



[image: background image]

















[image: background image]









[image: background image]

















[image: background image]




About the Author


Nalini Ramachandran


is an author, editor, storyteller and TEDx speaker. She has a 


keen interest in tribal lore and folk memory, and in exploring how these have shaped 


human life and culture.


Her works, both ﬁction and non-ﬁction, have appeared in a range of formats: comics 


and graphic novels, newspaper articles and magazine features, school textbooks and 


coffee-table books, animation scripts and ﬁlm screenplays. She has written many 


children’s books, including 


Trumpet Calls: Epic Tales of Extraordinary Elephants


and 


Gods, Giants and the Geography of India


. To know more, visit www.authornalini.com.















[image: background image]

















[image: background image]




First published in 2025 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd.)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


1


This ebook published in 2025


Text copyright © 2025 Nalini Ramachandran


The copyright of individual illustrations rests with the individual 


illustrators.


Viplov Singh photograph by Nadia Marwah


Chinmayee Samant photograph by Vaibhav Raj Shah


Cover design and illustrations by Sandhya Prabhat


Nalini Ramachandran asserts the moral right to be identiﬁed as the author 


of this work.


All rights reserved. 


No part of the publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system 


(including but not limited to computers, disks, external drives, electronic 


or digital devices, e-readers, websites), or transmitted in any form or 


by any means (including but not limited to cyclostyling, photocopying, 


docutech or other reprographic reproductions, mechanical, recording, 


electronic, digital versions) without the prior written permission of the 


publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover 


other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition 


being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. 


This is a work of ﬁction. Many of the stories feature characters, 


personalities and events that these communities consider to be part of 


their cultural histories or venerate as part of their ancient traditions, and 


have been represented as such.


Print ISBN 978-93-5731-851-8


Ebook ISBN 978-93-5731-944-7


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd.


4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre


Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurugram – 122003, India


Original book design and layout by Damini Gupta


Printed and bound in India


by Manipal Technologies Limited, Manipal















[image: background image]




CONTENTS


Author’s Note: The First Stories 


vii


1. 


HELLO, EARTH! 


1


Illustrated by Viplov Singh


2. THE CHILDREN OF THE SUN 


6


Illustrated by Ishan Trivedi


3. WHEN THE LIGHT DISAPPEARS 


12


Illustrated by Ishan Trivedi


4. THE MAGICIAN WHO LIVED ON 


20


Illustrated by Athulya Pillai


5. THE GREATER WIZARD 


30


Illustrated by Viplov Singh


6. THE FIRST ANCESTOR 


37


Illustrated by Ishan Trivedi


7. THE WILDER BROTHER 


42


Illustrated by Damini Gupta


8. A HEAVY HEART 


50


Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant


9. THE TWO WORLDS 


55


Illustrated by Damini Gupta


10. THE RETURN OF THE DEMON 


64


Illustrated by Viplov Singh


11. A HAND’S TURN 


72


Illustrated by Athulya Pillai


12. THE FIRE WITHIN 


77


Illustrated by Sahitya Rani


13. WHERE DOES THE RAIN COME FROM? 


87


Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant


14. BEST FRIENDS FOREVER 


95


Illustrated by Athulya Pillai


15. A CURIOUS COMPANION 


105


Illustrated by Ishan Trivedi


16. OUT OF A CLEAR BLUE SKY 


110


Illustrated by Sahitya Rani 















[image: background image]




17. A DOG’S DINNER 


118


Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant


18. ROOTED TO THE SPOT 


126


Illustrated by Damini Gupta


19. AGAINST THE GRAIN 


131


Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant


20. JAW IN A JAM 


138


Illustrated by Viplov Singh


21. THE MYSTERIOUS PRAWNS 


144


Illustrated by Damini Gupta


22. THE STUBBORN SPIRIT 


150


Illustrated by Ishan Trivedi


23. THE FEATHERLESS BIRD 


161


Illustrated by Damini Gupta


24. A COLOURLESS WORLD 


169


Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant


25. JEWEL OF HONOUR 


175


Illustrated by Athulya Pillai


26. IN THE DEAD OF THE NIGHT 


183


Illustrated by Sahitya Rani


27. A HOT MESS 


191


Illustrated by Viplov Singh


28. THE FLOWER FROM HEAVEN 


198


Illustrated by Chinmayee Samant


29. IN THE GARB OF A TIGER 


204


Illustrated by Athulya Pillai


30. SO, THAT’S THE STORY… 


212


Illustrated by Sahitya Rani


About the Illustrators 


218


Acknowledgements 


220


Read, Watch, Discover! 


221















[image: background image]




L


et me tell you a story about thunder and lightning, an African legend: 


Once, there was a naughty ram, who would set everything on ﬁre every time he 


got angry. Annoyed by his behaviour, the king of the people banished him and 


his mother, who was a sheep, from the earth. So, they began living in the sky. But 


this made the ram angrier. And he began conjuring streaks of lightning when 


he became upset. But whenever he did this, his mother would scold him in her 


thundering voice. Interesting, isn’t it?


Let me tell you another story about thunder and lightning, an Indian myth from 


the Khasi hills of Meghalaya: U Pyrthat, the thunder giant, was fascinated by the 


shining silver sword of the lynx, U Kui. He begged the lynx to give it to him, but 


U Kui refused. While the other forest animals admonished U Kui for not sharing 


it with the giant, U Pyrthat quickly grabbed the sword from U Kui and ﬂew into 


the sky. There, he began playing a drum loudly with one hand, and swished the 


shimmering sword with his other hand. And that is the rumble of thunder you 


hear and the ﬂash of lightning you see even today.


Now, you may wonder how the same natural phenomena – thunder and lightning –


are a sheep and a ram in one story, but a giant’s drum and a sword in another. 


Well, that’s because these are aetiological tales. Such tales narrate how or why 


something began in the universe or world. Since olden times, people from various 


communities across countries and cultures have had their own narratives to 


explain the origin of things. Which is why, aetiological tales are also called 


origin stories. In that sense, these are the foremost stories of the world. And yet, 


it is difﬁcult to say which story among them is the ‘ﬁrst’.


Although there are many beautiful tales about the creation of 


the universe in Indian mythology, there are other unique and 


lesser-known folk and tribal creation myths that have been 


overshadowed for far too long. This book is a celebration of 


these wonderful and wildly imaginative indigenous tales that 


deserve to be remembered.


The First Stories
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It is impossible to compile all Indian aetiological tales that exist into a single 


volume. So, a selection of thirty tales, from various regions of the country, have 


been presented in the book. They cover the origins of different aspects within 


larger themes such as cosmos, mythical beings, nature and wildlife, human life, 


emotions and traditions. These ancient stories may have multiple versions, as 


they have been passed down orally for generations. Moreover, they are unusual 


and don’t necessarily follow a typical way of storytelling.


So, I have had to reimagine many of these stories, add ﬁctional names to some 


characters (I’ve tried to keep them as close as possible to the tribe or community’s 


naming trends), tweak the end in a few tales, and add characters from speciﬁc 


wildlife species that are native to the region where a particular tale comes from. 


Various talented artists have interpreted these stories in their own unique styles, 


while taking inspiration from Indian folklore and traditional art forms.


Although creative ﬂexibilities have been taken to present these stories in an 


engaging and enjoyable way, great care has also been taken to authentically 


and respectfully represent the people, traditions, beliefs, and lore of the various 


communities. If you wish to know more about them, do go through the references 


and links at the back of the book.


Most importantly, this is not just a storybook. It is a book that showcases the 


cultural and wildlife diversity of India. It is also an attempt to help you 


learn more about evolution, by drawing connections and comparisons 


between these myths and what historical evidence and scientiﬁc 


knowledge say about origins. For this purpose, a trivia section 


has been included at the end of each story, along with notes 


about each illustration.


I hope these ‘incredible origin stories from India’ 


enthral you and take you back to an indeﬁnite time 


in the past – a time that you can only refer to as


‘once upon a beginning’!
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L


ong, long, long ago, the universe was completely invisible, and a pitch-black 


darkness surrounded it. Nobody knew how big or small it was. Of course, nobody 


was around at that time either, to say what it looked like. But the universe existed. 


And it breathed. In and out with a rhythmic hum.


HMMMMMMM...HMMMMMMM...HMMMMMMM…


In that pitch-black darkness, a tiny spark of light appeared suddenly. And as the 


universe’s breath continued to thrum, the spark grew bigger and bigger and 


bigger, until…


BOOOM!


…it exploded. Light scattered everywhere, and the universe became visible.


And so did two sparkling golden eggs! At ﬁrst, they simply hovered around in 


the universe. But there was something inside them that wanted to burst out. The 


restless eggs began moving about. They couldn’t see where they were headed, 


but they were actually following one another, going around in circles.


They spun around with such speed that they ended up bumping into each 


other… 


CRASH!


Hello, Earth!


1


An Aka Tale
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From one of the broken golden eggs emerged Sky, puffed up by ﬂuffy clouds.


He stretched his blue arms far and wide, and yawned. As he did that, he grew 


larger and larger, like a big blue balloon. As far as his eyes could see, he could only 


see himself. The egg had indeed been too small for him.


And then, he spotted the other golden egg. Although they had collided with much 


force, the other egg had only suffered a thin crack. A bafﬂed Sky watched the egg 


intently. The crack widened and the egg opened out neatly. And from within, the 


strong and beautiful Earth arose.


She looked straight at Sky and smiled shyly.


‘HELLO THERE…’


Sky greeted her, but stopped himself when he saw 


that Earth continued to grow in size. Sky watched in awe.


When Earth ﬁnally stopped growing, Sky exclaimed, ‘Whoa! How did you 


even ﬁt into that tiny egg?’ For Earth was now at least a hundred times bigger 


than him!


She laughed and said, ‘I’m so glad I’m not the only one in this strange universe. 


Good to meet you, friend!’


The two friends leaned forward to hug each other. Sky stretched his arms further 


and further but could not embrace Earth. And because she was smooth and round, 


and well, had no arms, she couldn’t embrace him either.


Sky’s face fell, turning a pale blue.


‘Don’t worry… I have an idea,’ Earth said, and started diminishing in size.


‘Whoa! That’s awesome!’ Sky exclaimed.


‘If you can stretch your arms and grow bigger, surely I can shrink myself a bit,’ 


Earth said.


But as she continued to grow smaller, the smooth surface of her body began


changing, little by little.


CRACK!...SPLAT!...POP!...SPLASH!
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‘Oh no, something’s happening to you


… Are you all right? Is it hurting?’ Sky 


asked, worried.


‘Not at all. Whatever happens


…


happens for the best!’ she said, as her round body 


formed into mountains and meadows, valleys and waterbodies.


When the cracking and popping stopped, Sky took in Earth’s new form. ‘You look 


different…


but at least I can hug you now!’


He then moved forward and extended his arms once again. This time, Earth ﬁt 


into his embrace snugly.


‘Happy to meet you, Sky!’ Earth said.


‘Happy to meet you too, Earth!’ Sky said.


And as they smiled at each other, a radiant light appeared from within Sky and 


made Earth glow. In that moment, carpets of plants and trees covered her beautiful 


body. Bright, colourful ﬂowers blossomed and decorated her whole being.


Even today, the muscular Sky, puffed up by clouds, continues to hold Earth safe 


in his blue embrace.
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Little by Little


5


HELLO


, 


EARTH


!


The Aka people reside in the Kameng district of Arunachal Pradesh. They 


worship nature, especially the idea of Nyezino


– 


they respectfully call these 


two natural features Nyezi Aou (Sky, the Father) and No Ain (Earth, the 


Mother), in their native language. Every year, the tribe celebrates the festival 


of Nyethrii-Dow, where they cleanse the village of evil spirits by praying 


to their deities, especially the sky and the earth. At that time, they sing 


and dance, wearing their complete traditional attire. The patterned border 


around the story’s illustration is made up of a motif commonly woven on 


the red jacket worn by the tribe’s women.


This Aka origin story narrates how the earth had to shrink to ﬁt into the sky’s 


embrace. Although it may not seem so, the earth is changing constantly, 


even today. The earth gains mass when cosmic dust, made up of elements 


such as stardust, comet particles and rock-like meteoroids settle on the 


planet’s surface due to gravity. On the other hand, it loses mass when 


lighter gases such as hydrogen, oxygen and helium escape through the 


earth’s atmosphere. Because the mass lost through gases is way higher 


than the mass gained through cosmic dust, scientists say that the earth, 


speciﬁcally its atmosphere, is actually shrinking – just as it does in this story!
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The Children of 


the Sun


‘


I


t’s done! Ah, how wonderful it looks!’ Mahapurub, the supreme being, had 


just ﬁnished creating the world.


Admiring his own hard work, he then conjured up two glowing mirrors – one for 


himself, and the other for his wife.


‘How does the new world look to you, my dear?’ he asked her, peering at his 


creation through the mirrors.


‘WHY, IT LOOKS BLAZING…LIKE A BALL OF FIRE!’


she said.


Hearing this, Mahapurub had a brilliant idea. He gave life to both the mirrors. He 


called his shiny golden mirror ‘Sun’, and his wife’s gleaming white mirror ‘Moon’.


Sun and Moon married, and began living in the sky, roaming freely as they wished. 


Soon, they had many, many children. Some were hot and blazing like their father, 


and the others were cool and gleaming like their mother.


Everything seemed to be going ﬁne for a while, but then something unexpected 


happened 


– 


the children who resembled Sun became a cause for worry.


A Raja Muria Tale
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‘Look, I am hotter than you,’ said a little sun, shooting a ﬁery ray at a lush, green 


tree on the earth. The tree dried up and nearly disappeared.


‘No way! I’m more powerful. I can do better than that,’ his brother said, blowing his 


hot breath onto a large patch of grass. Needless to say, the grass caught ﬁre. And 


where a green ﬁeld once stood, all that was left now was black, smoky ground.


Mahapurub watched all this quietly at ﬁrst. ‘Ah, they’re kids,’ he said, brushing it 


off. But soon, things went completely out of hand.


Animals and humans often got singed in these brotherly battles. The unbearable 


heat emanated by the little suns dried up all the waterbodies. Flowers shrivelled 


up, and birds began to drop dead.


THE


CHILDREN


OF


THE


SUN
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That is when Mahapurub lost his patience. ‘My creation has suffered enough! 


Not any more,’ he said and came up with a plan.


When Father Sun and the little suns were away, Mahapurub took Mother Moon 


and the little moons to the earth. He explained the whole situation to her.


‘I’m sorry, Mahapurub. I will speak to them,’ Moon said, embarrassed.


‘It’s too late for that.’ Mahapurub shook his head. ‘I’m so sorry, but I can’t think 


of a better solution.’ Saying so, he hid Moon and the little moons below the earth.


Frightened by all that darkness, the little moons began wailing.


‘Oh no, you are going to attract your father’s attention. I know this is harsh, but 


again, I don’t have a choice…’ Mahapurub said and made all of them hold large 


pebbles in their mouth, so that they couldn’t speak if Sun came looking for them. 


Then, he too hid beside them.


Meanwhile, Sun waited for his dear wife for hours and hours, thinking she had 


gone on a tour of the earth. But when she didn’t come back, he began looking for 


her behind the clouds and around withered trees, atop mountains and between 


valleys, across the oceans and all over the land.


At last, he noticed that one part of the earth shone brighter than the rest. ‘Moon, 


my dear, is that you?’ he asked.


‘YES, IT’S ME,’


came the reply.


‘Are you playing hide-and-seek with the children?’ he asked.


‘NO, WHY WOULD I?’


‘Are you angry with me? Have I forgotten something?’ he wondered.


‘NOT AT ALL!’


‘Is something bothering you?’ Sun asked slowly.


‘YES!’
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‘Well, what is it?’ He was confused now. ‘I promise I’ll ﬁx 


it right away. I’ll do whatever you want!’


‘It’s your children. They’ve ruined life on the earth. They’ve 


destroyed Mahapurub’s beautiful creations with their silly 


competitions,’ Moon said.


‘Oh!’ Sun went quiet. After thinking for a few moments, he 


said, ‘I’ll explain to them that they shouldn’t do it again. Now 


come out, please!’


‘No, I won’t come out until…you’ve eaten up the little suns!’ Moon said.


‘What! B-B-But…’ Sun tried to reason with Moon, when her voice interrupted him, 


‘I’ve already swallowed the little moons.’


Sun couldn’t believe that his wife would have done something so bizarre and 


cruel. ‘Why did you eat up the little moons for the fault of the little suns?’


‘So that you don’t feel guilty about doing this alone,’ Moon said.


Sun protested again, but Moon reminded him that he had promised to do as 


she wished.


Sun’s face fell. He always kept the promises he made to his wife. So, he quietly 


rose up into the sky and opened his mouth wide. All the little suns, who were 


playing here and there, were drawn to him like little sparkling magnets. As they 


all fused into their father, one by one, he grew bigger and bigger.


Glowing brighter than before, Sun came down to earth and begged, ‘There, I’ve 


done it! Please come out now! I can’t bear to stay away from you.’


Suddenly, Mahapurub appeared in front of him and spoke in Moon’s voice, 


‘Thank you for what you just did!’


Sun was horriﬁed. ‘Mahapurub… It was you? Where’s my Moon?’


THE


CHILDREN


OF


THE


SUN
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Mahapurub revealed that this had been his plan to save the earth from the 


scorching heat of the little suns. ‘I’m sorry I had to hold Moon and the little 


moons captive,’ he said, as he released them and asked them to spit out the 


pebbles from their mouths.


Sun was angry, but he couldn’t do anything. After all, he had been tricked by the 


supreme being himself.


‘I should’ve known when you said 


your


kids!’ the upset Sun cried. ‘My dear 


Moon would’ve said 


our


kids… Oh, she’d have never made such a request at all. 


I should’ve known, I should’ve known!’


Mahapurub consoled Sun and Moon, explaining again that he had to do this for 


the well-being of his newly created world.


Moon wept, but Sun quietly thought about how they could always have more 


children later.


‘OH?’


Mahapurub exclaimed, reading Sun’s thoughts. And so, much to their 


dismay, he told Sun, ‘From now on, you shall reign over the realm of day,’ and 


turning to Moon, he continued, ‘and you shall rule over the realm of night. The 


little moons shall live on in the sky as stars.’


Too shocked to even protest, the sad Sun went one way, while the miserable Moon 


went the other way. And ever since, Sun and Moon have never met. Perhaps, one 


day, they’ll ﬁnd a way. But until then, the earth will continue to get the right amount 


of warmth from Sun, and just enough cool, gleaming light from Moon!
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The Star and the Satellite


THE


CHILDREN


OF


THE


SUN


The Raja Muria people, who are a subgroup of the Muria tribe, largely 


reside in the Bastar and Gariaband regions of Chhattisgarh. They are 


worshippers of ancestral deities such as Anga Deo and Lingo Pen. The 


Muria people are known for their bell metal craft, in which they use the 


unique lost-wax method to create sculptures. The story’s illustration depicts 


the characters, the suns and the moons, as such ornate metallic ﬁgures.


This Raja Muria origin story speaks of a time when there used to be multiple 


suns and moons hovering over the earth. However, astronomical studies 


have shown that at the centre of our solar system is a single sun – which 


is, in fact, a ﬁery, radiant star. Like our solar system, there are many other 


planetary systems in the universe, and they too contain trillions of stars. 


Some of these are way larger than our sun, and are called ‘supergiant stars’. 


On the other hand, the moon is not a star. It is a natural satellite that 


orbits, or goes around, the earth. Again, the earth has a single moon, but 


there are hundreds of moons in our solar system. Jupiter alone has around 


ninety-ﬁve moons!
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When the Light 


Disappears


‘


W


h-what just h-happened?’ the tragopan asked.


‘I don’t know… The light’s gone! 


KYAN-KYAN-KYAN-KYAN…


’ the 


laughingthrush tittered.


‘Oh no, something evil is deﬁnitely going to attack us,’ the babbler babbled and 


pretended to faint.


‘For some reason, I can see better now,’ the owl said, rotating her head once. 


Then, turning towards the sky, she squinted her eyes. ‘Look, someone’s there!’ she 


pointed up, for she saw something move.


The babbler rolled his eyes at the owl, not believing her. The birds couldn’t see a 


thing in the dark. But sure enough, they all heard a booming voice from the sky.


‘I am the creator of the earth’s beings,’ the voice said. ‘I have seen how you birds 


keep yourselves busy all twenty-four hours in a day. So, I want to give you a gift!’


‘It better be a fruit platter,’ the tragopan whispered to the laughingthrush.


The divine voice continued to speak, ‘Don’t be afraid of this veil of darkness, for 


it is my gift to you. Every time the light disappears and darkness takes over, it 


means that it is night – the time for you to close your eyes and rest. When the 


darkness lifts and light streams in again, it is day – the time for you to work.’


A Lotha Naga Tale
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‘


I have a question… When will this darkness come and go?’ the tragopan asked, 


unsure of how this new gift worked.


‘Any time you wish to sleep, just summon the night, and the veil of darkness 


will fall upon the earth. And when you are ready to work, just wish it away,’ the 


divine voice explained.


‘Wow! That means we can control the sky,’ the babbler said, pufﬁng up his chest.


‘Hope you like my gift. Use it well.’ And then, the voice disappeared.


That was the ﬁrst time the creatures on the earth experienced night. So, following 


the divine voice’s instructions, they tucked themselves in bed and went off to 


sleep. They slept for a long, long while. So long that when they ﬁnally woke up, 


they were confused about how much time had passed.


‘I feel like I haven’t eaten for a lifetime!’ the tragopan said, as his stomach growled. 


‘Go away, night,’ he ordered, and the darkness vanished.


‘What on earth is going on?’ the babbler asked, annoyed at having been woken up 


by the sunlight falling upon his face. Realizing that this was the tragopan’s doing, he 


yelled at him, ‘Why would you summon the day now? I wanted to sleep some more.’


‘But I am hungry. How can I eat in the dark?’ the tragopan protested.


‘What a nuisance!’ the babbler muttered.


This went on for days. One of the birds would summon the night, but another 


would ﬁnd it inconvenient. ‘Hey, I was just about to catch that worm! I can’t see it 


any more!’ Or when one bird was ready to rise and shine, others would grumble, 


‘Did you have to turn on the light now? I’ve barely got any sleep because of the 


owl’s hooting!’


The laughingthrush, who found these ﬁghts rather funny, only chuckled. 


But one day, when the arguments got out of hand, the laughingthrush offered a 


good suggestion, ‘I think we must hold a meeting to decide how we should use 


the creator’s gift. If all of us continue to do our own thing, only chaos will prevail.’


WHEN


THE


LIGHT


DISAPPEARS
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‘Whoa! You sound so intelligent all of a sudden. And you forgot to laugh,’ the 


babbler said mockingly.


‘But it’s a good idea,’ the owl said, blinking her big, round eyes.


And so, a meeting was called upon. The wrens, the warblers, the ﬂycatchers, the 


drongos, the minivets, the falcons, the cuckoos, the cranes 


– 


all the birds attended 


the meeting. Their cooing and cackling ﬁlled the forest air.


The tragopan cleared his throat and said, ‘Silence, please!’


But before he could get to the matter at hand, the babbler blurted out, ‘I think we 


should have just one of us control the sky. I can do it! Otherwise, we should just 


return the gift of darkness back to the creator!’


‘What a ridiculous suggestion!’ the hawk-cuckoo said. ‘My babies have begun 


sleeping well only after the coming of the night.’


‘Mine too,’ the falcon said.


‘I think we should ﬁrst choose a leader, who can help us take a decision that we’re 


all happy with,’ the tragopan said sensibly.


Many birds nodded, but they weren’t sure who among them could advise them 


well on this matter.


That is when the falcon said, ‘It was the owl who ﬁrst told us about the divine 


presence in the sky, before we heard the voice…’


All eyes turned towards the owl. With her eyes shut and head drooping, she 


looked the picture of calmness and wisdom.


‘The owl is our leader!’ the laughingthrush announced loudly, jolting the poor owl 


out of her deep slumber. Oh yes, it was daytime, but the owl just couldn’t help 


falling asleep.


The owl blinked at the others and rotated her head a couple of times.


‘Tell us what you think, leader…what should we do about this day and night 


situation?’ the tragopan asked.
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‘I think… I feel… I believe…’ the owl mumbled, still a bit drowsy.


‘I think the owl is just nervous,’ the laughingthrush said.


Embarrassed, the owl shook herself and blurted out, ‘Nine days and nine nights! 


That’s what we should do.’


‘You mean, we should have sunlight for nine days, followed by darkness for nine 


days?’ the falcon asked.


‘That’s such a loooonnng time! It would mean we can’t rest for nine full days! I 


feel tired already, just listening to this idea,’ the babbler said, pretending to yawn.


‘Such a drama king!’ the hawk-cuckoo muttered, and turned his attention to the 


owl. ‘But yes, this suggestion is so bad that you deserve a knock on your head.’ 


And the hawk-cuckoo gave the owl’s head a hard peck.


The other birds did the same.


‘OWW…OWWW…OWWWW!’ 


The owl yelled in pain.


By the time all the birds were done, the poor owl’s beautiful, curved head had 


become ﬂat.


‘KYAN-KYAN-KYAN-KYAN…’ 


went the laughingthrush.


‘We’ll never be able to decide like this,’ the worried tragopan remarked.


‘


TWEET-TWEET-TWEET


, please may I speak?’ a tinny voice 


called out.


‘Wow, who dares speak up after what just happened 


to the owl?’ the babbler looked around 


wonderingly.


‘It’s me, the sunbird!’ The colourful bird, who 


was as large as a rooster, walked into the 


centre of the gathering.
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‘And what wise words do you have to share?’ the falcon asked, narrowing her eyes.


‘I think we should give ourselves an equal amount of daylight and darkness,’ the 


sunbird said, looking the falcon in the eye.


‘Go on,’ the falcon and the tragopan said at once.


‘When the creator spoke to us, he clearly mentioned that a day has twenty-


four hours. I feel we should split up the hours… 


TWELVE HOURS FOR 


DAYTIME AND TWELVE FOR THE NIGHT


. 


So, we will have both light 


and darkness every day for an equal number of hours,’ the sunbird said.


There was silence for a few moments. Even the babbler couldn’t ﬁnd anything 


mean to say. And then, the birds whispered among themselves. The sunbird was 


nervous, and kept sneaking glances at the owl and the state of her poor head.


Then, the hawk-cuckoo exclaimed, ‘That’s brilliant! By having an equal number of 


hours for both, I can plan when to go out and ﬁnd food, feed my little ones, tidy 


my home, groom the little ones, groom myself too… I can ﬁnish all my work just 


before the sun sets and darkness creeps in.’


‘Yes, that’s right!’ all the birds shouted in agreement.


‘I didn’t know you were so smart,’ the tragopan said to the sunbird, as he patted 


his head.


‘I hate to admit it, but you’re actually quite wise,’ the babbler said and tightly hugged 


the sunbird.


One by one, all the birds nuzzled the sunbird and patted his head. By the time 


everyone had ﬁnished, the sunbird had shrunk!


‘Oh no, what’s happened to me?’ he cried.


Staring at the owl’s ﬂat head and the sunbird’s tiny form, the laughingthrush 


burst out laughing, 


‘KYAN-KYAN-KYAN-KYAN-KYAN!’


WHEN


THE


LIGHT


DISAPPEARS
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This time, the other birds joined in as well. Slowly, the owl and the sunbird broke 


into smiles too. At least the matter had been resolved.


The birds then looked up at the sky and informed the creator of their decision.


‘So be it!’ the creator’s voice said. ‘It will be dawn in twelve hours from now.’


By the time the birds reached their homes, the creator had covered the earth with 


a cozy blanket of darkness. As they settled in to get some good sleep, the creator 


whispered to them, ‘Good night, my feathered friends!’
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Birds and Shut-eye


WHEN


THE


LIGHT


DISAPPEARS


The Lotha people, one of the many Naga tribes of Nagaland, primarily 


reside in the state’s Wokha district. In 2022, a few groups in the region 


came together and launched the Tokhü Emong Bird Count, an annual 


event where people participate in birdwatching and understand the role 


of birds in Naga culture and the ecosystem. Interestingly, although the 


Blyth’s tragopan is the state bird of Nagaland, the region is known as the 


Amur falcon capital of the world. Both these birds, along with the Naga 


wren-babbler, moustached laughingthrush and Mrs Gould’s sunbird, have 


been shown in the story’s illustration.


This Lotha Naga origin story narrates how the birds divided the hours equally 


between day and night. Most birds indeed sleep for around ten to twelve 


hours, usually at night. Some birds can sleep and stay awake at the same 


time, even while ﬂying! Half their brain is asleep, so one of their eyes is shut; 


the other half of their brain is awake, so their other eye is open and can see 


everything around. Researchers have found that the peregrine falcon is one 


such bird. Birds like the owl are nocturnal, which means that they hunt at 


night and sleep during the day. The oriental bay owl (which is also depicted 


in the illustration) has slits on its eyelids that allow the bird to see even when 


its eyes are closed!
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O


n the peak of Nanga Pahar stood a lean man with a glistening, chiselled 


body. He was the ﬁrst human. Bhagwan, the supreme being, looked at his new 


creation and wondered what kind of attire to give him. A ﬂuffy white cloud, 


passing overhead, gave Bhagwan an idea. ‘Here you go! Drape this around your 


body,’ Bhagwan said to the man, pulling out a long sheet of fabric from the cloud.


The man frowned a bit. ‘It’s too long.’ He tore out a small piece and returned the rest.


‘Is that all you’re going to wear?’ Bhagwan asked, amused.


‘YES, THIS IS ENOUGH,’ 


the man said.


Bhagwan laughed. ‘All right, as you wish! You are now ready to stay on the earth. 


But before that, there are a few things that you must always remember: You are 


my most special creation. The left side of your soul is made up of powerful black 


magic, and the right contains healing white magic. For this reason, the blood 


ﬂowing through the left side of your body will be black, and on the right, it will 


be red. Never let any other creature come close to your left side! And you must 


always use your magic the way I want you to. If you ever break these rules, you 


shall pay with your life!’


‘I will keep all this in mind,’ the man said.


The Magician Who 


Lived On


A Baiga Tale
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‘If you falter, I will simply call out your name to warn you,’ Bhagwan said.


‘Oh! But what is my name?’ the ﬁrst human asked.


‘Name? Hmm…’ Bhagwan thought for a long time and ﬁnally said, ‘All right… 


Because you were born on Nanga Pahar, and because you have the magical 


powers to heal people like a 


vaidya


, a medicine man, I name you Nanga Baiga!’


‘Nanga Baiga,’ the man repeated. ‘I like it!’ He thanked Bhagwan and made his 


way to his earthly home.


Bhagwan once again became busy with creation. He experimented with the human 


form and created a woman. Soon, more and more humans came to live on the earth. 


In time, Nanga Baiga built his own family.


Bhagwan was truly happy with Nanga Baiga, for he followed all his instructions 


well. But one day, something unexpected occurred.


A strong wind began to blow suddenly. At ﬁrst, the creatures and the people on 


the earth didn’t know what to do. But when they saw the wind uprooting the trees 


in its path, people began praying fervently to Bhagwan, to stop this destruction. 


Everyone shivered in fright. Only Nanga Baiga was unafraid.


Hours later, the wind turned into a pleasant breeze and lulled Nanga Baiga to sleep. 


As he lay in this meditative state, his body glistened – partly red, partly black.


When the wind stopped, insects and reptiles slowly crept out of their shelters. 


Their attention was caught by Nanga Baiga’s glistening form. And strangely, they 


felt drawn towards him.


‘NANGA BAIGA, WAKE UP!’ 


Bhagwan’s voice called out. But he was fast asleep.


And so, the inevitable happened… First came the spiders and the scorpions, who 


crawled towards Nanga Baiga’s glowing hand and sucked some of his blood. 
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