with a shining white light and the island people could just faintly see their 
surroundings. It was as though everyone had entered a dark cave in the hills 
with some light coming in through the round cave entrance. Up above, in the 
sky there were countless twinkling lights, like distant fireflies. The people 
were stunned by these sudden changes. They were shocked and scared at the 
disappearance of daylight. They ran around the bud in panic, shouting and 
praying loudly for the day to return.

The man stayed calm for Tug had told him what to do.
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He quickly took some pieces of the resin and asked his wife to get long dry 
sticks. He then carefully rubbed a large piece of the sticky resin on one end 
of each stick. When he held the sticks over the fire, the resin tips burnt 
brightly and lit up the darkness in the bud. That is how the clever man made 
resin torches, which could burn for a long time.

With the light of the torches, the hamlet was somewhat relieved. The man 
told his people not to worry about the dark sky, and to sing and dance 
till the day returned. So they danced to the beats of the dhak drum, the 
tumdak made of a hollowed-out tree trunk, the bamboo sumay flute and 
the daminda made of coconut shells that rattled together. Soon, the people 
of the hamlet forgot their fear of the darkness, the strange white moon and 
the blinking stars.

When the dancers finally stopped, the torches had begun to dim.

The people wondered how sunlight would return to the world.

First the kotare bird sang its song.

But nothing happened. The moon glowed and the stars shimmered as before.

Then a bumu beetle chirped its special song, but the sky stayed dark.

Then the pecerol bulbul and koio woodpecker tried to bring back the daylight 
with their trilling, but they did not succeed.
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Just as everyone was beginning to grow worried, da konoro, a big brown 
ant, began to croon a song. The high-pitched chirping sound was soon 
picked up by other ants in the bushes. The air was filled with the sounds 
of the ants, resonating through the bud, as though calling urgently for the 
daylight to return.

As the sound of the ants’ song filled the bud, the tribe-folk saw the sky 
turning pink and yellow. As the darkness faded, the moon and the stars 
started disappearing. Soon, bright sunlight flooded the sky as the sun slowly 
appeared over the horizon.

At last, light was returning! The villagers were overjoyed and welcomed 
back the day.

Since then, day and night started coming one after the other in the way that 
we see now.

Night follows day, and day returns after night.

Aren’t you glad about that?
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ANDAMAN AND

NICOBAR ISLANDS

It’s a sea adventure! Did you know that the Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
are about 1,200 to 1,400 kilometres away from mainland India? In fact, 
they are closer to Indonesia than to India!

This Union Territory is a group of 572 volcanic islands, together called an 
‘archipelago’, in the Bay of Bengal. Only thirty-eight of them are inhabited. 
They look like paradise, with palm trees lining white sand beaches and 
crystal-clear waters filled with colourful fish, turtles and corals. Thick, 
green jungles cover many of the islands, home to rare animals and bright 
tropical birds.

The capital of these islands was long known as Port Blair, named after a 
British naval officer, Archibald Blair. In September 2024, the Government 
of India changed its name to Sri Vijaya Puram. This name recalls the 
islands’ ancient history, when around the 11th century CE, Rajendra Chola 
of the Chola Empire used them as a naval base while sailing to conquer the 
Srivijaya Empire in present-day Indonesia.

Many tribal communities have lived here for thousands of years. The 
Onges, Sentinelese, Jarawas and Great Andamanese live on the Andaman 
Islands, while the Shompen and Nicobarese tribes inhabit the Nicobar 
Islands. Some still follow traditional ways of life like hunting, fishing and 
gathering. For a long time, they had little or no contact with the outside 
world. Sadly, many of these tribes have seen their numbers decline since 
outsiders first arrived in the 19th century. To protect their lives and 
cultures, the Indian government has created tribal reserves that visitors 
are not allowed to enter. Respecting their space is very important, because 
these communities are now considered endangered.
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WATCH WHAT YOU WISH FOR

A Folktale from Andhra Pradesh

Benita Sen

Illustrated by Vibha Surya

They say, he who owns land, owns his world. But then, 
they say so much!

The hero of our story was the only son of a rich but 
benevolent landowner. The boy knew that all that was 
his father’s would one day be his. He thought he would 
soon own the world. And that thought stuck in his head 
like a leech clinging to a farmer working in a paddy field.

Soon, the young man inherited all the land. ‘Now, 
I own the land. Now, I own my world. All will call 
me Lord Landlord!’ he said to his reflection in 
a puddle in his paddy fields. The water rippled 
gently as the breeze ruffled its surface.
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Never the most considerate or compassionate of people, Lord Landlord 
grew even more convinced that he was master of all that he surveyed. And 
he surveyed acres and hectares of paddy fields, green with healthy crops. 
He surveyed swaying coconut palms, laden with yellowing coconuts. He 
surveyed thick banana groves nodding with green fruit and purple spadix. 
One day, complacence gave way to curiosity. How much land did he really 
own? How far did his land stretch? Should he not know the limits? He could 
not wait to see how vast his property was.

So he instructed his manager to hoist flags along the border of his fields so 
that he could see where they ended. At dawn, the manager and an assistant 
who had the land records, left with a sheaf of purple flags. Lord Landlord 
waited to see the bright pennants flutter. He looked to the right after 
breakfast but saw no flag. He looked to the right and the left after lunch 
but saw no flag. He looked to the right and to the left and straight ahead at 
dusk but saw no flag. The man was livid. Had his manager run away with 
the flags?

The manager came back after a couple of days. He insisted that he had 
marked the boundary of the man’s property with flags.

‘So, why can’t I see the flags?’ demanded Lord Landlord. He stood on tiptoe 
but saw not one marker.

‘That is because your property is so huge, and it stretches so far that the 
flags won’t be visible from here,’ sighed the tired manager.

The land that he owned spanned acres and it covered villages. It stretched 
like a supine giant from one village into the next and went way beyond. 
Undoubtedly, few landowners had as much property as this man did. Lord 
Landlord loved revising that thought! He really owned his own world!

Now, the thought grew and grew in our man the Lord Landlord’s head. 
It became so big that had it been anything but a thought, he would need
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a bigger head to fit it all in. But, as you know, thoughts can vanish into 
nothingness even as they occupy a lot of your waking time.

***

At first, the manager’s assurance made him a very happy man. But as the 
seasons rolled by, Lord Landlord realized that although he owned plenty 
of land, it was his land that owned him. All he could do was to think of his 
property. He had no time for anything else! He employed a large team of 
people to work on his fields. They tilled and they sowed, they reaped and 
they harvested from dawn to dusk. They worked hard and they worked 
diligently for their very important employer. But when it was time for them 
to be paid, Lord Landlord sprung a surprise.

As the farm workers lined up one evening for their dues, Lord Landlord 
asked the manager what they wanted.

‘It’s time for the payments,’ said the manager.

‘Money? Payments?’ shrieked Lord Landlord, his voice rising in indignation. 
‘Are you asking me, the most important landowner in this region, for money? 
Ledhu – no way!’

The workers mumbled something about work being followed by dues, but 
Lord Landlord refused to heed their request.

‘You get enough food for the work you do. I give you piping hot idlis for 
breakfast. You have a place to live in. What do you need money for?’ 
he scoffed.

The next day, Lord Landlord woke up to see the manager standing outside 
his door looking rather crestfallen. ‘None of the workers has turned up,’ he 
rued. ‘The crops need to be harvested!’

The landowner was furious. He hollered an order for all the workers to 
return to work. ‘Ippudu – right now!’ he demanded. But his words mixed in
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vain with the air around. The crops waited, and then they ripened, and then 
they waited a little more, and then they withered and died.

‘Your coffers will empty out if you don’t pay for work,’ the manager shook a 
sad head.

‘My coffers will empty out if I pay all those workers,’ laughed Lord Landlord. 
‘Get them to work for me!’ But no farmhand would work for the richest landlord 
in the region, the man who could afford to pay them all and pay them a little 
more than the others – but paid none.

***

One morning, an ascetic came up to this miserly landowner’s door. He noted 
the large house and he noted the air of despair that hung heavy around it 
like a giant sigh. He asked Lord Landlord a few questions. The landowner 
was still adamant that all he needed were good workers who would not 
demand to be paid.

The wise man whispered a few 
words into the miser’s ear. ‘Chant 
these magic words for three months. 
If you are sincere, a spirit called 
the Brahmarakshasa will show 
up and work for you. Such are 
his supernatural powers that one 
Brahmarakshasa can do the work of 
a hundred human workers,’ assured 
the mendicant.

The desperate landowner did as the 
ascetic advised.

***
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Three months later, a Brahmarakshasa appeared.

‘Namaskaram, master! Your wish is my command,’ he 
said, bowing. ‘I’ll work for you without a break. I’ll 
ask for no money in return. But there is one condition 
you must fulfil – if you can’t give me enough work, 
I will gobble you up.’

With that, the Brahmarakshasa broke into a little 
jingle:

‘You need to give me work to do,

If you don’t, my friend, I’ll eat you!

Yes, yooooo!

Hot idlis, I don’t need – I’ll be happy eating you!’

‘Oh, there’s enough work for you on my fields,’ 
laughed the delighted landowner.

The landowner and his manager drew up a long 
list of tasks. Every morning, the Brahmarakshasa 
showed up at the door and was given something 
new to do. He had to dig a tank in one area. Then, 
an old tank needed repair to stop the water from







[image: background image]
running out of a breached wall. After that, the 
fields had to be furrowed for the next crop. ‘That 
should keep you busy for the season,’ laughed 
the delighted employer.

What he had forgotten was that one 
Brahmarakshasa could work as much as one 
hundred human workers! And so, before he knew 
it, his fields were tidied, the tanks were in perfect 
condition and the granaries were full of harvested 
grain. From the fields, the owner of the land could 
hear the Brahmarakshasa sing lustily:

‘You need to give me work to do,

If you don’t, my friend, I’ll eat you!

Yes, yooooo!

Hot idlis, I don’t need – I’ll be happy 
eating you!’

So, every morning, the man would happily set the 
Brahmarakshasa a new task and every evening, 
the work would be done.
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‘Remember my condition,’ the Brahmarakshasa would remind him at the end 
of a day. ‘Set me new task tomorrow or else. . .’

The work on the fields was coming to an end. Soon, there would not be much 
to do till the next crops were to be sown.

Oh dear! The fear of becoming the Brahmarakshasa’s dinner sent the man 
into panic. He started to send the Brahmarakshasa on random and complex 
chores. But even when he sent him to the distant forest to fetch firewood or 
fruits, the Brahmarakshasa would be back by evening, chanting:

‘You need to give me work to do,

If you don’t, my friend, I’ll eat you!’

Yes, yooooo!

Hot idlis, I don’t need – I’ll be happy eating you!’

By this time, the employer was a bag of nerves. One day, seeing him cry, his 
wife came up with a suggestion. She combed out her curly hair and handed 
him a strand. ‘Ask him to make this straight,’ she smiled. ‘I believe you will be 
safe till the next crop needs to be sown! And tell the Brahmarakshasa that if 
this task isn’t done, you will devour him.’

She was right! The Brahmarakshasa tried and tried to straighten the strand, 
but the curls would not go away!

‘What if I heat it like the blacksmith does to straighten metal?’ he thought. 
‘If metal can be bent or straightened by fire, what is a strand of hair?’

It sounded like a logical solution, but what do you think happened?

As soon as the fire touched the hair, it sizzled and burnt into nearly nothing 
but a little ash.

The challenge was over. The terrified Brahmarakshasa fled with half a 
backward glance to make sure no one was chasing him.







[image: background image]
17

‘Aiyyo!’ he yelped, suddenly not looking as 
menacing as he seemed to be. ‘I’m off! You 
win!’ he cried, rushing out like a gust from 
the sea.

‘I believe you’re better off with the human 
workers,’ the manager cut in. ‘Just pay them 
a little money, and they will work for you 
without thinking of you as dinner.’

Well, that is just what happened.

The fields perked up with swaying crops. The 
granaries filled up again. The workers went home happy with what they 
earned. And the owner of the land? He couldn’t stop telling anyone who 
would listen how clever his wife was. Why, he even bought her a costly 
Pochampalli saree to show his appreciation!

And his wife was happy to serve the workers medu vada and pongal that she 
cooked especially for them.
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Step into Andhra Pradesh, the state known for its spicy and fiery dishes, 
where legends from the past meet rockets of the future! This state, with 
Amaravati as its new capital, was reorganized in 2014, making it one of 
India’s newer states in its present form. It stretches along the eastern 
coast, with long beaches washed by the waves of the Bay of Bengal.

Andhra Pradesh has a history that reaches far, far back. Long ago, it was 
ruled by great dynasties like the Satavahanas, Ikshvakus, Vijayanagara 
and Kakatiyas, who built mighty forts and stunning temples. The Lepakshi 
Temple, covered in carvings of dancing figures and mythical creatures, 
and the Amaravati Stupa, one of India’s oldest Buddhist monuments, tell 
stories that are thousands of years old. The huge monolithic Nandi at 
Lepakshi, near the Sri Veerbhadra Temple, is one of its kind in the world!

It’s a land full of amazing contrasts – from the lush green Godavari and 
Krishna river valleys, where farmers grow rice, sugarcane and mangoes, 
to the Araku Valley, where toy trains chug through tunnels and you can 
smell coffee in the air. In cities like Visakhapatnam, you can explore 
beaches, hills and even a submarine museum, while in Tirupati, pilgrims 
climb the hills to visit one of India’s most famous temples.

Andhra’s traditions are as lively as its landscapes. Kuchipudi, the graceful 
classical dance born here, is full of storytelling and rhythm. Festivals like 
Sankranti, when people fly colourful kites and decorate cows, and Ugadi, 
the Telugu New Year, are celebrated with enthusiasm.

Another fascinating place lies on a narrow strip of land by the sea – 
Sriharikota, India’s main space launch centre. It’s from here that scientists 
of the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) send rockets, carrying 
satellites and space missions, into orbit.
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THE SACRED DRUM

A Folktale from Arunachal Pradesh

Vijaylakshmi Nagaraj

Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant

A long time ago, when God created the universe, 
there was only darkness.

Then God commanded, ‘Let there be light!’ and 
created day and night. He created the Sun, which 
shone brightly during the day, nurturing life 
everywhere, and the Moon, which shone through 
the night with serene calm. This was followed by 
the creation of the earth, plants of a million kinds, 
colourful birds and animals, and finally – humans.

People began to worship the Sun and the Moon, as well 
as the trees, which gave them fruit to eat, and thunder, 
which announced the coming of life-giving rain.

But one day, a devastating storm shook the earth, 
destroying everything that came in its way. The
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winds blew gusty and strong, the rain pelted down in sheets, and big 
hailstones fell hard and fast, harming plants, animals and human beings.

A few people managed to survive the storm. Among them were a brother 
named Khimwa and his sister Tunka. Khimwa toiled all day – farming, 
hunting and fishing to find enough food for both. Tunka spent her time 
weaving. She would weave her own gale, a wrap-around skirt worn by 
women, in intricate designs.

Once Khimwa decided to hunt a wild boar with some friends. All day, they 
roamed the hot and humid forests but did not find even one. Tired and 
disappointed, Khimwa sat down by a pond thinking that they would all have 
to go hungry that night.

Then, suddenly, a strange sound came to his ears.

Dum-dum da-da dum-dum!

It was the rhythmic sound of a kham drum being beaten and it came from 
somewhere close by. Khimwa began to tap his feet to the beat.

‘Can you hear that?’ he asked his friends. ‘Listen!’ The sound of the drum 
mesmerized him. It cheered him up and made him forget his worries.

‘Where is this sound coming from?’ he wondered. ‘Why does it make me feel 
so good?’ He got to his feet.

A short distance away, he noticed a huge hollong tree with a large trunk 
growing at the edge of the pond. The sound seemed to be coming from there. 
As he stood there listening, it stopped for a while and then began again.

Dum-dum da-da-dum!

‘I think it’s coming from inside the tree!’ he exclaimed. ‘I must find out!’

‘No, wait,’ said one of his friends. ‘There might be a tree spirit inside, which 
is making this sound.’
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Khimwa did not care. He was very eager to find where the sound was coming 
from and rushed towards the tree. As he got closer, he noticed that there 
was a spear lying just next to it.

‘Why is this spear lying here?’ he asked.

‘Don’t touch it!’ warned his friends.

Khimwa didn’t listen. ‘If there is a spirit inside, it might come out if I pierce 
the tree,’ he said. He picked up the spear and aimed it at the tree.

Just as he was about to plunge it in, a gentle voice said, ‘Son, why do you 
want to hurt this lovely tree and destroy it? Please don’t.’

Khimwa turned, and, behold! He saw a divine and graceful lady with an 
aura so radiant that he was spellbound. She had blossoms in her hair, and 
a garland of shells and flowers adorned her neck. There was something so 
riveting about her that he was left speechless.

‘I am the Goddess who dwells in this lovely hollong tree,’ she said. ‘Tell me, 
son, what made you come here?’

‘I was enthralled by the drumbeats – they made me forget all my troubles,’ 
Khimwa replied, looking at the serene face of the Goddess. ‘I wish I could 
create the same music.’

‘Your wish shall be granted!’ said the Goddess. Suddenly she produced a 
vast array of drums, big and small, some intricately shaped, some plain and 
simple. ‘Choose any,’ she said.

Khimwa gazed at them fascinated. Then he pointed to one. ‘That wooden 
drum made so skilfully from the trunk of the ditabark tree, and so exquisitely 
decorated with beads and feathers and shells, is all I want,’ he said.

The Goddess smiled. She picked up the drum Khimwa had chosen and gave 
it to him.
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‘You have made a good choice,’ she said. ‘This is a sacred drum, and its 
music has great power.’

‘Thank you, Holy One.’ Khimwa bowed low. ‘I shall play this drum during 
the Moh Mol festival.’

‘Remember one thing,’ said the Goddess. ‘You must take good care of it. Like 
all sacred objects, it must be treated with great respect.’

‘I promise I will,’ Khimwa said, bowing his head reverently. ‘It will be the 
most precious thing for me.’

***

On the day of the Moh Mol festival, Khimwa slung the long, cylindrical 
drum around his neck and played it while people prayed and danced. His 
drumbeats had such a captivating rhythm that there was magic in the air 
when he performed. They seemed to say, ‘There is joy in living in love and 
peace. Come, let’s dance and pray.’ And all the people gathered to do just that!

Year after year, Khimwa was chosen to play the drum during the Mol festival, 
and the young and the old all danced with happiness.

Khimwa cared lovingly for the sacred drum. He cleaned it every day, wiping 
away even the smallest speck of dust, and replacing the beads, shells and 
feathers when they became shabby.

The sacred drum’s fame spread, and Khimwa was invited to play it in villages 
far and wide. But as time passed, his popularity began to go to his head. He 
became proud and arrogant. He forgot that the Goddess had gifted him the 
drum and that her blessings were behind its power.

‘Ah! I am the greatest player ever born!’ he boasted. ‘It’s my magic hands 
that produce these drumbeats that captivate everyone.’
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Soon he began to neglect the drum. He did not bother to clean it or replace 
the beads and shells when they dropped off or the feathers when they became 
withered and crumpled.

***

When the Mol festival came around again, Khimwa dressed up in the 
traditional dapo jacket – black with geometric motifs at the back – woven 
by his sister. He took out his drum, dusted it carelessly and set off.

Large crowds of people had come to take part in the festival. There was 
gaiety all around. Khimwa waited with his drum slung around his neck, and 
soon the time came for him to play.

His hands danced over the drum’s sides with their usual practised ease. 
The people waited expectantly, ready to begin their dance. But to Khimwa’s
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horror, even as he tapped, patted and thumped the drum, no sound emerged. 
He tried again and again, till his hands ached, but the drum remained silent. 
The thrumming, spellbinding beats had vanished! The people gazed at him 
in shock, then slowly moved away, murmuring among themselves. For them, 
the Moh Mol festival lost its cheer.

Khimwa walked away, overcome with gloom. Worse, in the coming months, 
many misfortunes befell the people of his village, and many felt it was 
because the sacred drum had stopped playing. Without the enchantment of 
the drumbeats, Khimwa’s life too became meaningless. He stopped speaking, 
and his sister Tunka was very worried for him.

All the time Khimwa wondered – how did his fingers lose their magic? Why 
had the drum stopped playing? One day, he took it out sadly and looked at 
it. Suddenly he realized how tatty it had become. He remembered what the 
Goddess had told him and was overcome with shame.

Khimwa decided to pray to the Goddess and ask her for guidance. When she 
did not appear, he made sincere offerings to her. He searched for the most 
fragrant flowers and the juiciest fruits in the forest.

‘Forgive me, Holy One,’ he prayed. ‘I am truly ashamed of myself. I am sorry. 
I really am.’

After Khimwa had prayed for a long time, the Goddess finally appeared.

‘Khimwa, you have shown true devotion,’ she said, blessing him. ‘What can 
I do for you?’

Khimwa bowed his head. ‘O Holy One, please make my drum play again. I 
will do anything you say. The drum, my music, is my life. I grew too proud. 
I should have looked after it.’ He wept.

‘I am pleased to see you repent,’ the Goddess said. ‘I shall give your drum 
a new lease of life. But you must repair it and decorate it more beautifully.
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And remember, you must not forget to look


after it.’


Khimwa slowly lifted his head and fell to his


knees. ‘Thank you, Holy One. I promise to


look after it and play it even better!’ he cried.


He redecorated the drum with the most


colourful beads and the brightest feathers he


could collect in the forest.


And then, gently, he tapped on the drum.


Dum-dum da-da!


The sound was back! Khimwa leapt with joy.


He began to beat the drum again, slowly at first, then with great vigour.


Da-dum da-dum.


Dum-dum da-da!


DA-DA-DA DUM-DUM-DUM!


He played and played till his fingers ached.


And then, the Moh Mol festival came round once again, and the preparations


began. Khimwa lovingly decorated the drum with goat fur, boar’s teeth and


feathers from the hornbill.


The magic beats resounded far and wide as the celebrations began. ‘Bless


our community and our village,’ Khimwa sang. ‘Bless the birds, the animals,


the f lowers and plants. Let there be plenty to eat for all!’


The entire village joined in the festival with great joy. Khimwa had only one


thought now – to make music from his heart and spread harmony by playing


the sacred drum. He never stopped playing the sacred drum for the rest of


his life.
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If you are ready to say ‘Good morning’ to the sun before anyone else in 
India, then it’s going to be in Arunachal Pradesh! Dong, a small village 
near Walong in Anjaw district, sees the sunrise first in the country. The 
very name of this state means the ‘Land of the Rising Sun’.

Imagine a place where snowcapped mountains touch the clouds and 
mysterious forests stretch for miles and miles – that’s Arunachal for you. 
The state’s capital is Itanagar, a bustling town surrounded by green hills. 
From here, you can set out to explore mountains, rivers and valleys.

Arunachal is home to over twenty-six major tribes and more than 100 
sub-tribes. Each tribe is like a different piece of a mosaic, with its own 
language, customs and festivals.

This state is also a wonderland for animals and plants. With nearly three- 
fourths of its land covered in forests, it is the second most forested state 
in India! To keep its natural wealth safe, it has seven wildlife sanctuaries 
and two national parks. This is a real-life animal kingdom, where you 
might spot a a shy Himalayan black bear or even a playful red panda in 
the trees. Climb higher, and you may glimpse a snow leopard on the rocks 
or a nimble-footed goral, a mountain goat.

Arunachal is also a floral paradise, with over 500 types of orchids growing 
wild, which is why it’s often called the ‘Orchid Paradise of India’. And 
high up in the mountains stands the breathtaking Tawang Monastery, or 
Tawang Galdan Namgye Lhatse. Shining like a peaceful fortress, it is the 
largest monastery in India and the second largest in the whole world.

Finally, there’s the great River Brahmaputra, which flows here as the 
Siang. Its rushing waters and countless tributaries cut through valleys 
and forests, carrying with them stories as old as the mountains.
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A long time ago, when God created the universe,
there was only darkness.

Then God commanded, ‘Let there be light!” and
created day and night. He created the Sun, which
shone brightly during the day, nurturing life
everywhere, and the Moon, which shone through
the night with serene calm. This was followed by
the creation of the earth, plants of a million kinds,
colourful birds and animals, and finally — humans.

People began to worship the Sun and the Moon, as well
as the trees, which gave them fruit to eat, and thunder,
which announced the coming of life-giving rain.

But one day, a devastating storm shook the earth,
destroying everything that came in its way. The
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HOWNIGHT CAME TO THE WORLD

A Folktale from the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands
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Very long ago, beyond the time anyone can recall, the world was
very different from today. In those days, the island people could
speak to the trees, the fish, the birds and all the animals. Even
the stones on the islands could talk!

No one knows exactly when, there lived an ancestor in a golguma
bud, a hamlet of huts, along with others from his tribe. One day
the man decided to go fishing, as his wife had been asking for
fresh fish for their meal. Of course, the sea was always full
of glittering fish — torpedo-shaped tuna and large-mouthed
snapper, rounded mackerel and brightly coloured reef fish, and
sharp-clawed lobsters and stubby crabs. The village folk knew
how to hold their breath and dive down to the colourful coral
reefs teeming with plants and creatures. Below the surface of
the sea, in the clear blue-green waters, was a magical world
with turtles, dugongs (sea cows), octopuses, giant manta rays,
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If you are ready to say ‘Good morning’ to the sun before anyone else in
India, then it’s going to be in Arunachal Pradesh! Dong, a small village
near Walong in Anjaw district, sees the sunrise first in the country. The
very name of this state means the ‘Land of the Rising Sun’.

Imagine a place where snowcapped mountains touch the clouds and
mysterious forests stretch for miles and miles — that’s Arunachal for you.
The state’s capital is Itanagar, a bustling town surrounded by green hills.
From here, you can set out to explore mountains, rivers and valleys.

Arunachal is home to over twenty-six major tribes and more than 100
sub-tribes. Each tribe is like a different piece of a mosaic, with its own
language, customs and festivals.

This state is also a wonderland for animals and plants. With nearly three-
fourths of its land covered in forests, it is the second most forested state
in India! To keep its natural wealth safe, it has seven wildlife sanctuaries
and two national parks. This is a real-life animal kingdom, where you
might spot a a shy Himalayan black bear or even a playful red panda in
the trees. Climb higher, and you may glimpse a snow leopard on the rocks
or a nimble-footed goral, a mountain goat.

Arunachal is also a floral paradise, with over 500 types of orchids growing
wild, which is why it's often called the ‘Orchid Paradise of India’. And
high up in the mountains stands the breathtaking Tawang Monastery, or
Tawang Galdan Namgye Lhatse. Shining like a peaceful fortress, it is the
largest monastery in India and the second largest in the whole world.

Finally, there’s the great River Brahmaputra, which flows here as the
Siang. Its rushing waters and countless tributaries cut through valleys
and forests, carrying with them stories as old as the mountains.
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A Folktale from Andhra Pradesh
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Benita Sen
Illustrated by Vibha Surya

They say, he who owns land, owns his world. But then,
they say so much!

The hero of our story was the only son of a rich but
benevolent landowner. The boy knew that all that was
his father’s would one day be his. He thought he would
soon own the world. And that thought stuck in his head
like a leech clinging to a farmer working in a paddy field.

Soon, the young man inherited all the land. ‘Now,
I own the land. Now, I own my world. All will call
me Lord Landlord!’ he said to his reflection in
a puddle in his paddy fields. The water rippled
gently as the breeze ruffled its surface.
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Step into Andhra Pradesh, the state known for its spicy and fiery dishes,
where legends from the past meet rockets of the future! This state, with
Amaravati as its new capital, was reorganized in 2014, making it one of
India’s newer states in its present form. It stretches along the eastern
coast, with long beaches washed by the waves of the Bay of Bengal.

Andhra Pradesh has a history that reaches far, far back. Long ago, it was
ruled by great dynasties like the Satavahanas, Ikshvakus, Vijayanagara
and Kakatiyas, who built mighty forts and stunning temples. The Lepakshi
Temple, covered in carvings of dancing figures and mythical creatures,
and the Amaravati Stupa, one of India’s oldest Buddhist monuments, tell
stories that are thousands of years old. The huge monolithic Nandi at
Lepakshi, near the Sri Veerbhadra Temple, is one of its kind in the world!

It’s a land full of amazing contrasts — from the lush green Godavari and
Krishna river valleys, where farmers grow rice, sugarcane and mangoes,
to the Araku Valley, where toy trains chug through tunnels and you can
smell coffee in the air. In cities like Visakhapatnam, you can explore
beaches, hills and even a submarine museum, while in Tirupati, pilgrims
climb the hills to visit one of India’s most famous temples.

Andhra’s traditions are as lively as its landscapes. Kuchipudi, the graceful
classical dance born here, is full of storytelling and rhythm. Festivals like
Sankranti, when people fly colourful kites and decorate cows, and Ugadi,
the Telugu New Year, are celebrated with enthusiasm.

Another fascinating place lies on a narrow strip of land by the sea —
Sriharikota, India’s main space launch centre. It’s from here that scientists
of the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) send rockets, carrying
satellites and space missions, into orbit.
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And remember, you must not forget to look
after it

Khimwa slowly lifted his head and fell to his
knees. ‘Thank you, Holy One. I promise to
look after it and play it even better!” he cried.

He redecorated the drum with the most
colourful beads and the brightest feathers he
could collect in the forest.

And then, gently, he tapped on the drum.

Dum-dum da-da!

The sound was back! Khimwa leapt with joy.
He began to beat the drum again, slowly at first, then with great vigour.
Da-dum da-dum.

Dum-dum da-da!

DA-DA-DA DUM-DUM-DUM!

He played and played till his fingers ached.

And then, the Moh Mol festival came round once again, and the preparations
began. Khimwa lovingly decorated the drum with goat fur, boar’s teeth and
feathers from the hornbill.

The magic beats resounded far and wide as the celebrations began. ‘Bless
our community and our village, Khimwa sang. ‘Bless the birds, the animals,
the flowers and plants. Let there be plenty to eat for all!”

The entire village joined in the festival with great joy. Khimwa had only one
thought now — to make music from his heart and spread harmony by playing
the sacred drum. He never stopped playing the sacred drum for the rest of
his life. #
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It's a sea adventure! Did you know that the Andaman and Nicobar Islands
are about 1,200 to 1,400 kilometres away from mainland India? In fact,
they are closer to Indonesia than to India!

This Union Territory is a group of 572 volcanic islands, together called an
‘archipelago’, in the Bay of Bengal. Only thirty-eight of them are inhabited.
They look like paradise, with palm trees lining white sand beaches and
crystal-clear waters filled with colourful fish, turtles and corals. Thick,
green jungles cover many of the islands, home to rare animals and bright
tropical birds.

The capital of these islands was long known as Port Blair, named after a
British naval officer, Archibald Blair. In September 2024, the Government
of India changed its name to Sri Vijaya Puram. This name recalls the
islands’ ancient history, when around the 11th century ok, Rajendra Chola
of the Chola Empire used them as a naval base while sailing to conquer the
Srivijaya Empire in present-day Indonesia.

Many tribal communities have lived here for thousands of years. The
Onges, Sentinelese, Jarawas and Great Andamanese live on the Andaman
Islands, while the Shompen and Nicobarese tribes inhabit the Nicobar
Islands. Some still follow traditional ways of life like hunting, fishing and
gathering. For a long time, they had little or no contact with the outside
world. Sadly, many of these tribes have seen their numbers decline since
outsiders first arrived in the 19th century. To protect their lives and
cultures, the Indian government has created tribal reserves that visitors
are not allowed to enter. Respecting their space is very important, because
these communities are now considered endangered.
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“Aiyyo! he yelped, suddenly not looking as
menacing as he seemed to be. ‘I'm off! You
win!” he cried, rushing out like a gust from
the sea.

‘I believe you're better off with the human
workers,’ the manager cut in. ‘Just pay them
a little money, and they will work for you
without thinking of you as dinner.’

‘Well, that is just what happened.

The fields perked up with swaying crops. The

granaries filled up again. The workers went home happy with what they
earned. And the owner of the land? He couldn’t stop telling anyone who
would listen how clever his wife was. Why, he even bought her a costly
Pochampalli saree to show his appreciation!

And his wife was happy to serve the workers medu vada and pongal that she
cooked especially for them. #
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In those times, the ancestors did not know the names of many of the jungle
trees and fruits, which we know today. So as the man went around searching
for his arrows, he spoke to them on the way, asking them their names.

First he stopped by a gnarly tree with broad and dark green leaves.
(It was a puiam.)

‘What’s your name?’ he called out, looking up at it.

Not getting an answer, he walked on to a tall, pole-like tree with a silvery bark.
(It was a guluba.)

‘What are you called? he asked.

He asked some other old trees, one with lovely lilac-coloured flowers
(pyinma), and another with beautiful wood (chooi), to tell him their names.

The trees swayed in the wind and their leaves rustled, but they stayed silent.

The man continued to look for his arrows and soon found the first one. It
was stuck in a big yam.

As he pulled out the arrow, he asked the yam, “What is your name?’

At first the yam did not speak. Shrugging his shoulders, the man turned to
leave and walked a few steps away when he suddenly heard the yam say, ‘My
name is Gono.’

The man laughed as he traced his way back, saying, ‘I haven’t seen such a
really large yam like you before. I would like to take you home with me to
show my wife.’ So he sat down on his haunches and started digging with a
pointed stick that he picked up from the forest floor. After much huffing and
puffing, he was finally able to roll out the really large yam from the earth.

Feeling happy, the man started off again to look for his other arrows. He
stopped near a pile of rocks and asked their names. He stood and waited a
while for their reply, but the stones stayed silent.
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The Sacred Drum

Khimwa did not care. He was very eager to find where the sound was coming
from and rushed towards the tree. As he got closer, he noticed that there
was a spear lying just next to it.

“Why is this spear lying here?’ he asked.
‘Don’t touch it!” warned his friends.

Khimwa didn’t listen. ‘If there is a spirit inside, it might come out if I pierce
the tree, he said. He picked up the spear and aimed it at the tree.

Just as he was about to plunge it in, a gentle voice said, ‘Son, why do you
want to hurt this lovely tree and destroy it? Please don’t.’

Khimwa turned, and, behold! He saw a divine and graceful lady with an
aura so radiant that he was spellbound. She had blossoms in her hair, and
a garland of shells and flowers adorned her neck. There was something so
riveting about her that he was left speechless.

‘I am the Goddess who dwells in this lovely hollong tree,” she said. ‘Tell me,
son, what made you come here?’

‘I was enthralled by the drumbeats — they made me forget all my troubles,
Khimwa replied, looking at the serene face of the Goddess. ‘I wish I could
create the same music.

“Your wish shall be granted!’ said the Goddess. Suddenly she produced a
vast array of drums, big and small, some intricately shaped, some plain and
simple. ‘Choose any, she said.

Khimwa gazed at them fascinated. Then he pointed to one. ‘That wooden
drum made so skilfully from the trunk of the ditabark tree, and so exquisitely
decorated with beads and feathers and shells, is all I want,” he said.

The Goddess smiled. She picked up the drum Khimwa had chosen and gave
it to him.

2
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Introduction

and promotion of creative literature
for children of all ages. The
; Association promotes the reading
habit through its 175 libraries for

underprivileged children all over

India. It has also held workshops,
writing competitions, international and national conferences, seminars
and exhibitions. Its projects include publications; literacy; storytelling in
schools, libraries and hospitals; Book Therapy — Reading is Healing; and a
quarterly journal, Writer and Illustrator. AWIC was the Indian Section of
the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) for over thirty
years and won international recognition for many of its projects.

Our grateful thanks to Vatsala Kaul Banerjee who has put together this
kaleidoscopic anthology with the most meticulous care, interest and attention
to every detail in text and illustrations, to bring out a beautiful collection of
folktales that are funny, strange, fascinating and thought-provoking.

We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we have loved bringing them
to you!

‘Listen to my story!” Just as in ancient times.

Nita Berry
Coordinator, AWIC
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eels and even sharks! The men used nets, lines, spears tied with ropes and
traps to catch fish.

On this day, when the man reached the seashore, the sky was clouded, the
wind was gusty, and the sea was choppy. He put out his lines and spent
many hours trying to get a good catch. Yet, one tiny fish was all the prize he
got for all his efforts! He thought of his friends who had returned with big
bags of fish a few days earlier. His poor luck made him quite sad.

Most island men carried a net bag made of rope, a small bow and a quiver
of arrows on their back, in case they found something to hunt. As the man
walked back home unhappily, he started shooting his arrows towards the
dense jungle along the shore.

Now this was really a foolish thing to do.

Men walking along the seaside would sometimes shoot arrows just to practise
shooting across a long distance. Yet they never shot into the forest, knowing
well that the arrows would get lost. Soon the man realized that he was out of
arrows. He had to go into the jungle to search for them.

The jungles of the Andaman Islands were thick with hundreds of varieties
of evergreen trees. They grew tall and close, and their canopies were heavy
and lush. In between, there were soaring bamboos and tens of shades and
shapes of fern. In scummy swamps rose mangroves, their matted and twisted
roots making a strange jumble of shapes in the water.

In the jungle, there were bulbuls, drongos, eagles, wood pigeons, hawk
owls, woodpeckers and many more birds. One could spot scaly monitor
lizards, hairy wild pigs, big-eyed palm civets and hissing snakes. Beautiful
butterflies and moths flitted around. Chirping cicadas, who jumped from
tree to tree, watched out for spiders that draped their gossamer webs
across branches, hoping to catch a tasty treat. The jungle was an emerald
adventure land, full of surprises — some unpleasant ones — where people
and animals had to be careful and alert.
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‘Remember my condition,” the Brahmarakshasa would remind him at the end
of a day. ‘Set me new task tomorrow or else. . .’

The work on the fields was coming to an end. Soon, there would not be much
to do till the next crops were to be sown.

Oh dear! The fear of becoming the Brahmarakshasa’s dinner sent the man
into panic. He started to send the Brahmarakshasa on random and complex
chores. But even when he sent him to the distant forest to fetch firewood or
fruits, the Brahmarakshasa would be back by evening, chanting:

“You need to give me work to do,
If you don’t, my friend, I'll eat you!
Yes, yooooo!

Hot idlis, I don’t need — I'll be happy eating you!’

By this time, the employer was a bag of nerves. One day, seeing him cry, his
wife came up with a suggestion. She combed out her curly hair and handed
him a strand. ‘Ask him to make this straight,” she smiled. ‘I believe you will be
safe till the next crop needs to be sown! And tell the Brahmarakshasa that if
this task isn’t done, you will devour him.”

She was right! The Brahmarakshasa tried and tried to straighten the strand,
but the curls would not go away!

‘What if I heat it like the blacksmith does to straighten metal?’ he thought.
‘If metal can be bent or straightened by fire, what is a strand of hair?’

It sounded like a logical solution, but what do you think happened?

As soon as the fire touched the hair, it sizzled and burnt into nearly nothing
but a little ash.

The challenge was over. The terrified Brahmarakshasa fled with half a
backward glance to make sure no one was chasing him.
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running out of a breached wall. After that, the
fields had to be furrowed for the next crop. ‘That
should keep you busy for the season,’ laughed
the delighted employer.

What he had forgotten was that one
Brahmarakshasa could work as much as one
hundred human workers! And so, before he knew
it, his fields were tidied, the tanks were in perfect
condition and the granaries were full of harvested
grain. From the fields, the owner of the land could
hear the Brahmarakshasa sing lustily:

“You need to give me work to do,
If you don’t, my friend, T'll eat you!
Yes, yooooo!

Hot idlis, I don’t need — I'll be happy
eating you!’

So, every morning, the man would happily set the
Brahmarakshasa a new task and every evening,
the work would be done.

P,
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Introduction

values reflecting the wisdom of ancient India was thus handed down the
generations through these stories.

Indian folktales originated among farmers and villagers, becoming a rich
part of our cultural heritage. Often combining song, rhythm and music, they
became a vital part of the texture of life, and were enjoyed by all. Not only
were these tales passed down orally, they also travelled across the vast and
varied regions of the Indian subcontinent — from sandy deserts and hot
plains to lush valleys and icy mountains, adapting themselves to their new
surroundings. You could find a similar story in both Punjab and Meghalaya
but with a vastly different landscape, community and attire!

For centuries, life in our villages remained unchanged as people mostly tilled
the soil and led simple, unlettered lives. Later, as regional scripts developed,
stories were written on the native birch bark, or bhojpatra, in north India,
and palm leaves, or talapatra, which were abundant in southern and coastal
India. This was much before the advent of paper and printing of books in
the industrial age. The written word, and later the printed word, kept these
tales alive.

Timeless Tales of India is a treasury of thirty-six lesser-known but entertaining
folktales, coming from every state and Union Territory of India. Well-known
< writers, having a personal bond with the
state they have written from, capture the
flavour of the time and region while striking

illustrations bring the stories to life.

o The book’s authors belong to the

Association of Writers and Illustrators for

Children (AWIC), a registered voluntary

organization founded in 1981 by K. Shankar

* Pillai. This vibrant forum represents over 600

* writers, illustrators, librarians, teachers and

publishers dedicated to the development

viii
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winds blew gusty and strong, the rain pelted down in sheets, and big
hailstones fell hard and fast, harming plants, animals and human beings.

A few people managed to survive the storm. Among them were a brother
named Khimwa and his sister Tunka. Khimwa toiled all day — farming,
hunting and fishing to find enough food for both. Tunka spent her time
weaving. She would weave her own gale, a wrap-around skirt worn by
women, in intricate designs.

Once Khimwa decided to hunt a wild boar with some friends. All day, they
roamed the hot and humid forests but did not find even one. Tired and
disappointed, Khimwa sat down by a pond thinking that they would all have
to go hungry that night.

Then, suddenly, a strange sound came to his ears.
Dum-dum da-da dum-dum!

It was the rhythmic sound of a kham drum being beaten and it came from
somewhere close by. Khimwa began to tap his feet to the beat.

‘Can you hear that?’ he asked his friends. ‘Listen!” The sound of the drum
mesmerized him. It cheered him up and made him forget his worries.

‘Where is this sound coming from?” he wondered. ‘Why does it make me feel
s0 good?’ He got to his feet.

A short distance away, he noticed a huge hollong tree with a large trunk
growing at the edge of the pond. The sound seemed to be coming from there.
As he stood there listening, it stopped for a while and then began again.

Dum-dum da-da-dum!
‘I think it’s coming from inside the tree!” he exclaimed. ‘I must find out!”

‘No, wait,” said one of his friends. ‘There might be a tree spirit inside, which
is making this sound.”

20
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friends had been waiting for him anxiously. They surrounded him and threw
a flurry of questions at him.

‘Where have you been?’
‘Have you got any fish for me?’
‘What are you carrying there?’

‘My friends, I need something to eat first!” was all the man could say to them
as he flopped down on the ground. So the others waited patiently as he ate
his food.

Then the man told them about the Gono yam and showed the people how to
cook it over an open fire. The Gono yam was covered in dirt and had to be
washed carefully in the nearby rivulet. As it was such an unusually large
yam, it had to be cut into smaller pieces with sharp-edged stones to cook
more easily. The pieces were wrapped in large leaves and buried in an open
pit heaped with sticks. Once the fire was burning brightly, the yam pieces
were soon cooked. The steaming pieces were dug up, unwrapped and cooled.
They smelt and tasted delicious! This was the first time that they had tasted
Gono yam, and they chattered happily as they enjoyed the new dish.

Then the man took the brown cicada in his hand and stroked it. As the cicada
clicked and buzzed, the sky turned dark for the first time and now all that the
the people could see was a strange, round object in the inky sky. It glowed
with a shining white light and the island people could just faintly see their
surroundings. It was as though everyone had entered a dark cave in the hills
with some light coming in through the round cave entrance. Up above, in the
sky there were countless twinkling lights, like distant fireflies. The people
were stunned by these sudden changes. They were shocked and scared at the
disappearance of daylight. They ran around the bud in panic, shouting and
praying loudly for the day to return.

The man stayed calm for Tug had told him what to do.
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Three months later, a Brahmarakshasa appeared.

‘Namaskaram, master! Your wish is my command,” he
said, bowing. ‘Tll work for you without a break. I'll
ask for no money in return. But there is one condition
you must fulfil — if you can’t give me enough work,
T will gobble you up.’

‘With that, the Brahmarakshasa broke into a little
jingle:

‘You need to give me work to do,

If you don’t, my friend, T'll eat you!

Yes, yooooo!

Hotidlis,Idon’t need — I'llbe happy eating you!’

‘Oh, there’s enough work for you on my fields,’
laughed the delighted landowner.

The landowner and his manager drew up a long
list of tasks. Every morning, the Brahmarakshasa
showed up at the door and was given something
new to do. He had to dig a tank in one area. Then,
an old tank needed repair to stop the water from
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‘Listen to my story!”

The call of the kathavachaka or storyteller in the village square in ancient
India was something everybody eagerly awaited. Every evening, after the day’s
‘work was done, people young and old — men, women and children — would
gather here under the evening stars. . .and the storyteller would spin the most
spellbinding tales of adventure and bravery, love and kindness, envy and
deceit. There were stories of kings and queens, gods and goddesses, animals
and birds, magical creatures and supernatural beings with amazing powers.
There was mythology, fantasy and even science fiction of sorts! Sometimes,
stories were vastly exaggerated to drive home a point. But they always taught
something important, for wisdom and values were woven

into them.

This was our unique oral tradition of storytelling,
which was handed down from one generation
to the next. There were no books or paper, no
pens or pencils or even schools in ancient India,
although a few select students like princes did go
to gurukuls in forests to live with their teacher
or guru. So, the kathavachaka held a revered
place in society for playing the vital role of
entertainer and instructor. His was an effective
way to reach out and instruct the vast receptive
masses through a rich treasury of folktales,
folklore, myths and epics. A body of beliefs and
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The Sacred Drum

“You have made a good choice, she said. ‘This is a sacred drum, and its
music has great power.’

“Thank you, Holy One.’ Khimwa bowed low. ‘I shall play this drum during
the Moh Mol festival.

‘Remember one thing,’ said the Goddess. ‘You must take good care of it. Like
all sacred objects, it must be treated with great respect.’

‘I promise I will, Khimwa said, bowing his head reverently. ‘It will be the
most precious thing for me.’

sokok

On the day of the Moh Mol festival, Khimwa slung the long, cylindrical
drum around his neck and played it while people prayed and danced. His
drumbeats had such a captivating rhythm that there was magic in the air
when he performed. They seemed to say, ‘There is joy in living in love and
peace. Come, let’s dance and pray.” And all the people gathered to do just that!

Year after year, Khimwa was chosen to play the drum during the Mol festival,
and the young and the old all danced with happiness.

Khimwa cared lovingly for the sacred drum. He cleaned it every day, wiping
away even the smallest speck of dust, and replacing the beads, shells and
feathers when they became shabby.

The sacred drum’s fame spread, and Khimwa was invited to play it in villages
far and wide. But as time passed, his popularity began to go to his head. He
became proud and arrogant. He forgot that the Goddess had gifted him the
drum and that her blessings were behind its power.

‘Ah! I am the greatest player ever born!’ he boasted. ‘It's my magic hands
that produce these drumbeats that captivate everyone.’

23
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Watch What You Wish For

vain with the air around. The crops waited, and then they ripened, and then
they waited a little more, and then they withered and died.

“Your coffers will empty out if you don’t pay for work,” the manager shook a
sad head.

‘My coffers will empty out if I pay all those workers,’ laughed Lord Landlord.
‘Get them to work for me!” But no farmhand would work for the richest landlord
in the region, the man who could afford to pay them all and pay them a little
more than the others — but paid none.

sokok

One morning, an ascetic came up to this miserly landowner’s door. He noted
the large house and he noted the air of despair that hung heavy around it
like a giant sigh. He asked Lord Landlord a few questions. The landowner
was still adamant that all he needed were good workers who would not
demand to be paid.

The wise man whispered a few
words into the miser’s ear. ‘Chant
these magic words for three months.
If you are sincere, a spirit called
the Brahmarakshasa will show
up and work for you. Such are
his supernatural powers that one
Brahmarakshasa can do the work of
a hundred human workers,” assured
the mendicant.

The desperate landowner did as the
ascetic advised.

sk
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How Night Came to the World

The man kept searching among the trees and the rocks till he spotted a second
arrow. It was stuck in a lump of resin. The fragrant resin was produced by
a special kind of tree and smelt wonderful. After some struggle, he was able
to pull out his arrow from the very sticky and stubborn resin. As he walked
away, he was surprised when the resin cried out, ‘Come back! My name is
Tug, and you can take me home with you!’ The man was very pleased and
picked up many large lumps of resin.

The man searched for a little longer but could not find any more of his
arrows. As he continued peering into the shrubs and trees, he spotted a
large green-and-brown cicada, almost invisible against the dark bark of a
tree. The insect’s name was Rita and the man decided to take it home as well.

sk

It was a long way back home from the jungle. The yam was heavy, and

the man was tired and hungry when he returned to his bud. His wife and
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a bigger head to fit it all in. But, as you know, thoughts can vanish into
nothingness even as they occupy a lot of your waking time.

Hkk

At first, the manager’s assurance made him a very happy man. But as the
seasons rolled by, Lord Landlord realized that although he owned plenty
of land, it was his land that owned him. All he could do was to think of his
property. He had no time for anything else! He employed a large team of
people to work on his fields. They tilled and they sowed, they reaped and
they harvested from dawn to dusk. They worked hard and they worked
diligently for their very important employer. But when it was time for them
to be paid, Lord Landlord sprung a surprise.

As the farm workers lined up one evening for their dues, Lord Landlord
asked the manager what they wanted.

‘It’s time for the payments,’ said the manager.

‘Money? Payments?” shrieked Lord Landlord, his voice rising in indignation.
‘Are you asking me, the most important landowner in this region, for money?
Ledhu — no way!”

The workers mumbled something about work being followed by dues, but
Lord Landlord refused to heed their request.

“You get enough food for the work you do. I give you piping hot idlis for
breakfast. You have a place to live in. What do you need money for?’
he scoffed.

The next day, Lord Landlord woke up to see the manager standing outside
his door looking rather crestfallen. ‘None of the workers has turned up,” he
rued. “The crops need to be harvested!’

The landowner was furious. He hollered an order for all the workers to
return to work. ‘Ippudu — right now!” he demanded. But his words mixed in
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The Sacred Drum

horror, even as he tapped, patted and thumped the drum, no sound emerged.
He tried again and again, till his hands ached, but the drum remained silent.
The thrumming, spellbinding beats had vanished! The people gazed at him
in shock, then slowly moved away, murmuring among themselves. For them,
the Moh Mol festival lost its cheer.

Khimwa walked away, overcome with gloom. Worse, in the coming months,
many misfortunes befell the people of his village, and many felt it was
because the sacred drum had stopped playing. Without the enchantment of
the drumbeats, Khimwa’s life too became meaningless. He stopped speaking,
and his sister Tunka was very worried for him.

All the time Khimwa wondered — how did his fingers lose their magic? Why
had the drum stopped playing? One day, he took it out sadly and looked at
it. Suddenly he realized how tatty it had become. He remembered what the
Goddess had told him and was overcome with shame.

Khimwa decided to pray to the Goddess and ask her for guidance. When she
did not appear, he made sincere offerings to her. He searched for the most
fragrant flowers and the juiciest fruits in the forest.

‘Forgive me, Holy One,’ he prayed. ‘I am truly ashamed of myself. I am sorry.
I really am’

After Khimwa had prayed for a long time, the Goddess finally appeared.

‘Khimwa, you have shown true devotion,” she said, blessing him. ‘What can
1 do for you?’

Khimwa bowed his head. ‘O Holy One, please make my drum play again. I
will do anything you say. The drum, my music, is my life. I grew too proud.
I should have looked after it.” He wept.

‘T am pleased to see you repent,’ the Goddess said. ‘I shall give your drum
a new lease of life. But you must repair it and decorate it more beautifully.
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Just as everyone was beginning to grow worried, da konoro, a big brown
ant, began to croon a song. The high-pitched chirping sound was soon
picked up by other ants in the bushes. The air was filled with the sounds
of the ants, resonating through the bud, as though calling urgently for the
daylight to return.

As the sound of the ants’ song filled the bud, the tribe-folk saw the sky
turning pink and yellow. As the darkness faded, the moon and the stars
started disappearing. Soon, bright sunlight flooded the sky as the sun slowly
appeared over the horizon.

At last, light was returning! The villagers were overjoyed and welcomed
back the day.

Since then, day and night started coming one after the other in the way that
we see now.

Night follows day, and day returns after night.

Aren’t you glad about that? &
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Soon he began to neglect the drum. He did not bother to clean it or replace
the beads and shells when they dropped off or the feathers when they became
withered and crumpled.

Hkk

‘When the Mol festival came around again, Khimwa dressed up in the
traditional dapo jacket — black with geometric motifs at the back — woven
by his sister. He took out his drum, dusted it carelessly and set off.

Large crowds of people had come to take part in the festival. There was
gaiety all around. Khimwa waited with his drum slung around his neck, and
soon the time came for him to play.

His hands danced over the drum’s sides with their usual practised ease.
The people waited expectantly, ready to begin their dance. But to Khimwa’s
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Never the most considerate or compassionate of people, Lord Landlord
grew even more convinced that he was master of all that he surveyed. And
he surveyed acres and hectares of paddy fields, green with healthy crops.
He surveyed swaying coconut palms, laden with yellowing coconuts. He
surveyed thick banana groves nodding with green fruit and purple spadix.
One day, complacence gave way to curiosity. How much land did he really
own? How far did his land stretch? Should he not know the limits? He could
not wait to see how vast his property was.

So he instructed his manager to hoist flags along the border of his fields so
that he could see where they ended. At dawn, the manager and an assistant
‘who had the land records, left with a sheaf of purple flags. Lord Landlord
waited to see the bright pennants flutter. He looked to the right after
breakfast but saw no flag. He looked to the right and the left after lunch
but saw no flag. He looked to the right and to the left and straight ahead at
dusk but saw no flag. The man was livid. Had his manager run away with
the flags?

The manager came back after a couple of days. He insisted that he had
marked the boundary of the man’s property with flags.

‘So, why can't I see the flags?” demanded Lord Landlord. He stood on tiptoe
but saw not one marker.

“That is because your property is so huge, and it stretches so far that the
flags won't be visible from here,’ sighed the tired manager.

The land that he owned spanned acres and it covered villages. It stretched
like a supine giant from one village into the next and went way beyond.
Undoubtedly, few landowners had as much property as this man did. Lord
Landlord loved revising that thought! He really owned his own world!

Now, the thought grew and grew in our man the Lord Landlord’s head.
It became so big that had it been anything but a thought, he would need
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He quickly took some pieces of the resin and asked his wife to get long dry
sticks. He then carefully rubbed a large piece of the sticky resin on one end
of each stick. When he held the sticks over the fire, the resin tips burnt
brightly and lit up the darkness in the bud. That is how the clever man made
resin torches, which could burn for a long time.

With the light of the torches, the hamlet was somewhat relieved. The man
told his people not to worry about the dark sky, and to sing and dance
till the day returned. So they danced to the beats of the dhak drum, the
tumdak made of a hollowed-out tree trunk, the bamboo sumay flute and
the daminda made of coconut shells that rattled together. Soon, the people
of the hamlet forgot their fear of the darkness, the strange white moon and
the blinking stars.

When the dancers finally stopped, the torches had begun to dim.
The people wondered how sunlight would return to the world.

First the kotare bird sang its song.

But nothing happened. The moon glowed and the stars shimmered as before.
Then a bumu beetle chirped its special song, but the sky stayed dark.

Then the pecerol bulbul and koio woodpecker tried to bring back the daylight
with their trilling, but they did not succeed.





