Water pounder / 0062 / 1145 / P7 / 0223

As Kachin villages in the high mountain areas were invariably sited primarily for strategic purposes, obtaining water was often a lengthy and arduous task. Photograph 0062 depicts a typical situation in which a village is perched high upon a ridge giving a good vantage point but the water source was several hundred feet below. Water would have to be brought to the village on foot in bamboo containers and this arduous task was invariably the responsibility of the women. P7 shows three Hkahku Jinghpaw ladies carrying water containers on their backs. For those Kachins whose water source lay above the village, water could be transported through a system of bamboo pipes laid end to end and made hollow by forcing a hard piece of wood through the interior segments. Photograph 1145 shows an interesting variant of this bamboo pipe system – a Lhaovo bird scarer used for frightening birds from cultivated fields. Water flowed into a pivotted section of bamboo which was split at one end to form a clapper which made a loud noise when the bamboo tipped up and down as it filled up with water. In some places a similar system was used to make water-powered rice pounders.

When water was required for ritual purposes it would be purified by a dumsa and collected and stored separately. No human should consume water intended for the spirits [see documentation of Mahtum Manau on Manau page]. The idea behind giving spirits constant refreshment during recitations was similar to that of when a human visited one’s home: any guest would be tired from their journey and should be given water to cool them. 

When a suitable stream was at hand, fishing supplemented the daily diet. Photograph 0223 shows a man fishing with a net but it was also common to use bamboo fishing traps and various kinds of damming systems, the catch often increased by the use of poisons placed into the water up-stream first. Many stories concerning the poor orphan boy Ja Hkrai Ma and his oppressors, the Nine Brothers, (see Manau’) feature the attempt to seize the best fishing sites or the Brothers’ attempts to steal the boy’s catch. Duleng oral history makes a great many references to what appear to be disputes over fishing rights with Shans as they were in close contact with wetland-paddy cultivating Shans in this area near Hkamti Long (Putao) which is criss-crossed with many streams and rivers. The local importance of water supplies also features in their interpretation of the Creation Myth.  The orphaned brother and sister Ja Nyi and Ja Nga, the sole survivors in the Jinghpaw story of the flood who are deemed the ancestors of all humans, came to have intercourse because their bodies became contaminated with poison made from powdered nahtam yam root used for setting a fishing trap. They had to scratch themselves so violently that the banana leaves with which they were clothed fell away, shortly after which Ja Nyi became pregnant …

Below is one Jinghpaw version of the ‘Origin of Water’ taken from the Creation Story that would be recited at a manau or in abbreviated form at a wedding:

At the beginning of the world’s existence, at the time of the first habitation in Majoi Shingra Bum, the era of the creation of the sky, human beings did not have water. In this early stage of history there was no water to fetch, there was no water to drink and, because there was no water, people could only eat uncooked rice and raw food. As a result they were thin and malnourished. One day, whilst humans were considering this problem, they heard a cricket singing very beautifully at dawn and noticed its beautifully shining body. They asked the cricket how it came to sing so beautifully and look so fine and it replied that it was because it drank the morning dew. They knew that the morning dew alone would not be enough for humans so they asked the cricket where the dew came from. He replied that it came from the sky. The humans discussed together how to get water from the sky where they thought there must be a reservoir from which the dew drops leaked. 

They decided to consult the omniscient creator Hpan Wa Ningsang Chye Wa Ningchyang and he advised them to create a being called Sumpyi Sumhpat Pru Magam from their belts. They took the tassles of their belts to make this being and then poured liquid over it with a long handled spoon like a gourd made of silver and gold. The mysterious being then became animated. They removed the index finger of Sumpyi Sumhpa Pru Magam and it formed a big, red bee. The liquid from the gold and silver spoon was sprinkled on the bee and it came alive and was heard to make a buzzing sound. They told the bee to fly up to the sky to get water. The bee agreed to do this, but only if it was paid. The human beings presented it with a string of shawa nang beads which then became its head. It demanded more and a golden needle was given to the bee which became its sting. So, at the brink of cock-crow the next morning, the bee flew up into the sky. When it reached the very centre of the sky, it wrapped water in its moustache and set off on its return journey. 

Unfortunately, the bee dropped the water on the top of a tall shalung tree. Humans again consulted Hpan Wa Ning Sang Chye Wa Ning Chyang and they took the middle finger of Sumpyi Gaw Sumhpa to make a large rodent. Again it was sprinkled with the liquid from the golden long-handled spoon and it became alive. The rodent was sent to fetch the water from the top of the shalung tree, but first it insisted that it should be paid. Honey comb was given to it as wages and the wax was smeared on its legs. Still it demanded more, so the hkapum si fruit was given and it became the rodent’s food for every meal. Then it was satisfied and so the rodent climbed the tree to fetch the water down from its topmost branches. 

Unfortunately, the rodent dropped the water on the top of some tall sumpra grass. A leech was created and rubber was smeared all over its top and bottom parts. That is why the leech can cling with both head and tail. The leech climbed the tall sumpra grass but it dropped the water because it could not hold it and the water entered the cracks of the earth. The humans were angry at yet another demonstration of carelessness and one of them struck the leech with the blunt side of his sword. All of its bones were crushed and that is why to this day the leech has no bones. The leeches were sent away to the roadside where they were ordered to stay and feast on the sores of deer and stags bitten by flies and insects. 

Once again humans consulted with Hpan Ning Sang Chye Ning Chyang about how to extract the water from the cracks in the earth. A crab was then made from the finger of Sumpyi Sumhpa Pru Magam and it was given a gong which became its back and thongs which became its claws. The crab entered a crack in the rock, shovelling away the earth to reach the water. However, when the crab reached the water he found all the fish were dancing the manau in celebration because the water had finally arrived for them. They said that the water was now theirs. Yet they had a problem. They did not have any sword with which to cut up and distribute the offerings so, when they saw the crab’s pincers and claws, they were delighted - he was complete, like a sword and chopping block in one. They asked the crab if he would stay and act as hkinjawng to cut up and distribute the packets. The crab was quite proud to be offered such an important position so he decided to delay his return to the surface and to enjoy himself at the fish manau. Yet even when the manau had finished, the crab decided to stay a little longer because it wanted to eat the rice which was left over from the beer making. 

Meanwhile, the humans on the land were wondering what had happened to the crab. They made a very loud calling insect called a kaw yeng to summon the crab back to land. As he rose to the land, water flowed forth from underneath. When the water welled forth,, a male deer came first and claimed the spring as his own. Because the water was still ‘raw’ and had not been blessed through a water-coming celebration, the deer’s forehead shrank and its voice became hoarse. Then a male goat came along and claimed the spring water for himself. He drank the water and his horn twisted and his voice cracked. 

A male deer had stamped on a piece of bamboo while running and caused an indentation and, from this example, it was decided that water should be channeled in an open bamboo pipe. Next the issue arose as to how to preserve water and who should protect it. Hpan Wa Ning Sang was consulted and he told them to give it to the water spirit to protect it. In the dry season they should purify the water by making an altar decorated with bamboo and in the wet season they should decorate it with leaves. At the altar they should offer sticky rice and beer during the dry season, but these should be wrapped in hpaji jawng leaves in the dry season. Humans did not know how to make a bamboo container for storing water and so they decided to take their example from the way a rodent bored segments in the bamboo, and they then also bored a hole in the middle. Now everyone had water and wild fowl and wild chicks grew sweet voices when they drank from the trough. The stags also drank from it, along with the deer and the bison. When they drank the water after it had been purified, their bodies became sleek and fat. Black birds also drank from the water and obtained sweet voices. 

