0040 – Paddy

The quiet of the early morning in a Kachin village was broken first by the sound of the rooster crowing. After it had crowed for a second time there would usually be the sound of the young girls of the village singing as they pounded rice. This task would usually be performed by all the unmarried daughters in a family and they would join together to create a rhythm with their pounding rods to which they would sing. In Jinghpaw this kind of song is known as shoiwa. Usually the song related to the purpose to which the paddy being pounded was going to be put. It was therefore believed to be quite easy to tell the mood of the girls from the songs that they sang early in the day and this idea has been incorporated into many Jinghpaw folk myths. Once the paddy had been pounded, it would be placed in large paddy baskets and put inside the granary. Access to the granary was controlled by the most important woman in the household and, inevitably, this has also been made much use of in Jinghpaw folklore as a place for secret assignations and concealment. 

One of the most well known of these stories is that which explains the kahpu kanau relationship between the Nhkum and Lahtaw clans and how the former obtained the shadip (see 0179) from the latter. It tells of a very fearsome Nhkum man called Ma Zut Sin Gawng who overheard two girls of the Marip Sumpra clan singing with great sadness whilst pounding paddy, as their village had lost a battle with another Marip Sumpra family who were therefore holding a  padaung or victory manau. Ma Zut Sin Gawng was very touched by the sadness of the girls but, when he heard them sing that they would marry anyone who could stop the sound of the manau, he devised a plan to marry the girls. He secretly entered the victorious village at midnight and told the chief’s wife that she should pour liquid on the Madai fireplace, knowing that she kept this important alcohol in the granary. When she arrived there, he killed her. Eventually his crime was discovered when a piece of skirt cloth was found in the bottom of a pot of rice beer that was being given to those who had helped him bring in his paddy harvest, but he refused to admit his guilt and blamed the elder of his two wives. In anger at this maltreatment, this wife secretly married a Lahtaw man with whom she ran away. Eventually a settlement was reached with the help of intermediaries and the eldest wife remained with the Lahtaw man, the Lahtaw and Nhkum becoming kumba  kahpu kanau. The child by her first husband was to be Nhkum but he was to remain in the Lahtaw village and all others would be Lahtaw. When this boy was old enough to form his own family lineage, the Lahtaw gave him the shadip, 10 families from the Lahtaw village and he left to found the village of Share Ga in the northern Triangle.

There were many different kinds of paddy but the best from the slash-burn fields was thought to be red sticky rice and this would be used for ritual offerings. Paddy was believed to have been the gift of the Kingdom of the Sun. The following is the story of how paddy was obtained taken from a Lanyi recitation at a wedding in Monyin [see separate Lanyi page in website]. The sinyen is a kind of chameleon who is always believed to nullify positive things by his unfortunate words:

We lanyi priests are swimming together like a school of fish in the water. The young, fresh lanyi priests are growing together like the kahtan bamboo shoots in the bamboo grove. We know that our lanyi task will be completed shortly but first we must tell of how paddy was brought for humans from the Kingdom of the Sun and Moon. 

Long ago, when the central earth first came into existence, at the time when humans had come into being, there was no paddy nor, indeed, any other kind of seed. As a result, humans could only consume shoots and roots. However, they knew that the land of the Sun was rich with paddy. Mother Sun and Father Moon had both red and white paddy and they also grew many kinds of vegetables and fruit. Human beings decided to send small birds to the heavens above to fetch the paddy for them. They knew that there was paddy in the Land of the Sun even though there was nothing on our earth. 

Humans desired to grow white and red paddy and so the grains were brought back from the Kingdom in the throats of the birds. However, when the birds returned to the earth they dropped the seeds in a buffalo pond. There the seed grew and blossomed and it yielded grain. However, this grain was without husk and when it had grown it was easy for the birds and animals to consume it. What is more, passers-by could easily pick and consume it. The paddy plants became very frightened because they were so vulnerable and they did not want to remain on the earth any longer. They were too scared to grow and so they decided to return to their native Land of the Sun.

When the paddy left, there was famine on the earth. Human beings consulted with one another as to what they should do and they eventually decided to go to the Land of the Sun to fetch the paddy themselves. They harnessed up some horses and buffaloes to help them carry the paddy on their return journey. 

When humans arrived at the Land of the Sun and the Moon, they asked for paddy which was as long and bushy as a horse’s tail, with roots as long as a rice beer bamboo container. They demanded that the paddy stalks should be as thick as the leg of a buffalo. They went along the shortest and most direct route to get to the Land of the Sun and reached the Sun Kingdom in the shortest possible time to fetch the paddy that they needed. Upon their arrival they were questioned as to why the inhabitants of the central land should have come. They replied that they had had to come because the people of their land were deprived and malnourished for lack of grains. When Father Moon and Mother Sun heard this they ordered the paddy grains to return once more to the central land. The paddy grains were very frightened, however, and they explained that last time their brothers and sisters were eaten by birds and wild animals, even bears. They were too afraid to return. 

To give them courage, the Mother and Father Spirits of the paddy, Mam Kanu Wundum Bai Sa Majan and Kawa Hkinji Ja Ra, dressed the young paddy seeds in husks of golden robes and silver coats. They blessed them and told them to produce paddy as large as the tail of a pony, with stalks as round as a knee and with roots as big as a beer pitcher. With this blessing upon the paddy, the humans returned home. The humans were very careful to go quietly through the hill regions and jungles for they knew that they would pass near a sinyen village. They told the buffaloes not to make heavy footsteps and they told the horses not to gallop for fear that they might alert the sinyen. 

Finally, they had to pass near the village of the sinyen which was known as Ndau Htawng – a vplace where it was not possible to have any secrets because of the gossiping and malicious-tongued sinyen. One of the sinyen elders saw the humans and their pack animals passing by and so he asked where these people of the central land were coming from. The humans replied that they were returning from the Land of the Sun and that they were carrying with them the paddy grains which they had gone to fetch. The elder asked them what kind of paddy grains they had requested and they told him that the grains would yield paddy as large as the tail of a pony, with roots as big as a pitcher and stems as big as the leg of a buffalo. The sinyen replied that paddy of such as size would bring a very low price when it was sold and it would also not taste as delicious as it might. The paddy would be entirely sufficient for humans if it were only the same size as the tail of a sinyen. By talking in this way, the sinyen spoiled the atmosphere and, knowing that his words would have a negative effect and would indeed cause the paddy to be only the same size as a sinyen’s tail and not that of a pony, the humans killed him and continued their journey home. 

