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THE GREAT RACE
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This is a story about the invention of the calendar. It is an old story, and it has been told in many ways. Here is one more.


Before the invention of the calendar, and the naming of the years, months, days, and hours, it was hard to keep track of time. Eventually, even nature became confused. The winter snows blew in summer; the autumn leaves fell in spring. The stars themselves skewed out of rhythm, and so the misalignments compounded.


Soon, the world was in such a turmoil, it disturbed even Heaven. Finally, the Jade Emperor decided something must be done. He summoned his best heavenly ministers, astronomers, and mathematicians, and after much argument and contemplation, a solution was produced: A calendar would be made mapping the flow of qì through the universe, plotting its repeating cycles and rhythms through the hours, days, months, and years. This way, fate could be predicted, and life could again proceed harmoniously.


But the calendar needed names, names for the twelve phases that would chart the hours of the day, the months in the year, and the cycle of years. Names that were memorable and familiar and worthy. So, the Jade Emperor declared a race. The first twelve animals that could visit his Heavenly Palace would receive a permanent place of honor by having one of the twelve phases of the calendar named after them. This decree was discussed widely and with much excitement. Cicadas buzzed to one another, starlings twittered. Even clams and urchins spread the news in their silent and bristling way.


Back in this time, Cat and Rat were still best friends. They were poor animals from a poor village, who often went hungry and survived on scraps. But they were both ambitious and clever. Together, they made a plan that would get them to the Heavenly Palace and secure their names on the calendar.


“It won’t be easy,” Cat cautioned. “To reach Heaven, one must cross the vast desert, scale the high mountain, and even then, there is still the Celestial River that divides the sky. And there are so many animals who are stronger or swifter than we.”


“Perhaps,” said Rat. “But a long and arduous journey will be in our favor. Not all animals survive on as little as we! We are used to making do with an empty belly and a song, and of course, we have each other. This race will be decided not just by power, but by wit, and by force of will.”


When the race began, it nearly shook the earth. Although many animals stayed home for lack of hope or interest, the crowd that raced was still beyond counting. The skies churned with the beating of wings, the rivers roiled with fins flashing upstream, and the procession of claws and feet was so unending it crushed swampland and wild underbrush alike into wide tame roads. It was so for many days, and even Rat began to doubt his chances.
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But when the race reached the vast desert, the dry heat turned many away. The awful thirst tested the resolve of those who persevered. “Why should I be subjected to this,” said proud Eagle, “when in my home I am already king, and there are cold clear streams to drink from, full of tender and wriggling fish?”
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But Rat and Cat went on, drinking from the smallest stagnant puddles, and when there were no puddles, they swallowed their thirst and sang to each other to keep up their spirits. By the time the sands gave way to rock, and the race reached the high mountain’s stony foot, the once endless procession had dwindled to a crowd of mere hundreds. This remainder was sorely tested against the mountain’s harsh slopes, the thin air, and the icy wind. “I can’t continue,” admitted mighty Elephant. “My bones are heavy, and my ears grow cold. Back home, I am already queen where the sun is warm and the plains are flat and rich.”


Rat and Cat knew they had nothing back home. At night, they huddled close to keep each other warm. They made good time, and soon they were the only animals around for what seemed like miles.


“I think we could win,” Rat proposed one night. “It would be a great honor to be first among animals.”


Cat yawned sleepily. “It will be an honor just to arrive.”


“Even if we did arrive together,” Rat mused, “I’m sure the emperor would choose you first. People have always liked your luxurious coat. Nobody prefers the rat.”


But Cat was already asleep. Rat tossed and turned throughout the night.


When day broke, Cat woke to see Rat considering her.


“What are you thinking?” asked Cat.


“I woke early,” Rat replied. “I was deciding whether I should wake you too. I looked ahead. Come, we’re almost there.”


The two reached the mountaintop, where it was divided from Heaven by the mighty Celestial River, that milky flow of stars that splits the two halves of the sky. They paused there, intimidated by the river’s fearsome roar.


Goat, the nimblest climber, was waiting there already.


“Oh, hello,” said Goat. “Perhaps you can give me a hand?”


“Is something the matter?” asked Cat.


“Are we late?” asked Rat. “How many are already ahead?”


“I was first,” said Goat. “But I don’t like water. Tiger, Dog, and Rabbit all passed forward.”


“Tiger and Dog are excellent swimmers,” said Cat. “They will surely win.”


“Rabbit passed this way?” asked Rat. “How?”


Goat nodded at a precarious set of slick and shining rocks that peeked occasionally through the river. “Rabbit jumped across the stones. I warned her not to, but she was determined. I’m afraid the river may have washed her away. I don’t know whether anyone but my friend Horse is both swift and sure enough to cross that path. But if we worked together—” Goat said, but Rat was already waving her off.


“Goat’s right,” Cat said. “We can’t make it alone.”


“Of course, we can’t,” said Rat. “But even if we make it across with Goat, we won’t win. I didn’t come all this way for second place. To win, we’ll need someone strong and dependable.”
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At this moment, Ox arrived at the mountaintop.


Ox was not the fastest of the animals competing. While others flapped and dashed and slithered around her, she never moved faster than a trudge. But though Ox was slow, she was strong. Through the harshest sandstorms, the thickest mud, the steepest inclines, Ox plodded patiently on, never changing her speed in the slightest. Now, she was one of the last animals left.


“Hurry!” said Rat. “We must get on her back.”


Agile Cat lifted her friend like a kitten and leaped on top of Ox. Thick-skinned Ox didn’t even notice Cat’s delicate tread. Ox stepped down into the Celestial River and pressed on as she always did, untroubled by the turbulent water.


Rat giggled and waved good-bye to Goat, who stood confounded and alone on the bank.


Ox swam on. Before long, they could see the place where the Celestial River poured out through the clouds, as well as the glorious towers of the Heavenly Palace, golden and adorned with stars.


“We’re going to win!” Rat said.


“What about Ox?” asked Cat.


“Forget her,” said Rat. “It takes more than dumb brawn to win this race.”


“There’s Tiger ahead,” Cat pointed out.


Even relentless Tiger had been worn down by the river. His fur was soaked, and his breath came in angry gasps. But as Ox came slowly up behind him, Tiger grit his razor teeth and redoubled his efforts.
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The finish line was near enough now they could see the Jade Emperor waiting on the shore. Ox and Tiger were shoulder to shoulder, Ox slogging silently along, Tiger fanged and growling.


“It’s going to be close,” said Cat, peering down at the snarling Tiger.


“No,” said Rat, “it isn’t.”


And he pushed Cat off Ox’s back. Cat tumbled down on top of Tiger with a yowl, then a splash. Then, the current sucked both of them down.


Just as Ox began to rise from the water, Rat jumped from her head and crossed the finish line first. If Ox was surprised to have arrived second, she gave no sign of it. Tiger came sputtering out of the water behind them, snarling toothy curses that subsided to an embarrassed mew when he saw the Jade Emperor watching with a raised eyebrow.


“Congratulations,” the Jade Emperor said. “You are the first three animals to make it. Rat, for your cunning, your drive, and your peerless ambition, you have earned your place of honor as the first animal in the Zodiac.”


But Rat wasn’t paying attention. Although the Jade Emperor’s voice was sonorous and wise, and although the Heavenly Palace was beautiful beyond his wildest imaginations, Rat’s gaze kept turning back on the river. Where was Cat?


There! He spotted a miserable clump of wet brown fur clinging to a broken branch. Rat ran down to the shore.


“Cat!” he said. “You made it! Took a bad spill, didn’t you.”


Rabbit looked up at him with long wet ears and a quivering nose. Rat froze in his tracks.


“I’m sorry,” said Rabbit with a small sneeze. “Do I know you?”


“Congratulations,” the Jade Emperor said. “For your quick feet and lucky soul, Rabbit, you are fourth in the Zodiac.”


The rest of the race was a bit of a blur. Rat stood by the riverbank as they came in. Dragon was next, scales gleaming and sinuous as he flowed through the sky.


Dragon should have won, Rat thought, it was obvious, but Dragon said he’d been busy bringing rain to some villages in that vast desert they’d passed and then blowing a poor rabbit he’d seen floating in the Celestial River to safety. It all sounded very pompous, in Rat’s opinion. Horse arrived next, thundering across that narrow path, but was startled out of his place by a bite from Snake, who’d wrapped herself covertly around his leg. Cheater, Rat thought, ruefully. Goat, Monkey, and Rooster arrived together on a little makeshift raft of branches and twine. Rooster’s proud wings had propelled the raft, and so Jade Emperor gave Rooster tenth place. Monkey won ninth for making the raft with his clever hands. Goat was awarded eighth for bringing them together.















[image: image]















“So, you won,” Goat said to Rat after receiving her accolades from Jade Emperor. “Congratulations. Where’s your friend?”


Rat didn’t reply. No more arrivals came as the day grew late, the shadows long. The other animals went to enjoy the feast that Jade Emperor had prepared for them, but Rat remained by the river. Eventually even Jade Emperor went inside, so he could host his guests properly.


Night fell, but no one else came. Rat had never seen the stars from Heaven before. He remembered stargazing with Cat on many hungry nights, wishing he could pluck one from the sky and pop it in his mouth. Now it seemed almost possible, yet he had no appetite.


Rat spotted two shapes coming out of the water. He tensed, but it was Dog and Pig. Dog snarled at first when he saw Rat’s dark and skittering silhouette but relaxed once he caught Rat’s familiar scent. Rat knew Dog; he was one of them, another penniless soul from the same poor village.


“Rat!” Dog panted and gave a happy shake, spraying water everywhere. “I didn’t recognize you. Where’s Cat?”


“I was hoping you’d tell me,” Rat said. “She fell in the river. What happened to you? Did the current get you too?”


“What? No,” said Dog. “I was just having a good time splashing around. Then, Pig showed up, and we had a nice nap on the bank.”


“You took a nap? But what about the race?”


“It’s not every day one journeys to the banks of Heaven,” snorted Pig. “It would be silly not to enjoy it.”


“Which of us should we say arrived first?” Dog asked.


“I don’t care too much,” said Pig. “I think it was you.”


“Let’s go,” said Dog. “I smell food, and I’m starving. Are you coming, Rat?”


But Rat had already snuck away, into the darkness.


In the end, this was the order of the Zodiac: Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Goat, Monkey, Rooster, Dog, and Pig.


Cat never finished at all, and the relationship between rats and cats has been foul ever since.
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WHAT IS THE CHINESE ZODIAC?
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It’s very possible the first time you heard about the Chinese Zodiac was in relation to the Lunar New Year—that wandering holiday that always falls near the beginning of February. You may have seen the red paper that people hang on doors and walls for luck, or gone to a parade in Chinatown. If the Lunar New Year is a tradition in your household, you might have watched the Spring Festival Gala on CCTV or helped your family wrap dumplings. No matter your relation to the holiday, if you’ve partaken in the festivities, then you’ve most likely noticed the animal iconography that is so prominent around this time: a paper lantern with a monkey on it, or red envelopes that feature rat illustrations. Even the decorative red papers that you see, which are traditionally handmade, often have intricate cutouts of a Zodiac animal in them if you look closely.
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Whenever February 4 (or sometimes February 3 or 5) arrives, the Zodiac animal that governs the year changes, and with it, patterns of luck and possibility. The Lunar New Year is an ideal moment to honor the new animal, to celebrate a new year, new beginnings, and the coming of spring. In China, the holiday occurs on the new moon closest to the beginning of lìchūn (start of spring) and the start of China’s Solar or Farmer’s Calendar. This is why the Lunar New Year tends to wander from year to year but never strays more than sixteen days from February 4. Traditionally, the celebration lasts for fifteen days, until the Lantern Festival on the next full moon. Activities include eating endlessly with friends and family, the welcoming of luck, the honoring of ancestors, elders, and household deities, spring cleaning, firecrackers, and of course, celebrating the New Year’s new animal!
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THE LUNAR NEW YEAR AND ZODIAC AROUND THE WORLD


WHILE BOTH TRADITIONS ARE SOMETIMES REFERRED TO AS Chinese, the Zodiac and Lunar New Year are both celebrated by numerous cultures around the world. Tibet, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam all celebrate Lunar New Years at almost the exact same time and often incorporate similar traditions, influenced by China’s role as an ancient imperial power. Mongolia’s Lunar New Year, Tsagaan Sar, begins exactly one lunar month earlier, at the first new moon after solstice, whereas many Muslim ethnic groups in Asia celebrate Nowruz on March 21. And of course, Lunar New Years are also celebrated by overseas populations around the world, from Indonesia to the United States!


The Chinese Zodiac’s story is similar. Although many of its roots trace back to China, it has also spread and evolved in different nations around the world. Identical or similar Zodiacs are observed in Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and more places, sometimes with the exact animals modified to better match the local culture.





















The History of the Zodiac
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The history of the Chinese Zodiac stretches back to a time when history itself is full of holes. The use of a sixty-phase cycle to record days goes back as far as the earliest written records in China, carved into oracular bones from 1250 BC. Likewise, the use of animals as symbols and totems is seen as long ago as history can record. However, the union of animals with the cycle, and the expansion of the system to include the year as well as the day, do not appear to have begun until the Han dynasty in 200 BC, when astrology itself went through a kind of renaissance. Sometime in this period, the Zodiac as we now understand it began to evolve. The sixty-day cycle began to be used as a way to determine not only the energy of a person’s birth and character but also the qì of the universe around them. Collectively, this information could be used to help a person chart a more harmonious route through life.
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