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			Foreword
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			African Myths & Tales is a vastly stimulating and wonderful collection of allegorical tales and narratives, all of which are drawn from the huge well of African mythology. If the world of African mythology is perceived sometimes as a complex and difficult reflection of the vicissitudes of African existence, then this collection has harmoniously reproduced an easily accessible treasure trove of narratives that are told with striking simplicity, a feature which in and of itself hands the stories a great measure of intelligibility. 

			Up until this point in educative time, the vast corpus of African myths taken from all over the continent have been unavailable to readers in a single huge collection. Divine, human and animal forces and characters permeate the many different stories in which the protagonists are products of a bountiful imaginative world of different narrators, thereby demonstrating the creativity and artistry inherent within African storytelling. These stories, which are also about humankind’s relationship with natural phenomena and the universe, are all so very highly entertaining and reflect their purposeful recreational intent. Illustrating the ability of the raconteur to hold his or her listening or reading public’s imagination, these tales and fables also include stories of wit and wisdom, which potentially inculcate good morals in children and contribute significantly to their socialization and upbringing. 

			The tales are presently still recounted as forms of social activity and entertainment; and in the societies and cultures whose stories are reproduced here, they are performed all-year round, especially in villages and rural areas on moonlit nights and within the same relaxed traditional atmosphere as the communal gatherings of pre-colonial times. The reader’s interest is very easily sustained in these fantabulous stories, many of which are full of bizarre exploits, escapades and adventures. The phantasmagorical anecdotes often take the reader through a make-believe journey of extraordinarily captivating and fantastic feats and achievements; whether it be stories of how the world was created or how certain animals acquired the attributes and characteristics that are associated with them. The stories are all very lively, shaped by very fertile narrative imaginations. There are frightening encounters such as when Fire is forced by Leopard to visit the latter and his wife and causes them massive destruction. Others have truly nightmarish qualities such as those in which human skulls can speak. Every now and then, however, there are purely humane accounts as in when Dog and Man become friends. 

			Indeed, as we read these stories, we are transported into so many spectacularly different worlds that one consistently feels a sense of anxiety, bewilderment and trepidation and indeed, sometimes even total dejection and outright fear. The procession of protagonists from the worldly and ultra-mundane domain that are woven into these stories, ultimately however, engender within the readers a great measure of elation simply even by the contemplation of the possibilities and dimensions of the characters’ accomplishments. Altogether African Myths & Tales is a most pleasurable read, with the added gratification that the reader is provided with the opportunity of indulging and participating in the much-celebrated African oral storytelling tradition(s).

			Dr Kwadwo Osei-Nyame, Jnr

			Africa Department, SOAS

			University of London

		

	
		
			Publisher’s Note

			As the tales from African mythology and folklore are principally derived from an oral storytelling tradition, their written representation depends on the transcription, translation and interpretation by those who heard them and first put them to paper, and also on whether they are recently re-told versions or more directly sourced from original first-hand accounts. The stories in this book are a mixture, and you can learn more about the sources and authors at the back of the book. This collection presents a thoughtfully selected cross-section of stories from all over the sub-Saharan portion of the continent, with the aim of representing the breadth of characters, exploits and adventures conjured by the African storyteller, for both enlightenment and entertainment, rather than for scholarly education. For the purposes of simplicity and consistency, most diacritical marks (including apostrophes that often punctuate African names) have been removed, since their usage in the original sources was sometimes inconsistent or would represent different pronunciation, depending on the original language of the story, not to mention that quite a sophisticated understanding of phonetic conventions would be required to understand how to pronounce them anyway.
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			Introduction

			Africa is a vast continent, over three times the size of the United States of America, incorporating a huge expanse of desert and scrubland, mountains, valleys, rain forests, swamps, rivers and lakes. For much of its history, however, a large part of southern Africa has remained cut off from the outside world. The Sahara Desert, which divides the north from the south, covers nearly one-third of the continent, presenting an almost impossible obstacle for even the most resilient traveller. 

			North Africa stretches from Morocco to Egypt, and down through the Nile valley as far as Ethiopia. This rich and fertile region nurtures a distinctly Mediterranean culture dominated by Muslim and Christian religions. Africa south of the Sahara – the area sometimes known as ‘Negro’ or ‘Black’ Africa – extends from the east and west Sudan, down through the savannas and central rain forests right into South Africa, and has a great mixture of cultures and religions. It is this part of the continent from which the myths and legends of this book have been selected.

			 Isolation, then Colonialism

			This sub-Saharan Africa is a land of colourful contrasts and diverse cultures, many of which have existed for hundreds and even thousands of years. Archaeological research has revealed that by about 1200 bc, rich and powerful civilizations, such as that of Ancient Egypt, had developed in the northern part of Africa. Nothing now remains of these impressive empires, but their customs and beliefs are well recorded. Relatively little is known, on the other hand, of the earliest history of the peoples living south of the Sahara. Geographical isolation dictated that these peoples developed largely by themselves. Written culture became widespread only in the nineteenth century; before that time, the art of writing was completely unknown to Africans in the equatorial forests and the south. 

			Europeans remained ignorant of the region’s rich history until the fifteenth century when the Portuguese arrived on the west coast, landing at the Cape of Good Hope. Before long, they were transporting thousands of African slaves to Europe and the Americas, a lucrative trade that continued until the mid-nineteenth century. 

			During the late nineteenth century, white settlers, among them the French, English and Dutch, began to explore further inland, and throughout the 1880s and 1890s they competed furiously for ownership of territories rich in natural resources, carving up the continent between them. By 1900, almost all of Africa was in European hands, remaining under European control until the 1950s, when the colonies began to demand their independence. 

			The radical changes forced on the African continent as a result of colonialism and the slave trade led to the destruction of many traditional societies which had evolved over the centuries. Much information on Africa’s cultural heritage remains buried forever, since there are no ancient books or documents to enlighten us. 

			African Storytelling

			But Africa has always had a powerful tradition of storytelling. Before a European way of life prevailed, the old religions, rules and customs provided the raw material for those tribesmen who first promoted this extremely colourful oral culture. African people have persevered with their storytelling and continue to leave records of their history in songs and stories they pass down from parent to child through the generations. Stories are commonly told in the evening when the day’s work is done, accompanied by mime and frequently music. They are an important medium of entertainment and instruction woven out of the substance of human experience and are very often realistic and down-to-earth. 

			The first African stories to reach western ears were written down only at the turn of the century when a number of missionaries, anthropologists and colonial officials arrived in Africa and made a concerted effort to record descriptions of the rituals and ceremonies they witnessed, and to transcribe as faithfully as possible tales told to them by old and young Africans before they had disappeared altogether. Some of these committed scholars wrote down what the elders told them about their gods, and man’s understanding of his relationship with the gods, while others transcribed narrative myths, fables, poems, proverbs, riddles and even magic spells.

			A Diverse Mythology

			No real unified mythology exists in Africa, however. The migration of its peoples, the political fragmentation, and the sheer size of the continent have resulted in a huge diversity of lifestyles and traditions. Literally thousands of completely different languages are spoken, 2,000 in West Africa alone between the Senegal River and the headwaters of the Congo River. A complete collection of all myths of the African peoples would fill countless volumes, even if we were to ignore the fact that the collection is being added to all the time by modern-day enthusiasts. 

			To give a useful summary of the main characteristics of African mythology is therefore an extremely difficult task but, broadly speaking, a number of beliefs, ideas and themes are shared by African peoples, embellished by a creative spirit unique to a tribe, village or region. Nearly every tribe has its own set of cosmological myths – tales which attempt to explore the origin of the universe, the unseen forces of nature, the existence of God or a supreme being, the creation of mankind and the coming of mortality. Other stories, detailing the outrageous adventures and anti-social behaviour of one or another trickster figure are also common to nearly every tribe. Moral stories abound and animal fables, in particular, are some of the most popular of all African tales.

			This book is divided into three sections containing only a cross-section of African tales. It is intended to provide an introduction to African mythology and is in no way a comprehensive study of its subject. A selection of creation stories, animal stories, and tales which amuse and teach has been made with the aim of providing as interesting and entertaining an overview as possible. But first, we will outline a little more about some key African mythological elements, beliefs and traditional practices.

			Origins of the World

			Supreme God

			Despite its rich diversity, many African myths contain related themes, including gods and the origin of the world and humans. Most peoples in tropical and southern Africa share the hazy notion of a supreme sky god who originally lived on earth, but moved up to the sky by means of a spider’s thread when humans started misbehaving. Earth and water are invariably goddesses. For the Yoruba, Ile is the goddess of earth and mother of all creatures; Yemoja is the goddess of water – her messengers are crocodile and hippopotamus ­and her daughter Aje is goddess of the Niger river from which Nigeria takes its name.

			The Great Serpent 

			Given the prevalence of dangerous snakes in many parts of Africa, it is hardly surprising that several peoples talk of creation in terms of a huge serpent, usually a python, out of whose body the world and all creatures came. In northern areas, the sky god first made the cosmic serpent, whose head is in the sky and whose tail is in underground waters. In central and southern regions, the primordial serpent Chinawezi is identified with the rainbow. Whatever shape God’s intermediary took, it is common for God to create sky and earth first, then fire and water, thunder and lightning. After these elements, the supreme being made the first living beings: a human, an elephant, a snake and a cow. In other legends, the supreme god first sent rain, lightning, locusts and then twins. Twins are often referred to as the ‘children of heaven’ and in some parts thought lucky, in others very unlucky and in the past have even been killed.

			First Man and Woman 

			A widespread belief among the Zulus is that the first man and woman burst out of a reed; others say from a tree, yet others from a hole in the ground to the west of Lake Nyasa in Malawi. Many peoples do not speculate on the creation. The Masai of Kenya and Tanzania have a story about a time when meat hung down from the sky for people to eat. When it moved out of reach, people built a bamboo tower to the sky. To their surprise, sky messengers came down with three gifts: a bow to shoot the new wild animals in the bush, a plough with which to till the land in the new seasons of wind, rain and sun and a three-stringed fiddle to sing to in their leisure time. Other tales talk of earth and sky being connected by a rope by which gods sent down cattle.

			In other creation stories, the world passed through three ages. First was an ideal or golden age when gods, humans and animals lived in harmony in a sort of celestial nirvana. Then came the age of creation in which the supreme god separated sky and earth, with the latter intended to mirror the harmony of the former age, and humans formed in the gods’ image. But it did not work out, for humans were fallible and caused destruction, so introducing death: the Ashanti say humans set fire to the bush, so killing each other. The third age is the modern age where gods and humans live separately and people have lost their divine virtue of immortality completely. Through their myths and rituals, people are constantly trying to recreate the long-lost golden age.

			Witchcraft and Sorcery 

			Sorcery has always played a big part in mythology all over Africa. Just as the difference between gods and spirits is blurred, so is the distinction between witchcraft and sorcery as conscious crafts. All that can be distinguished is the good or evil intent on the part of the person working the magic. The term ‘doctor’ (as in witch doctor) basically denotes a person skilled in any art or knowledge. So the doctor may be a diviner, herbalist, sage, storyteller, conjurer or dancer.

			Some tribes claim that the ‘doctor’ is someone who develops special powers after a serious illness, during which time he communes with the spirits, having come close to death. Thereafter he is able to see spirits that are invisible to ordinary mortals. After apprenticeship to a professional and an initiation, he becomes skilled at dancing, singing and chanting, and is called upon to perform at funerals and other ceremonies.

			The trance is a familiar phenomenon among many tribes. It is induced by doctors either spontaneously or by chewing certain hallucinatory herbs, inhaling their smoke or drinking a concoction which gives them superhuman strength and power to know and see things others cannot. The trance state may be caused, people believe, by a person’s spirit leaving his body, travelling off into unknown regions and being possessed by spirits of the dead, so that when he returns he begins to speak in a strange way, telling of the wonderful things he has seen. It is the possessing spirits that enable him to cure an illness, bring rain or luck in hunting.

			Such spiritual doctors have often had an exotic, even unkempt, appearance, letting their hair grow, smearing it with oil and ochre and adorning it with shells, feathers and charms – the insignia of their profession. They may have a magic wand in the form of a zebra tail on a stick which they wave about during exorcisms or other operations. The fly whisk carried by some African leaders is a remnant of this fusion of chieftainship and magic.

			Sorcerers and Witches 

			Sorcerers and witches are naturally evil and perform black magic out of a hatred for people. Their tools are the spirits they control and they can enslave people by causing their death, before reviving them as the living dead – zombies (from the Congo word zombi, meaning ‘enslaved spirit’). They also make fetishes possessed by servant spirits which fly through the air and attack victims. Often a victim dies of fright merely by seeing such a monster approaching.

			Witches can change into animals at night or have animals as their familiars, especially baboons, hyenas, leopards or owls, and they can be seen flying through the air at night with fire coming out of their backsides. Their aim is to devour human bodies, dead or alive. But they can also change others into animals to be at their service. Mostly they brew poison, put it in the victim’s food and enslave his or her spirit. The muloyi (or mulaki, murozi, ndozi, ndoki – all of which translate approximately to ‘sorcerer’) of Central Africa creates an erirogho (magic) mixture from the ashes of dead bodies, does a ritual dance around it and then mixes it with the victim’s food or beer. Sometimes he adds the victim’s fingernails, hair or earth from his footsteps to the erirogho, wrapping it in leaves or burying it beside the victim’s house. The victim’s spirit will be forced to go and live in the erirogho while his body decays. Often the muloyi can be heard laughing in the darkness.

			The Forest

			Other Central African peoples regard the forest as being the other or spirit world inhabited by dwarf-demons or imps, the elokos, who feed off human flesh. Anyone entering their world must perform certain rituals. Sorcerers carve a fetish or piece of wood taken from the spirit world (which therefore possesses magical properties) and use it to kill their enemies. Every tree has its spirit, which survives in the wood even after it has been chopped down and made into a hut, drum or boat. Without the spirit’s goodwill, the carved item will bring only bad luck.

			Foretelling the Arrival of Europeans 

			More than one witch doctor is said to have foretold the coming of Europeans to Africa. A certain prophet, Mulengo of Ilala (Zaire), foretold that, “There will come people who are white and shining with bodies like locusts”. Another, Podile, a chief of the Bapedi (South Africa), prophesied the arrival of the Boers: “Red ants will come and destroy our land... . They will have baskets (hats) on their heads. Their feet will be like those of zebras (boots). Their sticks will give out fire. They will travel with houses drawn by oxen.” Missionaries in the early nineteenth century left reports of seers who made their prophesies during a trance or illness. One missionary, Reverend E.W. White, referred to the prophet Mohlomi, who died in 1815, as “the greatest figure in Basuto history”; Mohlomi said he saw “a cloud of red dust coming out of the east, consuming our tribes”.

			Animal Myths 

			Animals play a key role in mythology – and not only in Africa. African slaves took their stories around the world, often as fables, and adapted them to their new environments. The Uncle Remus stories of America’s southern states (Brer Rabbit was originally the hare; Brer Terrapin was originally the tortoise) came from West Africa, as did the Aunt Nancy (Kwaku Anansi) spider tales of the Caribbean, originally told by the Ashanti, Yoruba, lbo and Dahomey. It is believed that the Greek slave Aesop originally came from Ethiopia.

			In the oldest versions of African myths, the characters are mostly animals, such as the serpent involved in the world’s creation. At this stage they are deities of supernatural size and strength. Anansi the spider can climb up to the heavens to commune with Nyame, the sky god (Ashanti); Simba the lion is a potent god from whom several African chiefs traced their ancestry (such as Haile Selassie, the Lion of Judah). Similarly, some Zulu chiefs have claimed descent from the python. Some clans bow before a python and address it as “Your Majesty”, offering it sacrifices of goats. In Mozambique there are traces of the worship of Sangu, the hippopotamus, a goddess who rules an underwater realm of lush, flowering meadows; she protects pregnant women and has to be sacrificed to by fishermen.

			In the northwestern regions (Mali, Guinea), the sky god Faro sent down the antelope to teach the Bambara people farming skills; hence the many wooden carvings of the sacred antelope. According to the Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert, the mantis stole fire from the ostrich and passed it on to humans. The mantis is also credited among the Khosians of southwest Africa of inventing language through which animals and humans can converse.

			Half-human Animals

			As myths evolved, animals became half-human, half-animal characters who can be either good or evil, depending on their whim or veneration. They can take either form and foster human children, often coupling with human beings. Such children display both human and animal characteristics, so they can catch prey and speak animal languages. The human offspring of lions are particularly gifted: they can hunt at night and they know the bushlore and power of putting a spell on game (since no animal dies without the gods willing it). Ordinary mortals fear such half-human offspring, for they are brave, fierce warriors possessing magic and charms. Women love lion-men, who often become great rulers. As for lion-women, they grow up to be irresistibly attractive to men, who fall in love with them; the men, however, can end up being eaten by their wives. Lions are so potent that even a lion’s eyelash can give a woman power over her husband, so that she can have children merely by instructing his mind to do so.

			Tricksters

			At the third stage of evolution of myths, animals lose their divine qualities and take their animal shape, but act as humans do, with their own characteristics. Two particular animals stand out as tricksters who use cunning to outwit more powerful beasts: the hare and the tortoise. In parts of Africa where there are no hares or tortoises (the Congo River basin), the trickster is the little water antelope, the jackal or the turtle. The lion, elephant and especially the hyena are the foils, their brute force and stupidity being no match for the nimble wits of the hare or the slow, patient wisdom of the tortoise. Even the hare (in the famous race) is overcome by the tortoise’s quiet, dogged determination. A person of exceptional intelligence among the lbo is referred to as Mbai and among the lbani is Ekake, both meaning ‘tortoise’. Not only is the tortoise harmless, eating only fallen fruits of the forest, he is practically immune from attack and his silent nature implies mystery and veiled purpose – qualities valued in the human world.

			Sacrifice and Offerings

			All around people are spirits who have to be appeased and gods who have to be placated; in the past this could mean anything up to and including sacrifice. Since life is based on a balance in nature, there must be as much giving as receiving – someone has to die in order that others may live. If rain does not come, sacrifices and offerings must be made to induce the rain god to end a drought. Every tribe and region has its rituals and special doctors, priests and diviners who know exactly what offering must be made.

			In many clans, it is the traditional duty of the eldest son to sacrifice to the clan spirits – those of his father and grandfather. Without such sacrifices the people could die and the sacrifice must be gladly offered, otherwise it is not acceptable. The common purpose of sacrifice is to create, celebrate or restore good relations with the deity of ancestral spirits. Usually the gods will be satisfied with nothing less than the slaughter of an animal (normally chicken, goat or lamb). The Dogon people of Mali, for example, have a special sacrificial rite called bulu (meaning ‘to revive’), restoring the community’s relations with the universe of life. The living sacrifice has a soul (kikinu) and vital force (nyama). As the victim’s blood flows into the earth, it carries its nyama. The deity, thus nourished, has the will to give back into the sacrifice’s liver, which is eaten by the priest in a ritual meal, thereby consuming the divine energy. These sacrificial rituals were transported with slaves to the Caribbean, especially Haiti, where the sacrifices (usually of chickens) come under the name voodoo/vodoun.

			Mediums 

			Another sacrifice common to Mali is intended to induce the rainbow god, Sajara (a multicoloured serpent) to send rain. A white ram is sacrificed by a forked tree and has its blood sprinkled over the tree as dancers circle the tree. The sky gods take possession of some of the dancers and speak through their mouths. These oracles or mediums often become ‘possessed’ women who speak in a strange voice they do not understand and which has to be interpreted by a priest. Besides inducing rain, people consult them on sickness in the family or in domestic animals, sterility, floods or drought – even about marital problems.

			Divination 

			When the deity does not speak through a medium, it may give signs or omens which can be read only by trained diviners who will make offerings or sacrifices to reveal knowledge that is concealed from ordinary mortals. That also includes advice on the best time for hunting, sowing, harvesting, fishing, migration or performing sacrificial rituals. For divining they may read the stars, throw lots, study lines in the soil or sand or examine the entrails of the sacrificed animal. Some diviners have a divining board on which they cast palm nuts or stones. The diviner also has to be consulted on sacrifice in the case of sickness and after a funeral to remove the contagion of death.

			Another occasion for special offerings and sacrifices is when going hunting or gathering in the forest, which is inhabited by terrifying spirits, monsters and ghosts. Among the Ashanti of Ghana, the forest spirits are called the mnoatia and the forest ogre, Sasabonsam, is a hairy giant with large blood-red eyes and enormous feet that trip up unwary travellers. The hunter has to be on good terms with all these horrifying creatures. He needs special offerings for them all, as well as charms and fetishes to ward off evil.

			In the past it was not unknown for soccer teams (notably in southern Africa) to offer sacrifices to the gods to let them win or to place fetishes in the goal of the opposing team, hoping their spirits would let goals in.

			Ifa and Eshu 

			Among the Yoruba people of southern Nigeria, sacrifices are often made to two contradictory gods simultaneously: Ifa and Eshu. Ifa is the god of wisdom, knowledge and divination. At the time of the creation, he came down to earth with the other deities to establish order. He settled on earth, married and had eight sons, all of whom became chiefs of the provinces of Yorubaland. Eshu had been sent into the world by Olodumare, the supreme god, to test people and examine their real characters. One day Ifa felt insulted by his sons and went to live in heaven, so leaving the mischievous god Eshu to cause quarrels, make women barren and trick people into insulting the gods, for which they had to pay sacrifices. In despair, Ifa’s sons went to heaven to beg their father’s help. He refused to return, but he did give each son a divining board and set of 16 palm nuts as divination tools. It is through these palm nuts that Ifa conveys the will of the gods to people.

			Death

			Three vital questions concern all African cultures: how did death come into the world; why do people die and what happens after death? Despite the wide disparities in cultures, there is general agreement on the answers to these questions.

			Death was not part of the original scheme of things in African myth: it came later, typically as a result of a blunder, a mistaken message or late delivery of a message. A common myth is that from southern Africa about the moon goddess who returns after dying; she originally decided on life and death, promising that people would be restored to life. The message is sent to earth with the chameleon or mantis, as well as the hare. The hare is first to arrive, but gives a garbled message, thus depriving humans of immortality, since gods can never revoke a message once delivered. The Ibo have a similar tale, with a message sent by the great spirit Chuku; here the dog dawdles and the sheep muddles the message.

			Origin of Death 

			Some myths put the blame for the coming of death on women. The Baluba and Chaga say a girl disturbed her grandmother as she was discarding her old skin, so breaking a secret ritual. The Ganda people to the north of Lake Victoria blame the supreme god’s daughter Nambi who married a mortal, but went back for grain to feed her chicken and was overtaken by her brother Walube (Death), who then accompanied her to earth. The Dinka, herders of southern Sudan, tell that the supreme god gave a grain of millet to an earthly couple, but the woman Abuk was too greedy and accidentally hit the god with the end of her hoe, after which he sent a bird to cut the rope of life linking heaven and earth.

			Why People Die 

			In a continent where mortality is high, the cause of death, especially premature death, is often attributed to evil spells cast by agents of misfortune. The all-pervading fear of death provides work for diviners, witch doctors, shamans and makers of charms, amulets and fetishes. Dead ancestors, too, play an important role. Often when someone falls ill, it is supposed that an ancestral spirit has been offended and sent the sickness, or that some human enemy has put a spell on the victim. In either case, the result is more work (and remuneration) for the various doctors.

			Afterlife 

			It is a commonly held belief that death is not the end of existence, but instead that it is merely the moment when a person can no longer dispose of his body, except as a ghost or spirit in someone or something else’s body, whether animal, tree, plant, river or wind. The living sometimes see and talk to the dead in their dreams or receive messages through omens or mediums. The spirits of the dead usually remain near their funeral place for a time – whether under their hut (usually for chiefs), in forest or river, or even inside hyenas, who frequently devour corpses. After a while the spirits depart for the land of the dead.

			It is the duty of the spirit’s descendants to serve ancestors by erecting a shrine where they regularly place offerings of food and drink. If the rites are neglected, the ancestors will blight their descendants’ lives for several generations. In Tanzania, family spirits (those of father, grandfather and maternal uncle) are called makungu. These spirits are venerated for three generations, after which time they merge with the host of spirits called vinyyamkela (kinyamkela singular).

			The Underworld

			Many peoples believe that the dead live in the bowels of the earth, very much as they did on earth, tending plentiful herds of speckled cattle. To the Ibo people, the earth goddess Aje is also goddess of the underworld, where she rules over many deities as well as the ancestors buried in her womb. Sometimes when she is angry, she moves forests, mountains and rivers if the relatives of the deceased have not made proper offerings to her when burying the corpse. In a Fon tale from West Africa, the rainbow serpent Aido-Hwedo, who supports the earth in the ocean, will one day run out of food; he will then chew on his tail and cause the whole earth to topple into the sea.

			The Dahoman people believe that in the underworld social status remains unchanged: the chieftain continues to rule and the slave to serve forever. The Basutos believe that the dead wander silently and dully about their green valleys, called mosima (‘the abyss’), with no emotions of joy or sorrow. The Swahili name for this spirit land is kuzimu. On the other hand, in the underworld there is no retribution for earthly sins, and no distinction between heaven and hell.

			Paths to the Underworld 

			The land of the dead can be reached through caves or holes in the ground. The Bapedi of South Africa traditionally claim that the gateway to mosima, the underworld, lies on their land and can be entered by anyone sufficiently daring. Myths say that two people go together, holding hands as they enter the pass and shout, “Spirits, clear the way or we’ll throw stones at you!”, and they pass by without difficulty. Many are the adventures of living beings who accidentally stumble into the underworld. They often follow a porcupine or some other burrowing animal they are hunting into its hole. This happened to a hunter, Mpobe, in Uganda and to a Zulu hunter, Uncama. The hunters return unharmed to tell the tale, but never find their way back down again. 
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			Introduction

			Most African peoples recognize some sort of all-powerful, omniscient god, but the sheer size of the African continent has not allowed a uniform system of beliefs to develop. Innumerable myths on the origin and evolution of the universe exist as a result. The Fon of Dahomey speak of a supreme God, Mawu-Lisa, the ‘twins’ from whom all the gods and demigods are descended. The Zulu of South Africa call their deity uKqili, the wise one, and believe he raised mankind out of “beds of grass”. The Hottentots refer to their god as Utixo, a benevolent deity who inhabits the sky and speaks with the voice of thunder.

			The creation myth retold at the beginning of this chapter comes from the Yoruba tribe in west Africa, whose pantheon alone contains over 1,700 deities. The most important Yoruban gods feature in the stories. Olorun, the supreme being, is capable of seeing both “the inside and the outside of man”, while the other gods are depicted as sensitive to human problems and particularly receptive to human prayers. 

			Again, nearly every tribe has its own story on the creation of mankind, the origin of death and darkness, and its own unique descriptions of the Otherworld. Only a selection of these tales is retold here, chosen from among the Krachi, Kikuyu and Kono peoples of Africa. 

		

	
		
			The Creation of the Universe

			(From the Yoruba people, west Africa)
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			Before the universe was created, there existed only a vast expanse of sky above and an endless stretch of water and uninhabited marshland below. Olorun, the wisest of the gods, was supreme ruler of the sky, while Olokun, the most powerful goddess, ruled the seas and marshes. Both kingdoms were quite separate at that time and there was never any conflict between the two deities. Olorun was more than satisfied with his domain in the sky and hardly noticed what took place below him. Olokun was content with the kingdom she occupied, even though it contained neither living creatures nor vegetation of any kind.

			But the young god Obatala was not entirely satisfied with this state of affairs, and one day, as he looked down from the sky upon the dull, grey terrain ruled by Olokun, he thought to himself:

			“The kingdom below is a pitiful, barren place. Something must be done to improve its murky appearance. Now if only there were mountains and forests to brighten it up, it would make a perfect home for all sorts of living creatures.”

			Obatala decided that he must visit Olorun, who was always prepared to listen to him.

			“It is a good scheme, but also a very ambitious one,” Olorun said to Obatala. “I have no doubt that the hills and valleys you describe would be far better than grey ocean, but who will create this new world, and how will they go about it?”

			“If you will give me your blessing,” Obatala replied, “I myself will undertake to do this work.”

			“Then it is settled,” said Olorun. “I cannot help you myself, but I will arrange for you to visit my son Orunmila. He will be able to guide you.”

			Next day, Obatala called upon Orunmila, the eldest son of Olorun, who had been given the power to read the future and to understand the secret of existence. Orunmila produced his divining tray, and when he had placed sixteen palm nuts on it, he shook the tray and cast its contents high into the air. As the nuts dropped to the ground, he read their meaning aloud:

			“First, Obatala,” he announced, “you must find a chain of gold long enough for you to climb down from the sky to the watery wastes below. Then, as you descend, take with you a snail shell filled with sand, a white hen, a black cat and a palm nut. This is how you should begin your quest.”

			Obatala listened attentively to his friend’s advice and immediately set off to find a goldsmith who would make him the chain he needed to descend from the sky to the surface of the water below.

			“I would be happy to make you the chain you ask for,” said the goldsmith, “provided you can give me all the gold I need. But I doubt that you will find enough here for me to complete my task.”

			Obatala would not be dissuaded, however, and having instructed the goldsmith to go ahead with his work, he approached the other sky gods and one by one explained to them his purpose, requesting that they contribute whatever gold they possessed. The response was generous. Some of the gods gave gold dust, others gave rings, bracelets or pendants, and before long a huge, glittering mound had been collected. The goldsmith examined all the gold that was brought before him, but still he complained that there was not enough.

			“It is the best I can do,” Obatala told him. “I have asked all of the other gods to help out and there is no more gold left in the sky. Make the chain as long as you possibly can and fix a hook to one end. Even if it fails to reach the water below, I am determined to climb down on it.”

			The goldsmith worked hard to complete the chain and when it was finished, the hook was fastened to the edge of the sky and the chain lowered far below. Orunmila appeared and handed Obatala a bag containing the sand-filled snail’s shell, the white hen, the black cat and the palm nut, and as soon as he had slung it over his shoulder, the young god began climbing down the golden chain, lower and lower until he saw that he was leaving the world of light and entering a world of twilight.

			Before long, Obatala could feel the damp mists rising up off the surface of the water, but at the same time, he realized that he had just about reached the end of his golden chain. 

			“I cannot jump from here,” he thought. “If I let go of the chain I will fall into the sea and almost certainly drown.”

			And while he looked around him rather helplessly, he suddenly heard a familiar voice calling to him from up above.

			“Make use of the sand I gave you,” Orunmila instructed him, “toss it into the water below.”

			Obatala obeyed, and after he had poured out the sand, he heard Orunmila calling to him a second time:

			“Release the white hen,” Orunmila cried.

			Obatala reached into his bag and pulled out the white hen, dropping her on to the waters beneath where he had sprinkled the sand. As soon as she had landed, the hen began to scratch in the sand, scattering it in all directions. Wherever the grains fell, dry land instantly appeared. The larger heaps of sand became hills, while the smaller heaps became valleys.

			Obatala let go of his chain and jumped on to the solid earth. As he walked he smiled with pleasure, for the land now extended a great many miles in all directions. But he was proudest of the spot where his feet had first landed, and decided to name this place Ife. Stooping to the ground, he began digging a hole, and buried his palm nut in the soil. Immediately, a palm tree sprang up from the earth, shedding its seeds as it stretched to its full height so that other trees soon shot up around it. Obatala felled some of these trees and built for himself a sturdy house thatched with palm leaves. And here, in this place, he settled down, separated from the other sky gods, with only his black cat for company.
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			Obatala lived quite contentedly in his new home beneath the skies, quite forgetting that Olorun might wish to know how his plans were progressing. The supreme god soon grew impatient for news and ordered Agemo, the chameleon, to go down the golden chain to investigate. The chameleon descended and when he arrived at Ife, he knocked timidly on Obatala’s door.

			“Olorun has sent me here,” he said, “to discover whether or not you have been successful in your quest.”

			“Certainly I have,” replied Obatala, “look around you and you will see the land I have created and the plants I have raised from the soil. Tell Olorun that it is now a far more pleasant kingdom than it was before, and that I would be more than willing to spend the rest of my time here, except that I am growing increasingly weary of the twilight and long to see brightness once more.” 

			Agemo returned home and reported to Olorun all that he had seen and heard. Olorun smiled, for it pleased him greatly that Obatala had achieved what he had set out to do. The young god, who was among his favourites, had earned a special reward, and so Olorun fashioned with his own hands a dazzling golden orb and tossed it into the sky.

			“For you, Obatala, I have created the sun,” said Olorun, “it will shed warmth and light on the new world you have brought to life below.”

			Obatala very gladly received this gift, and as soon as he felt the first rays of the sun shining down on him, his restless spirit grew calmer. He remained quite satisfied for a time, but then, as the weeks turned to months, he became unsettled once more and began to dream of spending time in the company of other beings, not unlike himself, who could move and speak and with whom he could share his thoughts and feelings. 

			Obatala sat down and began to claw at the soil as he attempted to picture the little creatures who would keep him company. He found that the clay was soft and pliable, so he began to shape tiny figures in his own image. He laid the first of them in the sun to dry and worked on with great enthusiasm until he had produced several more. 

			He had been sitting for a long time in the hot sunshine before he realized how tired and thirsty he felt. 

			“What I need is some palm wine to revive me,” he thought to himself, and he stood up and headed off towards the nearest palm tree. 

			He placed his bowl underneath it and drew off the palm juice, leaving it to ferment in the heat until it had turned to wine. When the wine was ready, Obatala helped himself to a very long drink, and as he gulped down bowl after bowl of the refreshing liquid, he failed to realize that the wine was making him quite drunk. 

			Obatala had swallowed so much of the wine that his fingers grew clumsy, but he continued to work energetically, too drunk to notice that the clay figures he now produced were no longer perfectly formed. Some had crooked backs or crooked limbs, others had arms and legs of uneven length. Obatala was so pleased with himself he raised his head and called out jubilantly to the skies:

			“I have created beings from the soil, but only you, Olorun, can breathe life into them. Grant me this request so that I will always have human beings to keep me company here in Ife.”

			Olorun heard Obatala’s plea and did not hesitate to breathe life into the clay figures, watching with interest as they rose up from the ground and began to obey the commands of their creator. Soon they had built wooden shelters for themselves next to the god’s own house, creating the first Yoruba village in Ife where before only one solitary house had stood. Obatala was filled with admiration and pride, but now, as the effects of the palm wine started to wear off, he began to notice that some of the humans he had created were contorted and misshapen. The sight of the little creatures struggling as they went about their chores filled him with sadness and remorse. 

			“My drunkenness has caused these people to suffer,” he proclaimed solemnly, “and I swear that I will never drink palm wine again. From this day forward, I will be the special protector of all humans who are born with deformities.”

			Obatala remained faithful to his pledge and dedicated himself to the welfare of the human beings he had created, making sure that he always had a moment to spare for the lame and the blind. He saw to it that the people prospered and, before long, the Yoruba village of Ife had grown into an impressive city. Obatala also made certain that his people had all the tools they needed to clear and cultivate the land. He presented each man with a copper bush knife and a wooden hoe and taught them to grow millet, yams and a whole variety of other crops, ensuring that mankind had a plentiful supply of food for its survival.
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			In the old, old time, all this land, and indeed all the whole earth was covered with sweet water.

			But the water dried up or disappeared somewhere, and the grasses, herbs, and plants began to spring up above the ground, and some grew, in the course of many moons, into trees, great and small, and the water was confined into streams and rivers, pools and lakes, and as the rain fell it kept the streams and rivers running, and the pools and lakes always fresh. There was no living thing moving upon the earth, until one day there sat by one of the pools a large Toad. How long he had lived, or how he came to exist, is not known; it is suspected, however, that the water brought him forth out of some virtue that was in it. In the sky there was only the Moon glowing and shining – on the earth there was but this one Toad. It is said that they met and conversed together, and that one day the Moon said to him:

			“I have an idea. I propose to make a man and a woman to live on the fruits of the earth, for I believe that there is rich abundance of food on it fit for such creatures.”

			“Nay,” said the Toad, “let me make them, for I can make them fitter for the use of the earth than thou canst, for I belong to the earth, while thou belongest to the sky.”

			“Verily,” replied the Moon, “thou hast the power to create creatures which shall have but a brief existence; but if I make them, they will have something of my own nature; and it is a pity that the creatures of one’s own making should suffer and die. Therefore, O Toad, I propose to reserve the power of creation for myself, that the creatures may be endowed with perfection and enduring life.”

			“Ah, Moon, be not envious of the power which I share with thee, but let me have my way. I will give them forms such as I have often dreamed of. The thought is big within me, and I insist upon realising my ideas.”

			“An thou be so resolved, observe my words, both thou and they shall die. Thou I shall slay myself and end utterly; and thy creatures can but follow thee, being of such frail material as thou canst give them.”

			“Ah, thou art angry now, but I heed thee not. I am resolved that the creatures to inhabit this earth shall be of my own creating. Attend thou to thine own empire in the sky.”

			Then the Moon rose and soared upward, where with his big, shining face he shone upon all the world.

			The Toad grew great with his conception, until it ripened and issued out in the shape of twin beings, full-grown male and female. These were the first like our kind that ever trod the earth.

			The Moon beheld the event with rage, and left his place in the sky to punish the Toad, who had infringed the privilege that he had thought to reserve for himself. He came direct to Toad’s pool, and stood blazingly bright over it.

			“Miserable,” he cried, “what hast thou done?”

			“Patience, Moon, I but exercised my right and power. It was within me to do it, and lo, the deed is done.”

			“Thou hast exalted thyself to be my equal in thine own esteem. Thy conceit has clouded thy wit, and obscured the memory of the warning I gave thee. Even hadst thou obtained a charter from me to attempt the task, thou couldst have done no better than thou hast done. As much as thou art inferior to me, so these will be inferior to those I could have endowed this earth with. Thy creatures are pitiful things, mere animals without sense, without the gift of perception or self-protection. They see, they breathe, they exist; their lives can be measured by one round journey of mine. Were it not out of pity for them, I would even let them die. Therefore for pity’s sake I propose to improve somewhat on what thou hast done: their lives shall be lengthened, and such intelligence as malformed beings as these can contain will I endow them with, that they may have guidance through a life which with all my power must be troubled and sore. But as for thee, whilst thou exist my rage is perilous to them, therefore to save thy kin I end thee.”

			Saying which the Moon advanced upon Toad, and the fierce sparks from his burning face were shot forth, and fell upon the Toad until he was consumed.

			The Moon then bathed in the pool, that the heat of his anger might be moderated, and the water became so heated that it was like that which is in a pot over a fire, and he stayed in it until the hissing and bubbling had subsided.

			Then the Moon rose out of the pool, and sought the creatures of Toad: and when he had found them, he called them unto him, but they were afraid and hid themselves.

			At this sight the Moon smiled, as you sometimes see him on fine nights, when he is a clear white, and free from stain or blurr, and he was pleased that Toad’s creatures were afraid of him. “Poor things,” said he, “Toad has left me much to do yet before I can make them fit to be the first of earthly creatures.” Saying which he took hold of them, and bore them to the pool wherein he had bathed, and which had been the home of Toad. He held them in the water for some time, tenderly bathing them, and stroking them here and there as a potter does to his earthenware, until he had moulded them into something similar to the shape we men and women possess now. The male became distinguished by breadth of shoulder, depth of chest, larger bones, and more substantial form; the female was slighter in chest, slimmer of waist, and the breadth and fulness of the woman was midmost of the body at the hips. Then the Moon gave them names; the man he called Bateta, the woman Hanna, and he addressed them and said:

			“Bateta, see this earth and the trees, and herbs and plants and grasses; the whole is for thee and thy wife Hanna, and for thy children whom Hanna thy wife shall bear unto thee. I have re-made thee greatly, that thou and thine may enjoy such things as thou mayest find needful and fit. In order that thou mayest discover what things are not noxious but beneficial for thee, I have placed the faculty of discernment within thy head, which thou must exercise before thou canst become wise. The more thou prove this, the more wilt thou be able to perceive the abundance of good things the earth possesses for the creatures which are to inhabit it. I have made thee and thy wife as perfect as is necessary for the preservation and enjoyment of the term of life, which by nature of the materials the Toad made thee of must needs be short. It is in thy power to prolong or shorten it. Some things I must teach thee. I give thee first an axe. I make a fire for thee, which thou must feed from time to time with wood, and the first and most necessary utensil for daily use. Observe me while I make it for thee.”

			The Moon took some dark clay by the pool and mixed it with water, then kneaded it, and twisted it around until its shape was round and hollowed within, and he covered it with the embers of the fire, and baked it; and when it was ready he handed it to them.

			“This vessel,” continued the Moon, “is for the cooking of food. Thou wilt put water into it, and place whatsoever edible thou desirest to eat in the water. Thou wilt then place the vessel on the fire, which in time will boil the water and cook the edible. All vegetables, such as roots and bulbs, are improved in flavour and give superior nourishment by being thus cooked. It will become a serious matter for thee to know which of all the things pleasant in appearance are also pleasant for the palate. But shouldst thou be long in doubt and fearful of harm, ask and I will answer thee.”

			Having given the man and woman their first lesson, the Moon ascended to the sky, and from his lofty place shone upon them, and upon all the earth with a pleased expression, which comforted greatly the lonely pair.

			Having watched the ascending Moon until he had reached his place in the sky, Bateta and Hanna rose and travelled on by the beautiful light which he gave them, until they came to a very large tree that had fallen. The thickness of the prostrate trunk was about twice their height. At the greater end of it there was a hole, into which they could walk without bending. Feeling a desire for sleep, Bateta laid his fire down outside near the hollowed entrance, cut up dry fuel, and his wife piled it on the fire, while the flames grew brighter and lit the interior. Bateta took Hanna by the hand and entered within the tree, and the two lay down together. But presently both complained of the hardness of their bed, and Bateta, after pondering awhile, rose, and going out, plucked some fresh large leaves of a plant that grew near the fallen tree, and returned laden with it. He spread it about thickly, and Hanna rolled herself on it, and laughed gleefully as she said to Bateta that it was soft and smooth and nice; and opening her arms, she cried, “Come, Bateta, and rest by my side.”

			Though this was the first day of their lives, the Moon had so perfected the unfinished and poor work of the Toad that they were both mature man and woman. Within a month Hanna bore twins, of whom one was male and the other female, and they were tiny doubles of Bateta and Hanna, which so pleased Bateta that he ministered kindly to his wife who, through her double charge, was prevented from doing anything else.

			Thus it was that Bateta, anxious for the comfort of his wife, and for the nourishment of his children, sought to find choice things, but could find little to please the dainty taste which his wife had contracted. Whereupon, looking up to Moon with his hands uplifted, he cried out:

			“O Moon, list to thy creature Bateta! My wife lies languishing, and she has a taste strange to me which I cannot satisfy, and the children that have been born unto us feed upon her body, and her strength decreases fast. Come down, O Moon, and show me what fruit or herbs will cure her longing.”

			The Moon heard Bateta’s voice, and coming out from behind the cloud with a white, smiling face, said, “It is well, Bateta; lo! I come to help thee.”

			When the Moon had approached Bateta, he showed the golden fruit of the banana – which was the same plant whose leaves had formed the first bed of himself and wife.

			“O Bateta, smell this fruit. How likest thou its fragrance?”

			“It is beautiful and sweet. O Moon, if it be as wholesome for the body as it is sweet to smell, my wife will rejoice in it.”

			Then the Moon peeled the banana and offered it to Bateta, upon which he boldly ate it, and the flavour was so pleasant that he besought permission to take one to his wife. When Hanna had tasted it she also appeared to enjoy it; but she said, “Tell Moon that I need something else, for I have no strength, and I am thinking that this fruit will not give to me what I lose by these children.”

			Bateta went out and prayed to Moon to listen to Hanna’s words – which when he had heard, he said, “It was known to me that this should be, wherefore look round, Bateta, and tell me what thou seest moving yonder.”

			“Why, that is a buffalo.”

			“Rightly named,” replied Moon. “And what follows it?”

			“A goat.”

			“Good again. And what next?”

			“An antelope.”

			“Excellent, O Bateta; and what may the next be?”

			“A sheep.”

			“Sheep it is, truly. Now look up above the trees, and tell me what thou seest soaring over them.”

			“I see fowls and pigeons.”

			“Very well called, indeed,” said Moon. “These I give unto thee for meat. The buffalo is strong and fierce, leave him for thy leisure; but the goat, sheep, and fowls, shall live near thee, and shall partake of thy bounty. There are numbers in the woods which will come to thee when they are filled with their grazing and their pecking. Take any of them – either goat, sheep, or fowl – bind it, and chop its head off with thy hatchet. The blood will sink into the soil; the meat underneath the outer skin is good for food, after being boiled or roasted over the fire. Haste now, Bateta; it is meat thy wife craves, and she needs naught else to restore her strength. So prepare instantly and eat.”

			The Moon floated upward, smiling and benignant, and Bateta hastened to bind a goat, and made it ready as the Moon had advised. Hanna, after eating of the meat which was prepared by boiling, soon recovered her strength, and the children throve, and grew marvellously.

			One morning Bateta walked out of his hollowed house, and lo! a change had come over the earth. Right over the tops of the trees a great globe of shining, dazzling light looked out from the sky, and blazed white and bright over all. Things that he had seen dimly before were now more clearly revealed. By the means of the strange light hung up in the sky he saw the difference between that which the Moon gave and that new brightness which now shone out. For, without, the trees and their leaves seemed clad in a luminous coat of light, while underneath it was but a dim reflection of that which was without, and to the sight it seemed like the colder light of the Moon.

			And in the cooler light that prevailed below the foliage of the trees there were gathered hosts of new and strange creatures; some large, others of medium, and others of small size.

			Astonished at these changes, he cried, “Come out, O Hanna, and see the strange sights without the dwelling, for verily I am amazed, and know not what has happened.”

			Obedient, Hanna came out with the children and stood by his side, and was equally astonished at the brightness of the light and at the numbers of creatures which in all manner of sizes and forms stood in the shade ranged around them, with their faces towards the place where they stood.

			“What may this change portend, O Bateta?” asked his wife.

			“Nay, Hanna, I know not. All this has happened since the Moon departed from me.”

			“Thou must perforce call him again, Bateta, and demand the meaning of it, else I shall fear harm unto thee, and unto these children.”

			“Thou art right, my wife, for to discover the meaning of all this without other aid than my own wits would keep us here until we perished.”

			Then he lifted his voice, and cried out aloud upward, and at the sound of his voice all the creatures gathered in the shades looked upward, and cried with their voices; but the meaning of their cry, though there was an infinite variety of sound, from the round, bellowing voice of the lion to the shrill squeak of the mouse, was:

			“Come down unto us, O Moon, and explain the meaning of this great change unto us; for thou only who madest us can guide our sense unto the right understanding of it.”

			When they had ended their entreaty unto the Moon, there came a voice from above, which sounded like distant thunder, saying, “Rest ye where ye stand, until the brightness of this new light shall have faded, and ye distinguish my milder light and that of the many children which have been born unto me, when I shall come unto you and explain.”

			Thereupon they rested each creature in its own place, until the great brightness, and the warmth which the strange light gave faded and lessened, and it was observed that it disappeared from view on the opposite side to that where it had first been seen, and also immediately after at the place of its disappearance the Moon was seen, and all over the sky were visible the countless little lights which the children of the Moon gave.

			Presently, after Bateta had pointed these out to Hanna and the children, the Moon shone out bland, and its face was covered with gladness, and he left the sky smiling, and floated down to the earth, and stood not far off from Bateta, in view of him and his family, and of all the creatures under the shade.

			“Hearken, O Bateta, and ye creatures of prey and pasture. A little while ago, ye have seen the beginning of the measurement of time, which shall be divided hereafter into day and night. The time that lapses between the Sun’s rising and its setting shall be called day, that which shall lapse between its setting and re-rising shall be called night. The light of the day proceeds from the Sun, but the light of the night proceeds from me and from my children the stars; and as ye are all my creatures, I have chosen that my softer light shall shine during the restful time wherein ye sleep, to recover the strength lost in the waking time, and that ye shall be daily waked for the working time by the stronger light of the Sun. This rule never-ending shall remain.

			“And whereas Bateta and his wife are the first of creatures, to them, their families, and kind that shall be born unto them, shall be given pre-eminence over all creatures made, not that they are stronger, or swifter, but because to them only have I given understanding and a gift of speech to transmit it. Perfection and everlasting life had also been given, but the taint of the Toad remains in the system, and the result will be death, – death to all living things, Bateta and Hanna excepted. In the fulness of time, when their limbs refuse to bear the burden of their bodies and their marrow has become dry, my first-born shall return to me, and I shall absorb them. Children shall be born innumerable unto them, until families shall expand into tribes, and from here, as from a spring, mankind will outflow and overspread all lands, which are now but wild and wold, ay, even to the farthest edge of the earth.

			“And hearken, O Bateta, the beasts which thou seest, have sprung from the ashes of the Toad. On the day that he measured his power against mine, and he was consumed by my fire, there was one drop of juice left in his head. It was a life-germ which soon grew into another toad. Though not equal in power to the parent toad, thou seest what he has done. Yonder beasts of prey and pasture and fowls are his work. As fast as they were conceived by him, and uncouth and ungainly they were, I dipped them into Toad’s Pool, and perfected them outwardly, according to their uses, and, as thou seest, each specimen has its mate. Whereas, both thou and they alike have the acrid poison of the toad, thou from the parent, they in a greater measure from the child toad, the mortal taint when ripe will end both man and beast. No understanding nor gift of speech has been given to them, and they are as inferior to thyself as the child toad was to the parent toad. Wherefore, such qualities as thou mayst discover in them, thou mayst employ in thy services. Meantime, let them go out each to its own feeding-ground, lair, or covert, and grow and multiply, until the generations descending from thee shall have need for them. Enough for thee with the bounties of the forest, jungle, and plain, are the goats, sheep, and fowls. At thy leisure, Bateta, thou mayst strike and eat such beasts as thou seest akin in custom to these that will feed from thy hand. The waters abound in fish that are thine at thy need, the air swarms with birds which are also thine, as thy understanding will direct thee.

			“Thou wilt be wise to plant all such edibles as thou mayest discover pleasing to the palate and agreeable to thy body, but be not rash in assuming that all things pleasant to the eye are grateful to thy inwards.

			“So long as thou and Hanna are on the earth, I promise thee my aid and counsel; and what I tell thee and thy wife thou wilt do well to teach thy children, that the memory of useful things be not forgotten – for after I take thee to myself, I come no more to visit man. Enter thy house now, for it is a time, as I have told thee, for rest and sleep. At the shining of the greater light, thou wilt waken for active life and work, and family care and joys. The beasts shall also wander each to his home in the earth, on the tops of the trees, in the bush, or in the cavern. Fare thee well, Bateta, and have kindly care for thy wife Hanna and the children.”

			The Moon ended his speech, and floated upward, radiant and gracious, until he rested in his place in the sky, and all the children of the Moon twinkled for joy and gladness so brightly, as the parent of the world entered his house, that all the heavens for a short time seemed burning. Then the Moon drew over him his cloudy cloak, and the little children of the Moon seemed to get drowsy, for they twinkled dimly, and then a darkness fell over all the earth, and in the darkness man and beast retired, each to his own place, according as the Moon had directed.

			A second time Bateta waked from sleep, and walked out to wonder at the intense brightness of the burning light that made the day. Then he looked around him, and his eyes rested upon a noble flock of goats and sheep, all of whom bleated their morning welcome, while the younglings pranced about in delight, and after curvetting around, expressed in little bleats the joy they felt at seeing their chief, Bateta. His attention was also called to the domestic fowls; there were red and white and spotted cocks, and as many coloured hens, each with its own brood of chicks. The hens trotted up to their master – cluck, cluck, clucking – the tiny chicks, following each its own mother – cheep, cheep, cheeping – while the cocks threw out their breasts and strutted grandly behind, and crowed with their trumpet throats, “All hail, master.”

			Then the morning wind rose and swayed the trees, plants, and grasses, and their tops bending before it bowed their salutes to the new king of the earth, and thus it was that man knew that his reign over all was acknowledged.

			A few months afterwards, another double birth occurred, and a few months later there was still another, and Bateta remembered the number of months that intervened between each event, and knew that it would be a regular custom for all time. At the end of the eighteenth year, he permitted his first-born to choose a wife, and when his other children grew up he likewise allowed them to select their wives. At the end of ninety years, Hanna had born to Bateta two hundred and forty-two children, and there were grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, and countless great-great-grandchildren, and they lived to an age many times the length of the greatest age amongst us now-a-days. When they were so old that it became a trouble to them to live, the Moon came down to the earth as he had promised, and bore them to himself, and soon after the first-born twins died and were buried in the earth, and after that the deaths were many and more frequent. People ceased to live as long as their parents had done, for sickness, dissensions, wars, famines, accidents ended them and cut their days short, until they at last forgot how to live long, and cared not to think how their days might be prolonged. And it has happened after this manner down to us who now live. The whole earth has become filled with mankind, but the dead that are gone and forgotten are far greater in number than those now alive upon the earth.

			Ye see now, my friends, what mischief the Toad did unto all mankind. Had his conceit been less, and had he waited a little, the good Moon would have conceived us of a nobler kind than we now are, and the taint of the Toad had not cursed man. Wherefore abandon headstrong ways, and give not way to rashness, but pay good heed to the wise and old, lest ye taint in like manner the people, and cause the innocent, the young, and the weak to suffer. I have spoken my say. If ye have heard aught displeasing, remember I but tell the tale as it was told unto me.

			“Taking it as a mere story,” said Baraka, “it is very well told, but I should like to know why the Moon did not teach Bateta the value of manioc, since he took the trouble to tell him about the banana.”

			“For the reason,” answered Matageza, “that when he showed him the banana, there was no one but the Moon could have done so. But after the Moon had given goats and sheep and fowls for his companions, his own lively intelligence was sufficient to teach Bateta many things. The goats became great pets of Bateta, and used to follow him about. He observed that there was a certain plant to which the goats flocked with great greed, to feed upon the tops until their bellies became round and large with it. One day the idea came to him that if the goats could feed so freely upon it without harm, it might be also harmless to him. Whereupon he pulled the plant up and earned it home. While he was chopping up the tops for the pot his pet goats tried to eat the tuber which was the root, and he tried that also. He cut up both leaves and root and cooked them, and after tasting them he found them exceedingly good and palatable, and thenceforward manioc became a daily food to him and his family, and from them to his children’s children, and so on down to us.”

			“Verily, that is of great interest. Why did you not put that in the story?”

			“Because the story would then have no end. I would have to tell you of the sweet potato, and the tomato, of the pumpkin, of the millet that was discovered by the fowls, and of the palm oil-nut that was discovered by the dog.”

			“Ah, yes, tell us how a dog could have shown the uses of the palm oil-nut.”

			“It is very simple. Bateta coaxed a dog to live with him because he found that the dog preferred to sit on his haunches and wait for the bones that his family threw aside after the meal was over, rather than hunt for himself like other flesh-eating beasts. One day Bateta walked out into the woods, and his dog followed him. After a long walk Bateta rested at the foot of the straight tall tree called the palm, and there were a great many nuts lying on the ground, which perhaps the monkeys or the wind had thrown down. The dog after smelling them lay down and began to eat them, and though Bateta was afraid he would hurt himself, he allowed him to have his own way, and he did not see that they harmed him at all, but that he seemed as fond as ever of them. By thinking of this he conceived that they would be no harm to him; and after cooking them, he found that their fat improved the flavour of his vegetables, hence the custom came down to us. Indeed, the knowledge of most things that we know today as edibles came down to us through the observation of animals by our earliest fathers. What those of old knew not was found out later through stress of hunger, while men were lost in the bushy wilds.”

			When at last we rose to retire to our tents and huts, the greater number of our party felt the sorrowful conviction that the Toad had imparted to all mankind an incurable taint, and that we poor wayfarers, in particular, were cursed with an excess of it, in consequence of which both Toad and tadpole were heartily abused by all.

		

	
		
			Huveane Produces a Child

			(From the Pedi and Venda peoples, South Africa)
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			Of this legend there are various versions, none apparently complete, but they can be used to supplement each other. One begins in a way which recalls the story of Murile (see page 66). Only whereas Murile cherishes a Colocasia tuber, which magically develops into an infant, Huveane is quite baldly stated to have “had a baby”. The narrator seems to see nothing improbable in this (though Huveane’s parents and their neighbours did), and no explanation is given of this extra­ordinary proceeding; but there is a story resembling this in which the result is produced by the boy having swallowed some medicine intended for his mother. Another version has it that Huveane modelled a baby in clay and breathed life into it. This may possibly have some vague connection with the idea of his having originated the human race; it may, on the other hand, be due to some echo of missionary teaching.

			Huveane kept his child in a hollow tree, and stole out early every morning to feed it with milk before it was time for him to begin herding the sheep and goats. His parents noticed that he used to take the milk, and could not make out what he did with it; so one day his father followed him stealthily, saw him feeding the child, hid till Huveane had one away, and carried the baby to his wife. They then placed it among the firewood and other things stacked up under the eaves of the hut. When Huveane brought the flock home he went straight to his tree and found no baby there. He went into the courtyard, sat down by the fire, where his parents were seated, and did not speak, only looking miser­ able. His mother asked him what was the matter, and he said the smoke was hurting his eyes. “Then you had better go out and sit somewhere else.” He did so, but remained gloomy. At last his mother told him to go and fetch a piece of wood from the pile, which he did, and found the baby wrapped in a sheepskin and quite safe. His parents, relieved to find that he had recovered his spirits, let him have his way, and he went on caring for the child, whom he called Sememerwane sa Matedi a Telele (‘One who causes much trouble’).

			Huveane Plays Tricks with the Stock

			His parents continued, however, to be uneasy; they could not understand how the child had been produced, and the neighbours, when the story leaked out, began to talk of witchcraft. Huveane did not trouble himself, but went on herding his father’s stock and devising practical jokes to play upon him. When a ewe or goat had twins, which not infrequently happened, he took one of the lambs or kids and shut it up in a hollow ant-heap. In this way he gradually collected a whole flock. Someone, who had noticed that the ewes, when driven out in the morning, always collected round the ant-heaps, told Huveane’s father, and the latter followed his son to the pasture, heard the bleating of the lambs and kids inside the ant-heaps, took away the stones which blocked the entrance, and seized the lambs to take them to their mothers. But as he did not know to which mother each belonged the result was confusion worse con­ founded. Huveane, exasperated beyond endurance, struck his father with the switch he had in his hand. No doubt this helped to bring matters to a crisis, but for the moment the old man was too much impressed with the sudden increase of the flock to be very angry. In the evening, when the villagers saw the full number being driven home, they were filled with envy, and asked him where he had got all those animals. He told the whole story, which gave rise to endless discussions.

			Plans for Huveane’s Destruction

			It was certain that Huveane could be up to no good; he must have produced those sheep and goats by magic – and how came he to have a child and no mother for it? He certainly ought to be got rid of. They put it to his father that the boy would end by bewitching the whole village. They handed him some poison, and in the evening, when Huveane was squatting by the fire, his mother brought him a bowl of milk. He took it, but, instead of drinking, poured it out on the ground. The neighbours took counsel, and suggested to the father that he should dig a pit close to the fireplace, where Huveane was in the habit of sitting, and cover it over. But Huveane, instead of sitting down in his usual place, forced himself in between his brothers, who were seated by the fire, and in the struggle for a place one of them fell into the pit. Next they dug another pit in the gateway of his father’s enclosure, where he would have to pass when he came home with the flocks in the evening. He jumped over the pitfall, and all his sheep and goats did likewise.

			This having failed, someone suggested that a man with a spear should be tied up in a bundle of grass, a device adopted, as we have seen, by Kachirambe’s mother. This was done, and Huveane’s father sent him to fetch the bundle. He took his spear with him-to his father’s surprise-and, when near enough, threw it with unerring aim. The man inside jumped up and ran away. Huveane returned to his father, saying, “Father, I went to do as you told me, but the grass has run away.”

			Huveane’s Practical Jokes

			The villagers were driven to the conclusion that it was quite impossible to compass Huveane’s destruction by any stratagem, however cunning, and they were fain to let him be. He knew that he was a match for them, and thence­ forth set himself to fool them by pretended stupidity. Whatever tricks he played on them he knew that he was safe.

			One day he found a dead zebra, and sat down on it while watching his flock. In the evening, when he returned and was asked where he had been herding that day, he said, “By the striped hill.” Three or four days running he gave the same answer, and, his relatives’ curiosity being roused, some of them followed him and found the zebra-by this time badly decomposed. They told him, “Why, this is game; if you find an animal like this you should heap branches over it, to keep the hyenas away, and come and call the people from the village to fetch the meat.” Next day Huveane found a very small bird lying dead; he heaped branches over it and ran home with the news. Half the village turned out, carrying large baskets; their feelings on beholding the ‘game’ may be imagined. One of the men informed him that this kind of game should be hung round one’s neck; he did this next day, and was set down as a hopeless idiot. Several other tricks of the same kind are told of him; at last, one day, his father, thinking he should no longer be left to himself, went herding with him. When the sun was high he became very thirsty; Huveane showed him a high rock, on the top of which was a pool of water, and knocked in a number of pegs, so that he could climb up. They both went up and drank; then Huveane came down, took away the pegs, one by one, and ran home, where his mother had prepared the evening meal. Huveane ate all that was ready; then he took the empty pots, filled them with cow dung, and ran off to drive in the pegs and let his father come down. The old man came home and sat down to the supper, which, as his graceless son now informed him, had been magically changed, so as to be entirely uneatable. After this the parents and neighbours alike seem to have felt that there was nothing to be done with Huveane, except to put up with him as best they could. We hear nothing more about the child in the hollow tree.

			It almost seems as if the trick played by Huveane on his father were a kind of inverted echo of one tradition about the High God, whom some call Huveane. “His abode is in the sky. He created the sky and the earth. He came down from the sky to make the earth and men. When he had finished he returned to the sky. They say he climbed up by pegs, and after he had gone up one step he took away the peg below him, and so on, till he had drawn them all out and disappeared into the sky.” 

			Some say that all the incidents detailed above belong, not to Huveane (whom the narrators call the Great God, Modimo o Moholo), but to his son Hutswane, who, it is believed, will one day come again, bringing happiness and prosperity to mankind – a somewhat unexpected conclusion after all that we have heard about him.

		

	
		
			Olokun’s Revenge

			(From the Yoruba people, west Africa)
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			After he had lived among the human race for a long period of time, Obatala came to the decision that he had done all he could for his people. The day had arrived for him to retire, he believed, and so he climbed up the golden chain and returned to his home in the sky once more, promising to visit the earth as frequently as possible. The other gods never tired of hearing Obatala describe the kingdom he had created below. Many were so captivated by the image he presented of the newly created human beings, that they decided to depart from the sky and go down to live among them. And as they prepared to leave, Olorun took them aside and counselled them:

			“Each of you shall have a special role while you are down there, and I ask that you never forget your duty to the human race. Always listen to the prayers of the people and offer help when they are in need.”

			One deity, however, was not at all pleased with Obatala’s work or the praise he had received from Olorun. The goddess Olokun, ruler of the sea, watched with increasing fury as, one by one, the other gods arrived in her domain and began dividing up the land amongst themselves. 

			“Obatala has never once consulted me about any of this,” she announced angrily, “but he shall pay for the insult to my honour.”

			The goddess commanded the great waves of her ocean to rise up, for it was her intention to destroy the land Obatala had created and replace it with water once more. The terrible flood began, and soon the fields were completely submerged. Crops were destroyed and thousands of people were swept away by the roaring tide. 

			Those who survived the deluge fled to the hills and called to Obatala for help, but he could not hear them from his home high above in the sky.

			In desperation, the people turned to Eshu, one of the gods recently descended to earth.

			“Please return to the sky,” they begged, “and tell the great gods of the flood that threatens to destroy everything.”

			“First you must show that you revere the gods,” replied Eshu. “You must offer up a sacrifice and pray hard that you will be saved.”

			The people went away and returned with a goat which they sacrificed as food for Obatala. But still Eshu refused to carry the message.

			“You ask me to perform this great service,” he told them, “and yet you do not offer to reward me. If I am to be your messenger, I too deserve a gift.”

			The people offered up more sacrifices to Eshu and only when he was content that they had shown him appropriate respect did he begin to climb the golden chain back to the sky to deliver his message. 

			Obatala was deeply upset by the news and extremely anxious for the safety of his people, for he was uncertain how best to deal with so powerful a goddess as Olokun. Once more, he approached Orunmila and asked for advice. Orunmila consulted his divining nuts, and at last he said to Obatala:

			“Rest here in the sky while I descend below. I will use my gifts to turn back the water and make the land rise again.”

			Orunmila went down and, using his special powers, brought the waves under control so that the marshes began to dry up and land became visible again. But although the people greeted the god as their saviour and pleaded with him to act as their protector, Orunmila confessed that he had no desire to remain among them. Before he departed, however, he passed on a great many of his gifts to the people, teaching them how to divine the future and to control the unseen forces of nature. What he taught the people was never lost and it was passed on like a precious heirloom from one generation to another.

		

	
		
			Agemo Outwits Olokun

			(From the Yoruba people, west Africa)
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			But even after Orunmila had returned to his home in the sky, all was not yet settled between Olokun and the other sky gods. More embittered than ever before by her defeat, Olokun began to consider ways in which she might humiliate Olorun, the god who had allowed Obatala to usurp her kingdom.

			Now the goddess was a highly skilled weaver, but she was also expert in dyeing the cloths she had woven. And knowing that no other sky god possessed greater knowledge of cloth making, she sent a message to Olorun challenging him to a weaving contest. Olorun received her message rather worriedly and said to himself:

			“Olokun knows far more about making cloth that I will ever know, but I cannot allow her to think that she is superior to me in anything. Somehow I must appear to meet her challenge and yet avoid taking part in the contest. But how can I possibly do this?”

			He pondered the problem a very long time until, at last, he was struck by a worthwhile thought. Smiling broadly, he summoned Agemo, the chameleon, to his side, and instructed him to carry an important message to Olokun.

			Agemo climbed down the golden chain and went in search of Olokun’s dwelling. 

			“The ruler of the sky, Olorun, greets you,” he announced. “He says that if your cloth is as magnificent as you say it is, then the ruler of the sky will be happy to compete with you in the contest you have suggested. But he thinks it only fair to see some of your cloth in advance, and has asked me to examine it on his behalf so that I may report to him on its quality.”

			Olokun was happy to accommodate Olorun’s request. She retired to a backroom and having put on a skirt of radiant green cloth, she stood confidently before the chameleon. But as the chameleon looked at the garment, his skin began to change colour until it was exactly the same brilliant shade as the skirt. Next Olokun put on an orange-hued cloth. But again, to her astonishment, the chameleon turned a beautiful shade of bright orange. One by one, the goddess put on skirts of various bright colours, but on each occasion the chameleon perfectly matched the colour of her robe. Finally the goddess thought to herself:

			“This person is only a messenger, and if Olorun’s servants can reproduce the exact colours of my very finest cloth, what hope will I have in a contest against the supreme god himself?”

			The goddess conceded defeat and spoke earnestly to the chameleon:

			“Tell your master that the ruler of the seas sends her greetings to the ruler of the sky. Say to him that I acknowledge his supremacy in weaving and in all other things as well.”

			And so it came to pass that Olorun and Olokun resumed their friendship and that peace was restored to the whole of the universe once more.

		

	
		
			The Gods Descend from the Sky

			(From the Dahomean people, west Africa)
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			Nana Baluku, the mother of all creation, fell pregnant before she finally retired from the universe. Her offspring was androgynous, a being with one body and two faces. The face that resembled a woman was called Mawu and her eyes were the moon. She took control of the night and all territories to the west. The male face was called Lisa and his eyes were the sun. Lisa controlled the east and took charge of the daylight. 

			At the beginning of the present world, Mawu-Lisa was the only being in existence, but eventually the moon was eclipsed by the sun and many children were conceived. The first fruits of the union were a pair of twins, a male called Da Zodji and a female called Nyohwè Ananu. Another child followed shortly afterwards, a male and female form joined in one body, and this child was named Sogbo. The third birth again produced twins, a male, Agbè, and a female, Naètè. The fourth and fifth children were both male and were named Agè and Gu. Gu’s torso was made of stone and a giant sword protruded from the hole in his neck where his head would otherwise have been. The sixth offspring was not made of flesh and blood. He was given the name Djo, meaning air, or atmosphere. Finally, the seventh child born was named Legba, and because he was the youngest, he became Mawu-Lisa’s particular favourite.

			When these children had grown to adulthood and the appropriate time had arrived to divide up the kingdoms of the universe among them, Mawu-Lisa gathered them together. To their first-born, the twins Da Zodji and Nyohwè Ananu, the parents gave the earth below and sent them, laden with heavenly riches, down from the sky to inhabit their new home. To Sogbo, who was both man and woman, they gave the sky, commanding him to rule over thunder and lightning. The twins Agbè and Naètè were sent to take command of the waters and the creatures of the deep, while Agè was ordered to live in the bush as a hunter where he could take control of all the birds and beasts of the earth. 

			To Gu, whom Mawu-Lisa considered their strength, they gave the forests and vast stretches of fertile soil, supplying him also with the tools and weapons mankind would need to cultivate the land. Mawu-Lisa ordered Djo to occupy the space between the earth and the sky and entrusted him with the life-span of human beings. It was also Djo’s role to clothe the other sky gods, making them invisible to man.

			To each of their offspring, Mawu-Lisa then gave a special language. These are the languages still spoken by the priests and mediums of the gods in their songs and oracles. To Da Zodji and Nyohwè Ananu, Mawu-Lisa gave the language of the earth and took from them all memory of the sky language. They gave to Sogbo, Agbè and Naètè, Agè and Gu the languages they would speak. But to Djo, they gave the language of men.

			Then Mawu-Lisa said to Legba: “Because you are my youngest child, I will keep you with me always. Your work will be to visit all the kingdoms ruled over by your brothers and sisters and report to me on their progress.”

			And that is why Legba knows all the languages of his siblings, and he alone knows the language of Mawu-Lisa. You will find Legba everywhere, because all beings, human and gods, must first approach Legba before Mawu-Lisa, the supreme deity, will answer their prayers.

		

	
		
			God Abandons the Earth

			(From Ghana, west Africa)
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			In the beginning, God was very proud of the human beings he had created and wanted to live as close as possible to them. So he made certain that the sky was low enough for the people to touch and built for himself a home directly above their heads. God was so near that everyone on earth became familiar with his face and every day he would stop to make conversation with the people, offering a helping hand if they were ever in trouble.

			This arrangement worked very well at first, but soon God observed that the people had started to take advantage of his closeness. Children began to wipe their greasy hands on the sky when they had finished their meals and often, if a woman was in search of an extra ingredient for dinner, she would simply reach up, tear a piece off the sky and add it to her cooking pot. God remained tolerant through all of this, but he knew his patience would not last forever and hoped that his people would not test its limit much further. 

			Then one afternoon, just as he had lain down to rest, a group of women gathered underneath the sky to pound the corn they had harvested. One old woman among them had a particularly large wooden bowl and a very long pestle, and as she thumped down on the grains, she knocked violently against the sky. God arose indignantly from his bed and descended below, but as he approached the woman to chastise her, she suddenly jerked back her arm and hit him in the eye with her very long pestle. 

			God gave a great shout, his voice booming like thunder through the air, and as he shouted, he raised his powerful arms above his head and pushed upwards against the sky with all his strength, flinging it far into the distance.

			As soon as they realized that the earth and the sky were separated, the people became angry with the old woman who had injured God and pestered her day and night to bring him back to them. The woman went away and although she was not very clever, she thought long and hard about the problem until she believed she had found the solution. Returning to her village, she ordered her children to collect all the wooden mortars that they could find. These she piled one on top of the other until they had almost bridged the gap between the earth and the heavens. Only one more mortar was needed to complete the job, but although her children searched high and low, they could not find the missing object. In desperation, the old woman told them to remove the lowest mortar from the bottom of the pile and place it on the top. But as soon as they did this, all the mortars came crashing down, killing the old woman, her children and the crowd who had gathered to admire the towering structure.

			Ever since that day, God has remained in the heavens where mankind can no longer approach him as easily as before. There are some, however, who say they have caught a glimpse of him and others who offer up sacrifices calling for his forgiveness and asking him to make his home among them once more. 

		

	
		
			The Coming of Darkness

			(From the Kono people, Sierra Leone)
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			When God first made the world, there was never any darkness or cold. The sun always shone brightly during the day, and at night, the moon bathed the earth in a softer light, ensuring that everything could still be seen quite clearly. 

			But one day God sent for the Bat and handed him a mysterious parcel to take to the moon. He told the Bat it contained darkness, but as he did not have the time to explain precisely what darkness was, the Bat went on his way without fully realizing the importance of his mission.

			He flew at a leisurely pace with the parcel strapped on his back until he began to feel rather tired and hungry. He was in no great hurry he decided, and so he put down his load by the roadside and wandered off in search of something to eat.

			But while he was away, a group of mischievous animals approached the spot where he had paused to rest and, seeing the parcel, began to open it, thinking there might be something of value inside of it. The Bat returned just as they were untying the last piece of string and rushed forward to stop them. But too late! The darkness forced its way through the opening and rose up into the sky before anyone had a chance to catch it. 

			Quickly the Bat gave chase, flying about everywhere, trying to grab hold of the darkness and return it to the parcel before God discovered what had happened. But the harder he tried, the more the darkness eluded him, so that eventually he fell into an exhausted sleep lasting several hours.

			When the Bat awoke, he found himself in a strange twilight world and once again, he began chasing about in every direction, hoping he would succeed where he had failed before.

			But the Bat has never managed to catch the darkness, although you will see him every evening just after the sun has set, trying to trap it and deliver it safely to the moon as God first commanded him. 

		

	
		
			The Sun and the Moon

			(From the Krachi people, west Africa)
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			The sun and the moon fell in love and decided to marry. For a time they were very happy together and produced many children whom they christened “stars’. But it was not long before the moon grew weary of her husband and decided to take a lover, refusing to conceal the fact that she greatly enjoyed the variety.

			Of course, the sun soon came to hear of his wife’s brazen infidelity and the news made him extremely unhappy. He attempted to reason with the moon, but when he saw that his efforts were entirely fruitless, he decided to drive his wife out of his house. Some of the children sided with their mother, while others supported their father. But the sun was never too hard on his wife, in spite of their differences, and saw to it that their possessions were equally divided up. 

			The moon was always too proud to accept her husband’s kindness, however, and even to this day, she continues to make a habit of trespassing on his lands, often taking her children with her and encouraging them to fight the siblings who remain behind with their father. 

			The constant battles between the star-children of the sun and the star-children of the moon produce great storms of thunder and lightning and it is only when she becomes bored of these confrontations that the moon sends her messenger, the rainbow, into the field, instructing him to wave a cloth of many colours as a signal for her children to retreat.

			Sometimes the moon herself is caught by the sun attempting to steal crops from his fields. Whenever this happens, he chases after his estranged wife and if he catches her he begins to flog her or even tries to eat her. 

			So whenever a man sees an eclipse, he knows that things have come to blows once again between husband and wife up above. At this time, he must be certain to beat his drum and threaten the sun very loudly, for if he does not, the sun might finish the job, and we should certainly lose the moon forever.

		

	
		
			Why the Sun and the Moon  Live in the Sky

			(From southern Nigeria, west Africa)
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			Many years AGO, the sun and water were great friends, and both lived on the earth together. The sun very often used to visit the water, but the water never returned his visits. At last the sun asked the water why it was that he never came to see him in his house, the water replied that the sun’s house was not big enough, and that if he came with his people he would drive the sun out.

			He then said, “If you wish me to visit you, you must build a very large compound; but I warn you that it will have to be a tremendous place, as my people are very numerous, and take up a lot of room.”

			The sun promised to build a very big compound, and soon afterwards he returned home to his wife, the moon, who greeted him with a broad smile when he opened the door. The sun told the moon what he had promised the water, and the next day commenced building a huge compound in which to entertain his friend.

			When it was completed, he asked the water to come and visit him the next day. When the water arrived, he called out to the sun, and asked him whether it would be safe for him to enter, and the sun answered, “Yes, come in, my friend.” The water then began to flow in, accompanied by the fish and all the water animals.

			Very soon the water was knee-deep, so he asked the sun if it was still safe, and the sun again said, “Yes,” so more water came in. 

			When the water was level with the top of a man’s head, the water said to the sun, “Do you want more of my people to come?” and the sun and moon both answered, “Yes,” not knowing any better, so the water flowed on, until the sun and moon had to perch themselves on the top of the roof.

			Again the water addressed the sun, but receiving the same answer, and more of his people rushing in, the water very soon overflowed the top of the roof, and the sun and moon were forced to go up into the sky, where they have remained ever since.

		

	
		
			Why the Moon Waxes and Wanes

			(From southern Nigeria, west Africa)
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			There was once an old woman who was very poor, and lived in a small mud hut thatched with mats made from the leaves of the tombo palm in the bush. She was often very hungry, as there was no one to look after her.

			In the olden days, the moon used often to come down to the earth, although she lived most of the time in the sky. The moon was a fat woman with a skin of hide, and she was full of fat meat. She was quite round, and in the night used to give plenty of light. The moon was sorry for the poor starving old woman, so she came to her and said, “You may cut some of my meat away for your food.” This the old woman did every evening, and the moon got smaller and smaller until you could scarcely see her at all. Of course this made her give very little light, and all the people began to grumble in consequence, and to ask why it was that the moon was getting so thin.

			At last the people went to the old woman’s house where there happened to be a little girl sleeping. She had been there for some little time, and had seen the moon come down every evening, and the old woman go out with her knife and carve her daily supply of meat out of the moon. As she was very frightened, she told the people all about it, so they determined to set a watch on the movements of the old woman.

			That very night the moon came down as usual, and the old woman went out with her knife and basket to get her food; but before she could carve any meat all the people rushed out shouting, and the moon was so frightened that she went back again into the sky, and never came down again to the earth. The old woman was left to starve in the bush.

			Ever since that time the moon has hidden herself most of the day, as she was so frightened, and she still gets very thin once a month, but later on she gets fat again, and when she is quite fat she gives plenty of light all the night; but this does not last very long, and she begins to get thinner and thinner, in the same way as she did when the old woman was carving her meat from her.

		

	
		
			The Prince Who Insisted on Possessing the Moon

			(From the Congo and central Africa)
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			The country now inhabited by the Basoko tribe was formerly known as Bandimba. A king called Bahanga was its sole ruler. He possessed a houseful of wives, but all his children were unfortunately of the female sex, which he considered to be a great grievance, and of which he frequently complained. His subjects, on the other hand, were blessed with more sons than daughters, and this fact increased the king’s grief, and made him envy the meanest of his subjects. 

			One day, however, he married Bamana, the youngest daughter of his principal chief, and finally he became the father of a male child, and was very happy, and his people rejoiced in his happiness.

			The prince grew up to be a marvel of strength and beauty, and his father doted on him so much, that he shared his power with the boy in a curious manner. The king reserved authority over all the married people, while the prince’s subjects consisted of those not yet mated. It thus happened that the prince ruled over more people than his father, for the children were, of course, more numerous than the parents. But with all the honour conferred upon him the prince was not happy. The more he obtained, the more he wished to possess. His eyes had but to see a thing to make him desire its exclusive possession. Each day he preferred one or more requests to his father, and because of his great love for him, the king had not the heart to refuse anything to him. Indeed, he was persuaded to bestow so many gifts upon his son that he reserved scarcely anything for himself.

			One day the prince was playing with the youth of his court, and after the sport retired to the shade of a tree to rest, and his companions sat down in a circle at a respectful distance from him. He then felt a gush of pride stealing over him as he thought of his great power, at the number and variety of his treasures, and he cried out boastfully that there never was a boy so great, so rich and so favoured by his father, as he had become. “My father,” said he, “can deny me nothing. I have only to ask, and it is given unto me.”

			Then one little slender boy with a thin voice said, “It is true, prince. Your father has been very good to you. He is a mighty king, and he is as generous as he is great. Still, I know of one thing that he cannot give you – and it is certain that you will never possess it.”

			“What thing is that which I may not call my own, when I see it – and what is it that is not in the king’s power to give me?” asked the prince, in a tone of annoyance.

			“It is the moon,” answered the little boy; “and you must confess yourself that it is beyond the king’s power to give that to you.”

			“Do you doubt it?” asked the prince. “I say to you that I shall possess it, and I will go now and claim it from my father. I will not give him any peace until he gives it to me.”

			Now it so happens that such treasures as are already ours, we do not value so much as those which we have not yet got. So it was with this spoiled prince. The memory of the many gifts of his father faded from his mind, and their value was not to be compared with this new toy – the moon – which he had never thought of before and which he now so ardently coveted.

			He found the king discussing important matters with the old men.

			“Father,” said he, “just now, while I was with my companions I was taunted because I did not have the moon among my toys, and it was said that it was beyond your power to give it to me. Now, prove this boy a liar, and procure the moon for me, that I may be able to show it to them, and glory in your gift.”

			“What is it you say, my son, you want the moon?” asked the astonished king.

			“Yes. Do get it for me at once, won’t you?”

			“But, my child, the moon is a long way up. How shall we be ever able to reach it?”

			“I don’t know; but you have always been good to me, and you surely would not refuse me this favour, father?”

			“I fear, my own, that we will not be able to give you the moon.”

			“But, father, I must have it; my life will not be worth living without it. How may I dare to again face my companions after my proud boast before them of your might and goodness? There was but one thing that yonder pert boy said I might not have, and that was the moon. Now my soul is bent upon possessing this moon, and you must obtain it for me or I shall die.”

			“Nay, my son, speak not of death. It is an ugly word, especially when connected with my prince and heir. Do you not know yet that I live only for your sake? Let your mind be at rest. I will collect all the wise men of the land together, and ask them to advise me. If they say that the moon can be reached and brought down to us, you shall have it.”

			Accordingly the great state drum was sounded for the general palaver, and a score of criers went through the towns beating their little drums as they went, and the messengers hastened all the wise men and elders to the presence of the king.

			When all were assembled, the king announced his desire to know how the moon could be reached, and whether it could be shifted from its place in the sky and brought down to the earth, in order that he might give it to his only son the prince. If there was any wise man present who could inform him how this could be done, and would undertake to bring it to him, he would give the choicest of his daughters in marriage to him and endow him with great riches.

			When the wise men heard this strange proposal, they were speechless with astonishment, as no one in the Basoko Land had ever heard of anybody mounting into the air higher than a tree, and to suppose that a person could ascend as high as the moon was, they thought, simple madness. Respect for the king, however, held them mute, though what their glances meant was very clear.

			But while each man was yet looking at his neighbour in wonder, one of the wise men, who appeared to be about the youngest present, rose to his feet and said:

			“Long life to the prince and to his father, the king! We have heard the words of our king, Bahanga, and they are good. I – even I – his slave, am able to reach the moon, and to do the king’s pleasure, if the king’s authority will assist me.”

			The confident air of the man, and the ring of assurance in his voice made the other wise men, who had been so ready to believe the king and prince mad, feel shame, and they turned their faces to him curiously, more than half willing to believe that after all the thing was possible. The king also lost his puzzled look, and appeared relieved.

			“Say on. How may you be able to perform what you promise?”

			“If it please the king,” answered the man, boldly, “I will ascend from the top of the high mountain near the Cataract of Panga. But I shall first build a high scaffold on it, the base of which shall be as broad as the mountain top, and on that scaffold I will build another, and on the second I shall build a third, and so on and so on until my shoulder touches the moon.”

			“But is it possible to reach the moon in this manner?” asked the king doubtingly.

			“Most certainly, if I were to erect a sufficient number of scaffolds, one above another, but it will require a vast quantity of timber, and a great army of workmen. If the king commands it, the work will be done.”

			“Be it so, then,” said the king. “I place at your service every able-bodied man in the kingdom.”

			“Ah, but all the men in your kingdom are not sufficient, O king. All the grown-up men will be wanted to fell the trees, square the timber and bear it to the works; and every grown-up woman will be required to prepare the food for the workmen; and every boy must carry water to satisfy their thirst, and bark rope for the binding of the timbers; and every girl, big and little, must be sent to till the fields to raise cassava for food. Only in this manner can the prince obtain the moon as his toy.”

			“I say, then, let it be done as you think it ought to be done. All the men, women, and children in the kingdom I devote to this service, that my only son may enjoy what he desires.”

			Then it was proclaimed throughout the wide lands of the Bandimba that all the people should be gathered together to proceed at once with the work of obtaining the moon for the king’s son. And the forest was cut down, and while some of the workmen squared the trees, others cut deep holes in the ground, to make a broad and sure base for the lower scaffold; and the boys made thousands of rope coils to lash the timbers together, out of bark, fibre of palm, and tough grass; and the girls, big and little, hoed up the ground and planted the cassava shrubs and cuttings from the banana and the plantain, and sowed the corn; and the women kneaded the bread and cooked the greens, and roasted green bananas for food for the workmen. And all the Bandimba people were made to slave hard every day in order that a spoiled boy might have the moon for his toy.

			In a few days the first scaffolding stood up as high as the tallest trees, in a few weeks the structure had grown until it was many arrow-flights in height, in two months it was so lofty that the top could not be seen with the naked eye. The fame of the wonderful wooden tower that the Bandimba were building was carried far and wide; and the friendly nations round about sent messengers to see and report to them what mad thing the Bandimba were about, for rumour had spread so many contrary stories among people that strangers did not know what to believe. Some said it was true that all the Bandimba had become mad; but some of those who came to see with their own eyes, laughed, while others began to feel anxious. All, however, admired the bigness, and wondered at the height of the tower.

			In the sixth month the top of the highest scaffold was so high that on the clearest day people could not see half-way up; and it was said to be so tall that the chief engineer could tell the day he would be able to touch the moon.

			The work went on, and at last the engineer passed the word down that in a few days more it would be finished. Everybody believed him, and the nations round about sent more people to be present to witness the completion of the great tower, and to observe what would happen. In all the land, and the countries adjoining it, there was found only one wise man who foresaw, if the moon was shifted out of its place what damage would happen, and that probably all those foolish people in the vicinity of the tower would be destroyed. Fearing some terrible calamity, he proposed to depart from among the Bandimba before it should be too late. He then placed his family in a canoe, and, after storing it with sufficient provisions, he embarked, and in the night he floated down the river Aruwimi and into the big river, and continued his journey night and day as fast as the current would take him – far, far below any lands known to the Bandimba. A week later, after the flight of the wise man and his family, the chief engineer sent down word to the king that he was ready to take the moon down.

			“It is well,” replied the king from below. “I will ascend, that I may see how you set about it.”

			Within twenty days the king reached the summit of the tower, and, standing at last by the side of the engineer, he laid his hand upon the moon, and it felt exceedingly hot. Then he commanded the engineer to proceed to take it down. The man put a number of cool bark coils over his shoulder and tried to dislodge it; but, as it was firmly fixed, he used such a deal of force that he cracked it, and there was an explosion, the fire and sparks from which scorched him. The timber on which the king and his chiefs were standing began to burn, and many more bursting sounds were heard, and fire and melted rock ran down through the scaffolding in a steady stream, until all the woodwork was ablaze, and the flames soared upward among the uprights and trestles of the wood in one vast pile of fire; and every man, woman, and child was utterly consumed in a moment. And the heat was so great that it affected the moon, and a large portion of it tumbled to the earth, and its glowing hot materials ran over the ground like a great river of fire, so that most of the country of the Bandimba was burnt to ashes. On those who were not smothered by the smoke, nor burnt by the fire, and who fled from before the burning river, the effect was very wonderful. Such of them as were grown up, male and female, were converted into gorillas, and all the children into different kinds of long-tailed monkeys. After the engineer of the works, the first who died were the king and the prince whose folly had brought ruin on the land.

			If you look at the moon when it is full, you may then see on a clear night a curious dark portion on its face, which often appears as though there were peaky mountains in it, and often the dark spots are like some kind of horned animals; and then again, you will often fancy that on the moon you see the outlines of a man’s face, but those dark spots are only the holes made in the moon by the man who forced his shoulders through it. Now ever since that dreadful day when the moon burst and the Bandimba country was consumed, parents are not in the habit of granting children all they ask for, but only such things as their age and experience warn them are good for their little ones. And when little children will not be satisfied by such things, but fret and pester their parents to give them what they know will be harmful to them, then it is a custom with all wise people to take the rod to them, to drive out of their heads the wicked thoughts.

		

	
		
			The Girl of the Early Race, Who Made Stars

			(From the San people, southern Africa)
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			My mother was the one who told me that the girl arose; she put her hands into the wood ashes; she threw up the wood ashes into the sky. She said to the wood ashes: “The wood ashes which are here, they must altogether become the Milky Way. They must white lie along in the sky, that the stars may stand outside of the Milky Way, while the Milky Way is the Milky Way, while it used to be wood ashes.” They (the ashes) altogether become the Milky Way. The Milky Way must go round with the stars; while the Milky Way feels that, the Milky Way lies going round; while the stars sail along; therefore, the Milky Way, lying, goes along with the stars. The Milky Way, when the Milky Way stands upon the earth, the Milky Way turns across in front, while the Milky Way means to wait(?), While the Milky Way feels that the Stars are turning back; while the Stars feel that the Sun is the one who has turned back; he is upon his path; the Stars turn back; while they go to fetch the daybreak; that they may lie nicely, while the Milky Way lies nicely. The Stars shall also stand nicely around.

			They shall sail along upon their footprints, which they, always sailing along, are following. While they feel that, they are the Stars which descend.

			The Milky Way lying comes to its place, to which the girl threw up the wood ashes, that it may descend nicely; it had lying gone along, while it felt that it lay upon the sky. It had lying gone round, while it felt that the Stars also turned round. They turning round passed over the sky. The sky lies (still); the Stars are those which go along; while they feel that they sail. They had been setting; they had, again, been coming out; they had, sailing along, been following their footprints. They become white, when the Sun comes out. The Sun sets, they stand around above; while they feel that they did turning follow the Sun.

			The darkness comes out; they (the Stars) wax red, while they had at first been white. They feel that they stand brightly around; that they may sail along; while they feel that it is night. Then, the people go by night; while they feel that the ground is made light. While they feel that the Stars shine a little. Darkness is upon the ground. The Milky Way gently glows; while it feels that it is wood ashes. Therefore, it gently glows. While it feels that the girl was the one who said that the Milky Way should give a little light for the people, that they might return home by night, in the middle of the night. For, the earth would not have been a little light, had not the Milky Way been there. It and the Stars.

			The girl thought that she would throw up (into the air) roots of the huing (a scented root eaten by some Bushmen), in order that the huing roots should become Stars; therefore, the Stars are red; while they feel that (they) are huing roots.

			She first gently threw up wood ashes into the sky, that she might presently throw up huing roots; while she felt that she was angry with her mother, because her mother had not given her many huing roots, that she might eat abundantly; for, she was in the hut. She did not herself go out to seek food; that she might get(?) huing for herself; that she might be bringing it (home) for herself; that she might eat; for, she was hungry; while she lay ill in the hut. Her mothers were those who went out. They were those who sought for food. They were bringing home huing, that they might eat. She lay in her little hut, which her mother had made for her. Her stick stood there; because she did not yet dig out food. And, she was still in the hut. Her mother was the one who was bringing her food. That she might be eating, lying in the little hut; while her mother thought that she (the girl) did not eat the young men’s game (i.e. game killed by them). For, she ate the game of her father, who was an old man. While she thought that the hands of the young men would become cool. Then, the arrow would become cool. The arrow head which is at the top, it would be cold; while the arrow head felt that the bow was cold; while the bow felt that his (the young man’s) hands were cold. While the girl thought of her saliva, which, eating, she had put into the springbok meat; this saliva would go into the bow, the inside of the bow would become cool; she, in this manner, thought. Therefore, she feared the young men’s game. Her father was the one from whom she alone ate (game). While she felt that she had worked (i.e. treated) her father’s hands: she had worked, taking away her saliva (from them).

		

	
		
			The Story of the Lightning and the Thunder

			(From southern Nigeria, west Africa)
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			In the olden days the thunder and lightning lived on the earth amongst all the other people, but the king made them live at the far end of the town, as far as possible from other people’s houses.

			The thunder was an old mother sheep, and the lightning was her son, a ram. Whenever the ram got angry he used to go about and burn houses and knock down trees; he even did damage on the farms, and sometimes killed people. Whenever the lightning did these things, his mother used to call out to him in a very loud voice to stop and not to do any more damage; but the lightning did not care in the least for what his mother said, and when he was in a bad temper used to do a very large amount of damage. At last the people could not stand it any longer, and complained to the king.

			So the king made a special order that the sheep (Thunder) and her son, the ram (Lightning), should leave the town and live in the far bush. This did not do much good, as when the ram got angry he still burnt the forest, and the flames sometimes spread to the farms and consumed them.

			So the people complained again, and the king banished both the lightning and the thunder from the earth and made them live in the sky, where they could not cause so much destruction. Ever since, when the lightning is angry, he commits damage as before, but you can hear his mother, the thunder, rebuking him and telling him to stop. Sometimes, however, when the mother has gone away some distance from her naughty son, you can still see that he is angry and is doing damage, but his mother’s voice cannot be heard.

		

	
		
			How Death First Entered the World

			(From the Krachi people, west Africa)
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			Many years ago, a great famine spread throughout the land, and at that time, the eldest son of every household was sent out in search of food and instructed not to return until he had found something for the family to eat and drink.

			There was a certain young man among the Krachi whose responsibility it was to provide for the family, and so he wandered off in search of food, moving deeper and deeper into the bush every day until he finally came to a spot he did not recognize. Just up ahead of him, he noticed a large form lying on the ground. He approached it cautiously, hoping that if the creature were dead, it might be a good source of food, but he had taken only a few steps forward when the mound began to stir, revealing that it was not an animal at all, but a ferocious-looking giant with flowing white hair stretched out for miles on the ground around him, all the way from Krachi to Salaga.

			The giant opened one eye and shouted at the young man to explain his presence. The boy stood absolutely terrified, yet after some minutes, he managed to blurt out that he had never intended to disturb the giant’s rest, but had come a great distance in search of food.

			“I am Owuo,” said the giant, “but people also call me Death. You, my friend, have caught me in a good mood and so I will give you some food and water if you will fetch and carry for me in return.”

			The young man could scarcely believe his luck, and readily agreed to serve the giant in exchange for a few regular meals. Owuo arose and walked towards his cave where he began roasting some meat on a spit over the fire. Never before had the boy tasted such a fine meal, and after he had washed it down with a bowl of fresh water, he sat back and smiled, well pleased that he had made the acquaintance of the giant.

			For a long time afterwards, the young man happily served Owuo, and every evening, in return for his work, he was presented with a plate of the most delicious meat for his supper. 

			But one day the boy awoke feeling terribly homesick and begged his master to allow him to visit his family, if only for a few days. 

			“You may visit your family for as long as you wish,” said the giant, “on the condition that you bring another boy to replace you.”

			So the young man returned to his village where he told his family the whole story of his meeting with the giant. Eventually he managed to persuade his younger brother to go with him into the bush and here he handed him over to Owuo, promising that he would himself return before too long.

			Several months had passed, and soon the young man grew hungry again and began to yearn for a taste of the meat the giant had cooked for him. Finally, he made up his mind to return to his master, and leaving his family behind, he returned to Owuo’s hut and knocked boldly on the door. 

			The giant himself answered, and asked the young man what he wanted.

			“I would like some more of the good meat you were once so generous to share with me,” said the boy, hoping the giant would remember his face.

			“Very well,” replied Owuo, “you can have as much of it as you want, but you will have to work hard for me, as you did before.” 

			The young man consented, and after he had eaten as much as he could, he went about his chores enthusiastically. The work lasted many weeks and every day the boy ate his fill of roasted meat. But to his surprise he never saw anything of his brother, and whenever he asked about him, the giant told him, rather aloofly, that the lad had simply gone away on business.

			Once more, however, the young man grew homesick and asked Owuo for permission to visit his village. The giant agreed on condition that this time, he bring back a girl to carry out his duties while he was away. The young man hurried home and there he pleaded with his sister to go into the bush and keep the giant company for a few months. The girl agreed, and after she had waved goodbye to her brother, she entered the giant’s cave quite merrily, accompanied by a slave companion her own age.

			Only a short time had passed before the boy began to dream of the meat again, longing for even a small morsel of it. So he followed the familiar path through the bush until he found Owuo’s cave. The giant did not seem particularly pleased to see him and grumbled loudly at the disturbance. But he pointed the way to a room at the back and told the boy to help himself to as much meat as he wanted. 

			The young man took up a juicy bone which he began to devour. But to his horror, he recognized it at once as his sister’s thigh and as he looked more closely at all the rest of the meat, he was appalled to discover that he had been sitting there, happily chewing on the body of his sister and her slave girl. 

			As fast as his legs could carry him, he raced back to the village and immediately confessed to the elders what he had done and the awful things he had seen. At once, the alarm was sounded and all the people hurried out into the bush to investigate the giant’s dwelling for themselves. But as they drew nearer, they became fearful of what he might do to them and scurried back to the village to consult among themselves what steps should be taken. Eventually, it was agreed to go to Salaga, where they knew the giant’s long hair came to an end, and set it alight. The chief of the village carried the torch, and when they were certain that the giant’s hair was burning well, they returned to the bush, hid themselves in the undergrowth, and awaited the giant’s reaction.

			Presently, Owuo began to sweat and toss about inside his cave. The closer the flames moved towards him, the more he thrashed about and grumbled until, at last, he rushed outside, his head on fire, and fell down screaming in agony. 

			The villagers approached him warily and only the young man had the courage to venture close enough to see whether the giant was still breathing. And as he bent over the huge form, he noticed a bundle of medicine concealed in the roots of Owuo’s hair. Quickly he seized it and called to the others to come and see what he had found.

			The chief of the village examined the bundle, but no one could say what power the peculiar medicine might have. Then one old man among the crowd suggested that no harm could be done if they took some of the medicine and sprinkled it on the bones and meat in the giant’s hut. This was done, and to the delight of everyone gathered, the slave girl, her mistress and the boy’s brother returned to life at once.

			A small quantity of the medicine-dust remained, but when the young man proposed that he should put it on the giant and restore him to life, there was a great uproar among the people. Yet the boy insisted that he should help the giant who had once helped him, and so the chief, by way of compromise, allowed him to sprinkle the left-over dust into the eye of the dead giant.

			The young man had no sooner done this when the giant’s eye opened wide, causing the people to flee in great terror. 

			But it is from this eye that death comes. For every time that Owuo shuts that eye, a man dies, and unfortunately for mankind, he is forever blinking and winking, trying to clear the dust from his eye.

		

	
		
			Wanjiru, Sacrificed by Her Family

			(From the Kikuyu people, Kenya)
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			The sun beat down mercilessly and there was no sign of any rain. This happened one year, and it happened again a second year, and even a third year, so that the crops died and the men, women and children found themselves close to starvation. Finally, the elders of the village called all the people together, and they assembled on the scorched grass at the foot of the hill where they had sung and danced in happier times. 

			Sick and weary of their miserable plight, they turned to each other and asked helplessly:

			“Why is it that the rains do not come?”

			Not one among them could find an answer, and so they went to the house of the witch-doctor and put to him the same question:

			“Tell us why there is no rain,” they wept. “Our crops have failed for a third season and we shall soon die of hunger if things do not change.”

			The witch-doctor took hold of his gourd, shook it hard, and poured its contents on the ground. After he had done this three times, he spoke gravely:

			“There is a young maiden called Wanjiru living among you. If you want the rain to fall, she must be bought by the people of the village. In two days’ time you should all return to this place, and every one of you, from the eldest to the youngest, must bring with him a goat for the purchase of the maiden.”

			And so, on the appointed day, the people gathered together again, each one of them leading a goat to the foot of the hill where the witch-doctor waited to receive them. He ordered the crowd to form a circle and called for Wanjiru to come forward and stand in the middle with her relations to one side of her.

			One by one, the people began to move towards Wanjiru’s family, leading the goats in payment, and as they approached, the feet of the young girl began to sink into the ground. In an instant, she had sunk up to her knees and she screamed in terror as the soil tugged at her limbs, pulling her closer towards the earth. 

			Her father and mother saw what was happening and they, too, cried out in fear:

			“Our daughter is lost! Our daughter is lost! We must do something to save her.”

			But the villagers continued to close in around them, each of them handing over their goat until Wanjiru sank deeper to her waist.

			“I am lost!” the girl called out, “but much rain will come.”

			She sank to her breast, and as she did so, heavy black clouds began to gather overhead. She sank even lower, up to her neck, and now the rain started to fall from above in huge drops. 

			Again, Wanjiru’s family attempted to move forward to save her, but yet more people came towards them, pressing them to take goats in payment, and so they stood still, watching as the girl wailed:

			“My people have forsaken me! I am undone.”

			Soon she had vanished from sight. The earth closed over her, the rain poured down in a great deluge and the villagers ran to their huts for shelter without pausing to look back.

			Now there was a particular young warrior of fearless reputation among the people who had been in love with Wanjiru ever since childhood. Several weeks had passed since her disappearance, but still he could not reconcile himself to her loss and repeated continually to himself:

			“Wanjiru is gone from me and her own people have done this thing to her. But I will find her. I will go to the same place and bring her back.”

			Taking up his shield and his spear, the young warrior departed his home in search of the girl he loved. For almost a year, he roamed the countryside, but still he could find no trace of her. Weary and dejected, he returned home to the village and stood on the spot where Wanjiru had vanished, allowing his tears to flow freely for the first time. 

			Suddenly, his feet began to sink into the soil and he sank lower and lower until the ground closed over him and he found himself standing in the middle of a long, winding road beneath the earth’s surface. He did not hesitate to follow this road, and after a time, he spotted a figure up ahead of him. He ran towards the figure and saw that it was Wanjiru, even though she was scarcely recognizable in her filthy, tattered clothing. 

			“You were sacrificed to bring the rain,” he spoke tenderly to her, “but now that the rain has come, I shall take you back where you belong.”

			And he lifted Wanjiru carefully onto his back and carried her, as if she were his own beloved child, along the road he had come by, until they rose together to the open air and their feet touched the ground once more.

			“You shall not return to the house of your people,” the warrior told Wanjiru, “they have treated you shamefully. I will look after you instead.”

			So they waited until nightfall, and under cover of darkness, the young warrior took Wanjiru to his mother’s house, instructing the old woman to tell no one that the girl had returned. 

			The months passed by, and Wanjiru lived happily with mother and son. Every day a goat was slaughtered and the meat served to her. The old woman made clothes from the skins and hung beads in the girl’s hair so that soon she had regained the healthy glow she once had. 

			Harvest time was now fast approaching, and a great feast was to be held among the people of the village. The young warrior was one of the first to arrive but Wanjiru waited until the rest of the guests had assembled before she came out of the house to join the festivities. At first, she was not recognized by anyone, but after a time, one of her brothers approached her and cried out:

			“Surely that is Wanjiru, the sister we lost when the rains came.”

			The girl hung her head and gave no answer.

			“You sold Wanjiru shamefully,” the young warrior intervened, “you do not deserve to have her back.”

			And he beat off her relatives and took Wanjiru back to his mother’s house. 

			But the next day, her family knocked on his door asking to see the young girl. The warrior refused them once more, but still they came, again and again, until, on the fourth day, the young man relented and said to himself: 

			“Those are real tears her family shed. Surely now they have proven that they care.”

			So he invited her father and her mother and her brothers into his home and sat down to fix the bride-price for Wanjiru. And when he had paid it, the young warrior married Wanjiru who had returned to him from the land of shadows beneath the earth.

		

	
		
			The Chameleon (How Death Came into the World)

			(From the Zulu people, southern Africa)
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			It is said Unkulunkulu (the Supreme Creator) sent a chameleon; he said to it, “Go, chameleon (lunwaha), go and say, ‘Let not men die!’” The chameleon set out; it went slowly, it loitered in the way; and as it went it ate of the fruit of a bush which is called Ubukwebezane.

			At length Unkulunkulu sent a lizard – intulo, the blue-headed gecko – after the chameleon, when it had already set out for some time. The lizard went; it ran and made great haste, for Unkulunkulu had said, “Lizard, when you have arrived say, ‘Let men die!’”

			So the lizard went, and said, “I tell you, it is said, ‘Let men die!’” The lizard came back again to Unkulunkulu before the chameleon had reached his destination; the chameleon, which was sent first – which was sent and told to go and say, “Let not men die!” – at length it arrived and shouted, saying, “It is said, ‘Let not men die!’” But men answered, “Oh, we have accepted the word of the lizard; it has told us the word, ‘It is said “Let men die.”’ We cannot hear your word. Through the word of the lizard men will die.” 

		

	
		
			King Kitamba kia Shiba (and the Kingdom of Death)

			(From the Mbundu people, Angola)
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			Kitamba was a chief who lived at Kasanji. He lost his head-wife, Queen Muhongo, and mourned for her many days. Not only did he mourn himself, but he insisted on his people sharing his grief. “My village, too, no man shall do anything therein. The young people shall not shout; the women shall not pound; no one shall speak in the village.” 

			His headmen remonstrated with him, but Kitamba was obdurate, and declared that he would neither speak nor eat nor allow anyone else to do so till his queen was restored to him. The headmen consulted together, and called in a ‘doctor’ (kimbanda). Having received his fee (first a gun, and then a cow) and heard their statement of the case, he said, “All right,” and set off to gather herbs. These he pounded in a ‘medicine-mortar’, and, having prepared some sort of decoction, ordered the king and all the people to wash themselves with it. He next directed some men to “dig a grave in my guest-hut at the fireplace,” which they did, and he entered it with his little boy, giving two last instructions to his wife: to leave off her girdle (i.e., to dress negligently, as if in mourning) and to pour water every day on the fireplace. Then the men filled in the grave. The doctor saw a road open before him; he walked along it with his boy till he came to a village, where he found Queen Muhongo sitting, sewing a basket, She saw him approaching, and asked, “Whence comest thou?” He answered, in the usual form demanded by native politeness, “Thou thyself, I have sought thee. Since thou art dead King Kitamba will not eat, will not drink, will not speak. In the village they pound not; they speak not; he says, ‘If I shall talk, if I eat, go ye and fetch my head-wife.’ That is what brought me here. I have spoken.”

			The queen then pointed out a man seated a little way off, and asked the doctor who he was. As he could not say, she told him, “He is Lord Kalunga-ngombe; he is always consuming us, us all.” Directing his attention to another man, who was chained, she asked if he knew him, and he answered, “He looks like King Kitamba, whom I left where I came from.” It was indeed Kitamba, and the queen further informed the messenger that her husband had not many years to live, and also that “Here in Kalunga never comes one here to return again.” She gave him the armlet which had been buried with her, to show to Kitamba as a proof that he had really visited the abode of the dead, but enjoined on him not to tell the king that he had seen him there. And he must not eat anything in Kalunga; otherwise he would never be permitted to return to earth.

			Meanwhile the doctor’s wife had kept pouring water on the grave. One day she saw the earth beginning to crack; the cracks opened wider, and, finally, her husband’s head appeared. He gradually made his way out, and pulled his small son up after him. The child fainted when he came out into the sunlight, but his father washed him with some ‘herb-medicine’, and soon brought him to.

			Next day the doctor went to the headmen, presented his report, was repaid with two slaves, and returned to his home. The headmen told Kitamba what he had said, and produced the token. The only comment he is recorded to have made, on looking at the armlet, is “Truth, it is the same.” We do not hear whether he countermanded the official mourning, but it is to be presumed he did so, for he made no further difficulty about eating or drinking. Then, after a few years, he died, and the story concludes, “They wailed the funeral; they scattered.”

		

	
		
			How Ngunza Defied Death

			(From the Mbundu people, Angola)
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			Ngunza Kilundu was away from home when a dream warned him that his younger brother Maka was dead. On his return he asked his mother, “What death was it that killed Maka?” She could only say that it was Lord Kalunga-ngombe who had killed him. “Then,” said Ngunza, “I will go out and fight Kalunga-ngombe.” 

			He went at once to a blacksmith and ordered a strong iron trap. When it was ready he took it out into the bush and set it, hiding nearby with his gun. Soon he heard a cry, as of some creature in distress, and, listening, made out words of human speech: “I am dying, dying.” It was Kalunga-ngombe who was caught in the trap, and Ngunza took his gun and prepared to shoot. The voice cried out, “Do not shoot me! Come to free me!” Ngunza asked, “Who are you, that I should set you free?” The answer came: “I am Kalunga-ngombe.” “Oh, you are Kalunga-ngombe, who killed my younger brother Maka!” Kalunga-ngombe understood the threat which was left unspoken, and went on to explain himself. “You accuse me of killing people. I do not do it wantonly, or for my own satisfaction; people are brought to me by their fellow-men, or through their own fault. You shall see this for yourself. Go away now and wait four days: on the fifth you may go and fetch your brother in my country.”

			Ngunza did as he was told, and went to Kalunga. There he was received by Kalunga-ngombe, who invited him to take his place beside him. The new arrivals began to come in. Kalunga-ngombe asked the first man, “What killed you?” The man answered that on earth he had been very rich; his neighbours were envious and bewitched him, so that he died. The next to arrive was a woman, who admitted that “vanity” had been the cause of her death – that is, she had been greedy of finery and admiration, had coquetted with men, and had in the end been killed by a Jealous husband. So it went on: one after another came with more or less the same story, and at last Kalunga-Ngombe said, “You see how it is – I do not kill people; they are brought to me for one cause or another. It is very unfair to blame me. Now you may go to Milunga and fetch your brother Maka.”

			Ngunza went as directed, and was overjoyed at finding Maka just as he had left him at their home, and, apparently, leading much the same sort of life as he had on earth. They greeted each other warmly, and then Ngunza said, “Now let us be off, for I have come to fetch you home.” But, to his surprise, Maka did not want to go. “I won’t go back; I am much better off here than I ever was while I lived. If I come with you, shall I have as good a time?” Ngunza did not know how to answer this, and, very unwillingly, had to leave his brother where he was. He turned away sadly, and went to take leave of Kalunga, who gave him, as a parting present, the seeds of all the useful plants now cultivated in Angola, and ended by saying, “In eight days I shall come to visit you at your home.”

			Kalunga came to Ngunza’s home on the eighth day, and found that he had fled eastward – that is, inland. He pursued him from place to place, and finally came up with him. Ngunza asked why Kalunga should have followed him, adding, “You cannot kill me, for I have done you no wrong. You have been insisting that you do not kill anyone – that people are brought to you through some fault of theirs.” Kalunga, for all answer, threw his hatchet at Ngunza, and Ngunza turned into a kituta spirit (or kianda – a spirit or demon who rules over the water and is fond of great trees and of hill-tops).

		

	
		
			The Man Who Would Shoot Iruwa 

			(From the Chaga people, Tanzania)
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			A poor man, living somewhere in the Chaga country, on Kilimanjaro mountain, had a number of sons born to him, but lost them all, one after another. He sat down in his desolate house, brooding over his troubles, and at last burst out in wild wrath: “Who has been putting it into Iruwa’s head to kill all my boys? I will go and shoot an arrow at lruwa.” So he rose up and went to the smith’s forge, and got him to make some iron arrow-heads. When they were ready he put them into his quiver, took up his bow, and said, “Now I am going to the farthest edge of the world, to the place where the sun comes up. The very moment I see it I will loose this arrow against it – tichi!”, imitating the sound of the arrow. 

			So he set out and walked on and on till he came to a wide meadow, where he saw a gateway and many paths, some leading up towards the sky, some downward to. the earth. And he stood still, waiting till the sun should rise, and keeping very quiet. After a while he heard a great noise, and the earth seemed to shake with the trampling of many feet, as if a great procession were approaching. And he heard people shouting one to another: “Quick! Quick! Open the gate for the King to pass through!” Presently he saw many men coming towards him, all goodly to look on and shining like fire. Then he was afraid, and hid himself in the bushes. Again he heard these men crying: “Clear the way where the King is going to pass!” They came on, a mighty host, and all at once, in the midst of them, he was aware of the Shining One, bright as flaming fire, and after him followed another long procession. But suddenly those in front stopped and began asking each other, “What is this horrible smell here, as if an earth-man had passed?” They hunted all about till they found the man, and seized him and brought him before the King, who asked, “Where do you come from, and what brings you to us?” And the man answered, “Nay, my lord, it was nothing – only sorrow – which drove me from home, so that I said to myself, let me go and die in the bush.” Then said the King, “But how about your saying you wanted to shoot me? Go on! Shoot away!” The man said, “Oh my lord, I dare not – not now!” “What do you want of me?” “You know that without my telling you, Oh chief!” “So you want me to give you your children back?” The King pointed behind him, saying, “There they are. Take them home with you!” The man looked up and saw all his sons gathered in front of him; but they were so beautiful and radiant that he scarcely knew them, and he said, “No, Oh chief, I cannot take them now. They are yours, and you must keep them.” So Iruwa told him to go home and look out carefully on the way, for he should find something that would greatly please him. And he should have other sons in place of those he had lost.

			And so it came to pass, for in due time other sons were born to him, who all lived to grow up. And what he found on the road was a great store of elephants’ tusks, so that when his neighbours had helped him to carry them home he was made rich for life.

		

OEBPS/image/African_Myths_for_digital_title_page.png
e
o
=
=
=2
|72
]
=
—
(3
i
(o]
>
=
S
2
=
=
= t

4 Foreword by Dr Kwadwo Osei-Nyame, Jnr y
7 FLAME TREE PUBLISHING 4j |55555






OEBPS/image/shutterstock_16784044_swirls.png





OEBPS/image/Masks_for_icons-1.png





OEBPS/image/9781839643101_1600px.jpg





OEBPS/image/Gothic_Fantasy_underline_swirls.png





