........

g -'C-ai}il-:-:-i:i‘m.'-:-:-;n:-‘.-::-:-: 5k

Yyh ¥

e

L
. -
a . . e & i . . A " P e S =
S ::r:'.'-t' - i . ' i . o WA ! '~ = e A S Tl o
¥ i

r. i ‘im_ .I';I- . '”_"j::-" . » L .

e g | A o o A
g o i 5 ] 5 r a
m#u—a 'h'l; T R fml-cm. o H-‘-.i'-,.w e #H*Mf? s

o

gl gty

A A R A T

LY [

Mt

L el
)

W
> :
Wi
et et
L,

L

2010.GRAPHIC DESIGN : KYAW MINN MOUNG



A Wonderland of
Pagoda Legends

Khin Myo Chit

Parami Bookshop
No. 230, 29 th Street, Yangon(Ph. 253246)
No. 2/4, Kabaaye Pagoda Entrance, Yangon




........................

4 )?. '
CH
Copy RigTt Khin Myo Chit

-
-'.

Cover Design Kyaw Minn Moung

Cover Permit No. 6005951110

Manuscript Permit No. 6005131010

Publisher U Kyaw O0(03990) Parami Sarpay, No. 230,
291h Street, Pabedan Township, Yangon

Printer U Aung Htet(08003) Aung Parami Offset,
Room 5, No. 127, 52nd Street, Pazundaung, Yangon,

Myanmar
Price 2000 Kyats

Parami Bookshop
No. 230, 29 th Street, Yangon(Ph. 253246)

No. 2/4, Kabaaye Pagoda Entrance, Yangon
E-mail paramibooks@gmail.com

, JC2-R
Khin Myo Chit Daw

A Wonderland of Pagoda L.egends / Khin Myo Chiti - q§m4
01(180960 l JODO '
JJO - Q2 | DJ OCcCI; X 26 OéCTSI

() A Wonderland of Pagoda Legends



Contents

. A Wonderland of Legends

A Land of Pagodas

Yangon: Gateway to the Wonderland
Bago and the Road thither

Pyay and Srikshetra

Around Mandalay

Retreat Among the Hills

Mount Popa: The Abode of Gods

Kyaiktiyo

13
59
36
82
105
166
183
199



Chapter One

A Wonderland of Legends

Here you are, dear visitors |
Meet my friends of the Spirit World

This collection of legends has grown out of conversations
with my non-Myanmar friends, whose one inevitable
question during visits to pagodas and temples 1s:

- “What do these figures of spirits, dragons and
ogres represent?”’

Such moments are none too easy for me. I look
at the faces, seeing only a blurred vision of the colours of
their skins, eyes and hair; and something sticks in my
throat.

How could I explain to them - what these mythical
figures mean to us Myanmar Buddhists? They are not just
figures created by primitive imagination, nor are they pagan
1dols of the ancient days. They are as real and alive as any
human being. They are part of our daily life. We not only
see them as static things on the pagoda platforms, but
also on the stage, singing, dancing and very much mnvolved
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in the drama of human life.
We know for certain that these beings wander all

about us, though unseen, so 1 invoke a prayer to them, a
silent one of course:

— 0 please come alive, make yourselves seen
and heard - O please be friends with these people as you
are with us. Please tell them, O ye Gods whom my
ancestors had worshipped 1n days gone by, that you too
have become the disciples of the Buddha along with us
and that you have taken upon yourselves to be the
custodians of the Buddha’s teaching that 1s why you all
are on this pagoda platiorm.

— "0 please make these people understand that
you are fellow beings like the humans on this endless
journey on the round of rebirth and that there 1s every
chance that we must have met in the past lives - and above
all please tell them that you, though unseen, share the
continuity of life with us humans”.

My incantation does not make the dragon uncoil
itselt nor the ogre step down gracefully like a panther on
the prowl, nor the figures of the celestials fly up and soar
in the air. But they become alive, nudging me to tell their
story. and pressing me to go on and on, and often
prompting me when I strut and fret my story-telling hour,
which my good friends tell me, 1s the finest hour. Then
come the questions and comments.

— “Are these stories written down?”’
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— “Some of them, in Myanmar language, and
mostly in disparate form. Most of them are handed down
from generation to generation. The best parts are from
the oral tradition”.

— “Someone should compile them and put them
into English”. Of all the vanities of human wishes, I am
vain enough to think that that someone must be me.

Once I began, my world became more and more
peopled with mythical beings and spirits of all shapes and
sizes, Nats, as they are called, in Myanmar language. In
Pali, the original language of Buddhism, they are called
devas. They are also of various levels of power and
goodness, as they are of various shapes and sizes. In this
wonderland of Pagoda legends no one could but get
involved with nats or spirits. One has only to be 1n
Myanmar for a few hours to hear the word nat mentioned.

~ Nats are everywhere in various guises. Things of
nature, like rivers, streams, hills, trees and forests all have
nats guarding them. To the Myanmar Buddhist nats are
real and alive though unseen. On second thought, perhaps
sometimes they can be seen, 1f only one recognizes them
for what they are.

[ have very good reason to believe that these
legends would never have been written down but for the
help of nats. One of them I recognize in his manifestation:
he has taken the form of a man with boundless energy
ana enthusiasm, named A Ko Htein Win who 1s more
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than a big brother to me. He casts his spell on me, often
cajoling me out of my tardy ways - a feat no-one less
than a nar could have achieved. Under his mystic gudance
| weave yarns out of the moon beams, ofien losing myself
in the will-o-the-wisp. I hope these legends will give the
reader golden hours of enchantment and pleasure.

This hope of giving the readers golden hours of
pleasure would not have been possible without illustrations
created by someone who 1s as much, 1f not more,
submerged in these myths. It took a good rnar like Ko
Htein Win to find that one. He had long been
contemplating on what we should do, until one day he
suggested Paw Oo Thet.

So Paw Oo Thet 1t had to be, to play his part in
this venture of conjuring up the magic of the legends.
Only he who 1s a native of Mandalay, the last royal capital
of Myanmar and the centre of Myanmar culture, and who
grew up amidst the well loved traditions of the Myanmar,
could have done this.

Before we proceed further into our wonderland,
[ would like to introduce briefly some of, the characters
who will be met throughout this book.
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THAGYARMIN

The King of nats; he lives in the
sky regions above. He 1s
custodian of the Buddha’s
teaching and 1s expected to
participate in all human activities
that are 1n the cause of
Buddhism.
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HERMIT

One of the important charac-
ters iIn Myanmar legends. He
may be a nobleman or prince
who has renounced worldly life
to devote his life to contempla-
- tion

BILU, or OGRE and
OGRESS

These beings also have
supernormal powers. They can
take any form and often take
the human form and get
themselves involved in human
affairs. The females are also

attractive characters 1n
romances.
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These are celestials or devas.
They are of several levels,
starting from those who live 1n
the sky abodes, and to those
who stay close to human
abodes. This 1s the guardian of
trees, nnvers, mountains, and other
objects of nature.

11
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LAWGYL.

Ths character 1s a rather complex one. He began as a human
male who practised austerities and contemplation. He
collected magic herbs and concocted things like magic
stones, wands and medicines. When he attained the state of
a Zuwgvi, he took anew form, a glamorous figure 1n flaming
red robes with a magic wand 1n hand. The human shell he
left behind was the size of a seven month old baby. It emitted
a smell of npe bananas. If anyone found 1t and ate it such a

person would be endowed with super-strength and
invulnerability. '

A Zawgy 1s endowed with supernormal powers,
like flying in the air, walking on water, going underground.
He can also, create things like flying chariots. Above all,
he 1s blessed with longevity of life that runs into centuries
and what is more important, eternal youth and vitality. He is
a permanent character on the marionette stage.



Chapter Two

A Land of Pagodas

Myanmar, The Land of Pagodas, you will find pagodas
wherever you go. Some golden and towering like the
great Shwedagon 1n Yangon; others small and
whitewashed, on hilltops or flat lands among green paddy
fields. They come in all sizes, shapes and conditions.
Pagodas are not merely places of religious worship and
rituals; for that matter, ritual worship has no place in
Buddhist teaching. It is the human need to express
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devotion to and adoration of the Buddha and his teaching
that manifests itself in the act of building pagodas and in
making ceremonial offerings before the shrines. Pagodas
are also centres of social activities. They are places for
communal alms-giving at proper seasons, people
contributing in cash or in kind.

Every pagoda. has an annual festival, and all such
festivals are trade fairs and clan gatherings. Vendors
from all over the country come with their wares. Long
winding rows of temporary stalls built of bamboo and
thatch blossom forth with colourful goods. The revenues
from the stalls are a source of income for the upkeep
and repair of the pagodas.

Traders-cum-pilgnms contrnibute voluntary funds
to the pagoda. In this way, good business 1s done, and
at the same time, spiritual needs are satisfied. It is a
meritorious deed to give away part of one’s earnings
to the pagoda. “Live and eat like the crow who eats
with one eye on the food and the other eye alert to the
dangers”. This 1s the advice given to the lay folk by the
religious teachers. The Myanmar Buddhist is alert to the
dangers of meanness of spirit that could send one to the
lower states of rebirth 1n afterlife. Thus even while he is
occupied 1in the mundane business of making money, he
gives away something from what he earns to a good
cause. Buddhism 1s a way of life that can be practised
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by the common folk even though they may be ‘unlearned
and unschooled’.

Pagodas and People

Pagodas are maintained mostly by voluntary
contributions from the people. It 1s amazing how well 1t
1S done with only voluntary contributions. There 1s
comparatively little or no help from the state or any
other institutions. Pagodas are hence very much part
of the community. Pagodas play a memorable part in
the life of a Myanmar Buddhist. As a child, he trots
along with adults to the pagoda, where he bows down
at the shrine and recites verses 1n praise of the Buddha. He
sweeps the grounds, puts fresh flowers in the vases, lights
candles and runs about in glee. He 1s allowed to roam
freely, playing or munching his snacks. Very little restraint
1s put on him - so long as he keeps away from the older
folk doing their contemplation.

On the precincts of the pagodas are paintings and
sculptures, depicting the important episodes in the life
of the Buddha. These representations excite the
children’s interest and they cannot but learn the basics of
Buddhism with little effort and lots of fun. Adults also brush
up their scriptural knowledge as they cope with the children’s
questions. There is a free and easy atmosphere all round,
and what may be lacking in solemnity and sedateness 1s



16 A Wonderland of Pagoda Legends

well redeemed by the happy affectionate closeness
created between the pagodas and the people of all age
eroups, and of course consequently with the teaching of

the Buddha.

Pagodas are not lifeless monuments

Pagodas are not lifeless monuments; but they are
very much alive with people of all ages and s1zes. Pagodas
are teeming with life, more so perhaps, than one might
imagine. There are more than pilgrims on the pagoda
grounds than those that meet the eye. One cannot go
into the pagoda precincts without encountering mythical
beings in human forms as well as in fantastic shapes of
dragons and ogres.

When the culturally confused stranger asks what
these mythical beings are doing on the pagoda platform,
perhaps as preposterous as the statues of Zeus or Venus
might be on the consecrated grounds of a Christian
church, the answer invanably will be:

—""T'hey are the guardian nats of the pagoda.”

While visiting pagodas - or anywhere else 1n
Mya.amar for that matter - one will hear ‘nats* mentioned
every now and then.\

— “What are nats?”
— “They are spints.”
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This answer, according to the Myanmar, should
take care of all the implications and complications of
the matter.

One is bewildered by the presence of what he
takes to be animistic symbols on the pagoda ground,
the Myanmar themselves are no less so by queries as
to what nats are doing at a pagoda. Why, nats are
there; they have been with us for generations, so why
shouldn’t they be? Nats, like humans, are also the
disciples of the Buddha. One might as well ask why
there are people on the pagoda platforms. No wonder
some western scholars insist that Buddhism in Myanrnar is
only a veneer and that the Myanmar are animists. Others
say that Buddhism as practised in Myanmar 1s mixed up
with spirit worship. But neither 1s true.

Who and what are nats?

Buddhists accept the existence of nats or spirits
or devas, not as dieties for worship, but as a class of
beings, like humans. This acceptance is rooted in the
basic Buddhist teaching, which is that all sentient beings,
humans, nats and animals are fellow beings going round
the cycle of rebirth.

Each being 1s born and reboin in the life or state
decided by his own actions, good or bad. The state of
being a nat of high or low level is just one of the planes
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of existence in the cycle of rebirth. The epithet nar
covers all levels of spirits, high and low, good and evil.

Nats are supposed to have supernormal
powers, like the power of moving at will and changing
into any form they wish. It does not tollow, however,
that all nats are good; goodness and power do not
always go together in the world of nats, as anywhere
else.

Nats are not immortals like the Greek gods. Their
life span 1s much longer than humans. In spite of the long
span of life and supernormal powers, they are still on the
journey of birth and rebirth. They too are subject to
death, decay and sorrow. They are as much in need of
salvation as are humans. In this way, nats, as fellow
beings, share the kinship and continuity of life with humans.

Because their blisstul state lasts only as long as
the torce of their good deeds lasts, good nats are anxious
to' reintorce their good deeds. One way to do that is to
take interest in t.umans, inspiring them to do good. When
someone remembers to do a good deed, he says,
‘Some good nar must be telling me to do this’. Humans
also call upon nats to help them do good deeds.

When visiting pagodas the kinship between nats
and humans 1s more in evidence. The mythical figures
on the pagoda platform are there to welcome the
pilgrims and look after their welfare. Pilgrims pay their
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respects to the guardian nats, as they might to a host
when visiting, wish them well and say “ahmya”, which
means please have a share of the merit gained by us as
a result of our good deeds on the pagoda. This saying of
“ahmya’” is important, because, according to the Buddhist
teaching, to rejoice in the good deeds of others i1s 1n
itself a deed of merit. When some merit-doer says
“ahmya’”, the one who hears says “thardu’ well done,
In response. In this way the one who says “thardu” also
gains a share of merit, because he rejoices in the other’s
good deed.

In the Buddhist way of thinking, there are spirits
of all levels who wish to hear someone say “ahmya”
so that they can say “thardu’™ and the good act will
elevate them to a higher state of rebirth. Pilgrims always
say “ahmya’” so that all the spirits on the pagoda platform
can rejoice and gain merit too. In this way pilgrims can
also gain the good will and help of the Nats. It is good
to teel that one has friends seen and unseen on the pagoda
grounds or anywhere, so long as one is willing to let others
share one’s good deeds.

Here, it may not be out of place to mention a
social custom, which is widely different from that of
the West. People here in Myanmar tell of the good
deeds they have done to their friends, so that they can
rejoice over them and gain merit too; it is a way of
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sharing the merit one gains by doing a good deed. A
person of a different culture might easily take 1t for a
tendency to show off.

Since a Myanmar trip means visiting pagodas,
one could start with the great Shwedagon, the majestic
shining stupa in Yangon. But then, 1t might be more fitting
to visit a smaller pagoda in the suburban area. The reason
will be obvious as you go into the precincts, of that
pagoda, called the Mair Lamu Pagoda.



Chapter Three

Yangon: Gateway to the
Wonderland
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The gateway to the wonderland of Pagoda legends 1s
Yangon, a town that has its own share of urban ugliness -
steel and concrete, asphalt and noise. This might seem
quite Incongruous.

The great golden majestic Shwedagon looks on
from the hill. But, forbear, traveller, not yet, if you please;
because you cannot begin to enjoy the wonder of the.

Y59 Y
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ereat pagoda until you have met the mythical beings who
were involved in its creation. They, these mythical beings.
are still extant as you will soon find out.

The satellite town of Okkalapa is named after the
lependary king and founder of the kingdom of Dagon, as
Yangon was called in days of yore. He was the king who
was the builder of the stupa which later rose to be the
Shwedagon of today.

MAl LAMU PAGODA

Mai Lamu Pagoda in North Okkalapa 1s the
Shangrila where the story of King Ukkalapa’s mother.
an ethereal maid of the woodlands, unfolds.

The place where the Pagoda stands today was
an untamed rain forest, interspersed with tidal creeks.
the habitat ot crocodiles, as tigers and other beasts
wandered on land. There an old hermit lived; so great
was his compassion and loving kindness that he lived in
peace with the fearsome denizens of the wilds.

The birth of Mat Lamu

(ne day wandering in the woods, the hermir
saw an uncommonly large fruit on a Lamu tree
(sonneratia caseolaris) the kind that grew in profusion
in the marshes. He brought it to the hermitage. Days
later. a beautiful maid came out of the fruit. It was
no wonder to the hermit who was familiar with the
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ways of his time: ne
knew only too well
that the creatures of
fairy tales, so pure
and chaste, could
only be brought into § s
the world in this B
immaculate manner. |

The hermir | 4
guessed that the girl I &
had been sent by ' B
good, benevolent | ==
Nats (spirits) so that e
he could have | ool
someone to look
after him in his old
age. He called the girl
Mai Lamu after the

Jfruit whence she came. She was a good daughter to
the old nermit. She gathered fruits and fetched water
and did chores around the hermitage.

It so happened that Mai Lamu had a greater
mission to fulfill than looking after the old hermit.
One day Thagyarmin, king of the celestials above,
found that his downy couch, which was so soft that

he sank to his waist when he sat on it, had become as
hard as a stone slab. This was a portentious warning

The Statue of Mal Lamu
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that he had something very important (o do in the
cause of the Buddha s teaching

This often happened, because Thagyarmin was
the custodian of the Buddha’s teaching as he had been so
commissioned by the Buddha on his deathbed. It 1s
(present tense 1s used, because Buddhists believe that it 1s
so even today) Thagyarmin’s duty to see that people live
according to the Buddha’s Way and also help and
participate in activities in the cause of Buddhism.

King Ukkalapa and the Dagon Kingdom
Thagyarmin, awakened from his godly
pleasures, looked down on the abode of humans and
saw that the place where the hermit and his daughter
lived would rise up to be a prosperous city called
Dagon, where the Buddha s teaching would flourish,
and that Mai Lamu was destined to bear the son who
later would be founder and ruler of Dagon kingdom
Then Thagyarmin realized the part he had to
play, namely, 1o be Mai Lamu's lover and father of
her illustrious son. So he took the form of a young
man (handsome, of course) and manifested himself
near the hermitage. He wooed and won Mai Lamu,
and with the consent of her hermit father married her
T'hagyarmin could not stay in the abode of
humany for long. He had to go back to the celestial
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regions above. Mai Lamu, pining for her lover, fell
sick. Thagyarmin sent his trusty servant with a cask
of holy water to Mai Lamu. The messenger took the
form of a dove, and as he flew to where his master's
[ove was, he was attacked by a hawk, who was none
other than Thagyarmin's jealous queen.

Some drops of water fell into the sea, but the
messenger managed to save the rest which duly
reached Mai Lamu. She revived, and a son was born.
Thagyarmin saw that the young prince, named
Ukkalapa, grew up as a future kmg should, sending
messengers to teach |
him all the princely
arts. He helped him
found the kingdom
of Dagon, which
grew to be a
prosperous state
under his rule.

The likenesses of
Thagyarmin and Mai
Lamu stand today on
the precincts of the
pagoda which, as the
legend goes, was built
by Mai Lamu. For

Mai Lamu Pagoda
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many decades. the pagoda was lost among the growth of
trees and bushes and its re-discovery 1s as fantastic as the

story of 1ts building.

The re-discovery of Mai Lamu Pagoda

Sometime in the 1950°s. a young matron had a
dream 1n which she met a good nar who told her to clear
a certain spot and to repair the ancient stupa so discovered.
She told her dream to reverent monks and lay devotees
who immediately went on with the work of clearing the
woodland.

They did not have to wait long to discover the
remains of an old stupa. which had been clawed through
by the predatory roots of a gnarled tree. Even if it were
no miracle to find an ancient stupa among bushes and
trees 1n this land of pagodas, 1t 1s by no means a small
miracle to turn the place into a wonderland of aspired
pagodas and sculptured figures. all done by voluntary
donations starting with the smallest denomination of pyas.

Mai Lamu Pagoda is an overture to the Myanmar
Buddhist legends - a blend of religious faith, superstition,
folk culture and animistic beliefs. Near the entrance stands
the statue of a venerable gentleman in traditional colourful
silk costume; he 1s a good nat, with his finger pomtmg
towards the pagoda.

There 1s a smooth round piece of rock in front of
that figure. This good nat 1s also an oracle: one might try
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to find an answer to some important question with his
help. One just makes a small offering of tlowers and
respectfully recites a simple formula: “Please say that |
shall get my wish by making the stone uncommonly
heavy”. One then lifts the stone to see it there 1s any
‘uncommon heaviness’. Then, one reverses the formula
and says ‘“Please show that I shall get my wish by making
the stone as light,as teathers’ and again sees what happens.

Maybe it 1s all wishful thinking and self-hypnotism
- but 1t 1s more fun than pulling out the petals *of a daisy
reciting: “He loves me, he loves me not™!

Wandering among the tableaux of sculptures each
of which tells an episode or story, the pilgrim 1s drawn
into the Myanmar Buddhist system of cosmos and infinity
of time. If the story of the building of Mai Lamu pagoda
dates back far beyond authenticity, a stickler for facts
might be even more aghast to be taken backward into
the abyss of time.

One of the sculpture groups shows the Buddha
and his disciples walking in line towards a young hermit
who lies prone right in the way. It is the Dipankara Buddha
declaring that the young hermit would come forth into the
world as Gotama Buddha, after eons and several world
cycles had passed.

Even as the visitor tries to work out how many
Buddhas there might be - Buddhists believe that a Buddha
comes forth once in several world cycles, each cycle
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spanning several eons - attention is attracted to the figure
of a girl. with lotus flowers in hand. paying respects to
the Buddha.

She is the weaver maid. who upon hearing the
Buddha s proclamation, was so moved that she made
a wish 1o the Buddha that she might be the young
hermit s helpmare throughout his long journey of
rebirthys as he strove to attain Buddhahood. It is a love
story that lusted millions of rebirths, until the pair was
reborn as Prince Siddhattha and Princess Yododhara,
nwentv-five centuries ago, within the memory of
recorded lime.

1'his story should prepare the visitor for more
stories wherein characters are born and reborn 1n various
guises all accompanied by the deeds and wishes they
had made as they progress through the cycle of rebirths.
This principle of rebirth, one basis of Buddhist teaching,
permeates all the legends.

The crocodile Nga Moe Yeik

One favourite place for children on the pagoda
precincts is the figure of a huge sculptured crocodile,
terrible in its litelikeness and yet so harmless. Children
enjoy rnding on 1ts back and often put their hands into the
immense jaws. Perhaps 1t was like that in those days when
King Ukkalapa was a small boy.

The tigure represents the crocodile named Nga
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Moe Yeik. ““Rain Cloud Shadow”. He was not an ordinary
crocodile. He was born of the mother crocodile who
swallowed the drops of holy water when they tell into the
seas as the messenger was carrying the cask, the gift of
her celestial lover Thagyarmin, to Mai Lamu.

So Nga Moe Yeik the crocodile was, 1in a way, a
kinsman to King Ukkalapa, whose playmate he was. It
one stands up on the crocodile figure and looks east one
can see a thin line of stream tlowing into the Yangon river.
[t 1s the tidal creek where Min Nandar, King Ukkalapa's
young son. waited for Nga Moe Yeik.

Prince Min Nandar and princess Mway Noon

Nga Moe Yeik was to serve the young prince as
more than a playmate. Later, Min Nandar, long past
childish games, became a lover sighing like a furnace.
impatient for Nga Moe Yelk to carry him across the river
to Thanlyin where his love Princess Mway Noon waited
in her lonely tower,

Every night Aga Moe Yeik took the young prince
on his back across the river to Thanlyin and back to
Dagon. Min Nandar had to keep the affair secret trom his
tather. tearing his anger. King Ukkalapa would certainly
not be amused by his son and heir getting entangled with
a girl who was not even considered fit to be taken into the

royal city of her own father, who kept her out on a lonely
beach.
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The circumstances of her birth kept Princess
Mway Noon outside the royal city. Her motner died
while Mway Noon was still unborn; and when the
body was taken outside the citv to be cremated people
saw that the baby inside her was still alive. So the
baby was removed alive and well, but custom would
not allow one born on the cemelery ground 1o be taken
into the royal city. The sorrowing king of Thanlyin
therefore built a tower on the beach and let Mway
Noon be reared and brought up in the best possible
way. She grew up to be a maid of uncommon beauty
and her father showered gifts on her and she was
given every luxury as a princess, everything except
the right to enter the royal city.

So Princess Mway Noon, with all her beauty
and charm, lived in the lonely tower with no other
companions excep! her maids and servants. Her
lonesome days were over when the handsome prince
Min Nandar came riding-on-the crocodile s back over
the rolling waves; a lover of such fantastic glamour
no girl had ever seen or loved. So every night Min
Nandar, riaing on Nga Moe Yeik s back, came to Mway
Noon s tower.

When Min Nandar s nocturnal activities came
to be known by his father the king, he was enraged
As King and father he could not let his royal line be
larnished by his amorous son's misalliance with the
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girl of the cemetery. So he commanded that there were
to be no more trips to Thanlyin and Nga Moe Yeik
was forbidden to help the-love-sick boy on any
account. Min Nandar pined for his love. Pale and
wan, he begged Nga Moe Yeik to carry him to the
other side of the river just once, for the last time, he
said. Nga Moe Yeik could not but comply. Little did
Min Nandar reaiize that that fateful trip was to be
the last; mistrust and treachery awaited him

Mway Noon, lonely and sorrowful in the
absence of her lover, tried to find solace in talking 1o
her maid, who was secretly in love with Min Nandar
Jealous and resentful, the maid planned to destroy
the lovers. When the princess talked of her lovers
tenderness and love the maid hinted that the prince
did not love her as he should. Mway Noon insisted
that there was nothing in the world her love would
not do to show his love for her. This was the cue for
the jealous maid, she asked: ‘Has he ever allowed
you to lie on his right side and let your head rest on
hisright arm? ’:

The princess was shaken by the realization
that her lover had never allowed her to do that. But
she tried to convince the maid, and more important
than anything, herself, that it was just nothing, not
important; it did not mean a thing. The maid insisted
that she should test her lover by asking that favour
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of him.

That night the union of the lovers was marred
by the shadow of doubt and mistrust. Mway Noon
saw for herself that her seductive attempts to lie on
her lover s right side were tactfully but firmly foiled.
She finally asked why she was never allowed to do
that. Min Nandar was evasive. He could not very well
tell her that he had been told by astrologers that he
was endowed with charisma which lay in his rignt arm,
and that he must never allow a woman of low caste
to touch it for fear of losing it altogether. Great harm
would be the outcome. ’

Min Nandar tried to divert the princess's
attention by telling wonderful stories of his aventures
on the seas as he cruised on his trusty Nga Moe Yeik's
back. But the princess was not in the mood for stories.
She was now convinced that her lover had wooed and
won ner the way most men did - without any serious
intention; what her maid said must be only too true.
The prince was greatly moved when he saw the princess
crushed by nis refusal. He could not bear to see her
grief. He could not have the princess think that all his
tenderness and protestations were but the way of a
man with a maid. Above all, he could not have his
honour questioned, he was not a man who had played
false.

So he consented. The moment Mway Noon lay
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her head on his right arm a ball of light exploded and
flew away - the prince s charisma gone. The princess,
however, was happy that her lover had testified his
love and believed that the light must be manifestation
of his faith and loyalty.

At midnight Min Nandar tore himself away
from his love and came to the shore where Nga Moe
Yeik was waiting to carry him across. Suddenly a fierce
storm broke out. Since daylight was well neigh, Min
Nandar could not wait, for he knew his angry father

would be waiting for him. He must get home before
dawn.

Therefore, he rode on Nga Moe Yeik's back as
usual and crossed the river. When they were right in
the middle of the river, the storm grew more
tempestuous, and Min Nandar could not keep his
seat,* he began slipping off the crocodile’s back as
huge waves beat right and left

It was then that Nga Moe Yeik suggested that
the prince should get into his jaws, it would be safer
for the prince and quicker for the crocodile to swim
across the river and get to Dagon before the king found
out his son§ escapade. Min Nandar, already feeling
low because he knew that he had lost his charisma,
was shaken by Nga Moe Yeik's words. Could he trust
a crocodile - a blood thirsty reptile - though a playmate
in childhood and faithful servant in his mature years?



34 A Wonderland of Pagoda Legends

The raging of the winds and waters around Min
Nandar was nothing compared to the violent storm
of mistrust that raged in his heart. He tarried for a
moment, and that moment was not the one to be lost,
he fell into the surging river and drowned.

The faithful Nga Moe Yeik tried to save him
but when he managed to pick up his young master, he
was already dead. In great sorrow the crocodile carried
the pnince's body back to the Dagon side, where the
irate king waited. His anger turned to sorrow when
he saw his son dead. People gathered on the beach
and mourned with the king for the ‘expectancy and
rose of fair state ", as he lay on the pyre ready to be
cremated.

By that time, Mway Noon had heard the sad
news of her lover s death. She had more than grief to
bear, the treacherous maid confronted her with the
guilt of Min Nandar s death, because the princess had
caused him to lose his charisma he could not overcome
the danger of storm and waves.

This was the unkindest cut that pierced the
princess s heart; overcome with sorrow and remorse,
she died looking across the river to where her lover s
body lay. Her body was laid on the beach where her
lover used to land every night

Cremation of the lovers started at the same
time. The column of smoke from Min Nandar s pyre
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on Dagon side rose billowing up the sky and floated
across the river to Thanlyin side.

While people were saying that it must be Min
Nandar s spirit going to where his heart was, a
clamour of voices came forth as people cried out in
wonder at yel another stream of smoke rising from
Mway Noon s pyre on the Thanlyin side.

The curling fumes dashed and leaped forward
to join Min Nandar s spirit, forming an archway across
the river - lovers united in death. The tragic story of
their love today lives in stories, plays and songs, the
best quoted lines from an old song are:

“Mway Noon and Min Nandar,
Only 1n hereafter,
United they are,
In the smoke archway,
- Overthenver*

There 1s yet another thread of the story to wind
up; the story of the faithful servant Nga Moe Yeik the
crocodile, on whose likeness children play today. King
Ukkalapa ordered him to suffer the extreme penalty. He
was reborn as a wandering spirit. Later in consideration
for his loyalty and services, the king granted Nga Moe
Yeik, the spirit, the right to administer the locality around
the tidal creek, which today bears his name.

When Nga Moe Yeik was executed he had his
friends go and tell the sad news to a girl named Ma
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Shwe Pwint (" Golden Blossom"), who was a native
of Ye-kin near Dagon. Nga Moe Yeik once saw her by
the river and had fallen in love with her. So he took
the form of a young man and pretended to be a dealer
in gems. He wooed and won the girl and married her
with her father s consent. They had a young son, Ma
Shwe Pwint came to the place of execution and took
the bones and enshrined them in a pagoda.

It 1s today called Nga Moe Yeik Pagodaand itis
situated at ninth mile on Pyay Road in Yangon. One
peculiarity of the pagoda 1s that the annual festival 1s
celebrated not on the waxing days of the moon like all
other pagodas but on the waning days; because 1t was
built in great sorrow.

A bridge that was also named after Nga Moe
Yeik was the favourite target of Allied aerial attacks during
the World War 11. But it was not those bombings that
ended the old bridge, even though hundreds of bomb
craters could be seen around 1t after the War ended.
People say that the bridge had not been hit even by stray
shrapnel because the spirit of Nga Moe Yeik guarded it
so well. Those with imagination say that the spirit caught
every bomb that fell and threw it away from the bridge;
and that Nga Moe Yeik was able to do so with his super-
tentacles created for the job. Whatever the reason, the
old bridge remained intact until it was removed to make
way for a new one, bearing the same name, Nga Moe
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Yeik bndge.

The likeness of Nga Moe Yeik can be seen on
the steps of the southern stairway to the Shwedagon
Pagoda. The story of Shwedagon begins on the precincts
of Mai Lamu Pagoda where a tableau of sculptures tells
how the Buddha had given some of his hairs to two
brothers who travelled overland to India. Now we return
to Mai1 Lamu Pagoda. A footpath leads the pilgrim along
a small lake which mirrors a huge sitting Buddha; Two
young men sit at the Buddha’s feet. The Buddha’s hand
stretches towards one of them with a gift of hairs. The
brothers’ namesTaphussa and Phalika, live today as
important characters in the building of the Shwedagon
Pagoda, along with King Ukkalapa whose patronage and
efforts did great service to the teaching of the Buddha.

Now our narrative turns to Shwedagon.

SHWEDAGON

Under the cool shelter of the gabled roof, the
pilgrnim slowly ascends the stairway on the northern side
of the pagoda. Stretched fuli length on the balustrade 1s
the huge sculptured likeness of Nga Moe Yeik the
Crocodile, and old friend. The pilgrim reaches the top ot
the hill where a smooth tiled platform opens out under
the sky, where the great stupa stands. The pilgrim has yet
to pick up the threads of the story of the two merchant
brothers right there from the carving overhead.
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Between the two massive pillars, a series of wood
carvings hangs like a heavily embroidered drapery at a
doorway. Groups of human and animal figures are
surrounded by layers of delicately chiseled tlowers, leaves
and foliage, which fall gracefully like folds of a scalloped
edge of a window curtain.

To the nght is the carving that shows a caravan ot
bullack carts led by the two merchant brothers Taphissa
and Phalika being stopped by a nat. He 1s a good nat
who had been a kinsman of the brothers in their former
birth. He gives them the glad news of Prince Siddattha of
the Sakkya clan attaining Enlightenment as Buddha. The
nat then guides them to the place where the Buddha sits
under the Bodhi tree.

The story then moves to a carving which shows
the Buddha sitting under the Bodhi tree with the merchant
brothers by his side. The brothers are offering honey cakes
to the Buddha, who has not got a receptacle to receive
them. Since it 1s not meant that the Buddha should receive
the gift with his bare hands, Thagyarmin came and made
an offering of a bowl made of stone.

The Legend
T'his is the beginning of the story of the
Shwedagon Pagoda. The brothers hearing the Buddha

teach the Path to Cessation of Suffering, were so filled
with ecstasy that they could not bear to come away,
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until the Buddha gave them the 8 Hair relics and an
important mission for them to fulfil, namely to be
instrumental in the building of the Shwedagon
Pagoda.

It was a great moment, for, the Eight Hairs
were to be the making of a kingdom and an ever
enduring foundation of faith that would shape the
destiny of a people. As the brothers took the Hairs in
their hands, the Hairs shone forth in a thousand
brilliant hues that illumined the woodlands. The earth
(rembled with joy and wonder and the resounding
clamour arose as the seas and oceans leapt forth in
exultation. Mount Meru, the abode of Thagyarmin
and his nats bowed its head in reverence. All the nats
let forth a joyous “Well done, Well done. *

The Buddha s parting mandate for the brothers
was that the Hairs must be enshrined on a hill called
Singuttara Hill in their own native land; because it
was on that hill that the possessions of the three
preceding Buddhas had been enshrined

The brothers return to Dagon (Yangon)

The brothers tore themselves from the
Buddha s presence with hands raised reverently above
their heads. they walked without taming their backs
until the Buddha was well beyond their thoughts. The
next thing that came to mind was that they did not
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have a receptacle worthy of the Hair Relics. That
moment Thagvarmin, realizing that no man-made thing
would be gaod enough for the Relics, brought a casket
inlaid with emeralds. The brothers joyfully placed the
Hairs in it. A stand of rubies was created by the
Thagyarmin to receive the casket. Thagyarmin's
servant Vissakamma, the architect, created a
decorated pathway for the brothers’ caravan of
bullock carts and Thagyarmin himself guided the-way
as they journeyed towards the seashore where a golden
ship awaited them, as arranged by the Thagyarmin.
So the brothers set sail for the seaport town where
King Ukkalapa had made splendid preparations to
welcome the Relics.

King Ukkalapa was already beside himself
with joy, even as he heard the news of the Buddha's
coming forth to teach His Law. Such words as the
Buddha, the Enlightened One, His Law were to him
like the sweet chimes of the silver bells from a distant
land. His heart was awakened as if some great
potential he had built up all through his former lives

had suddenly blossomed forth. King Ukkalapa realized
the mission he had to fulfil. He must build a stupa
worthy of enshrining the Hair Relics. A stupa that
would stand throughout the centuries, centre of
activities in the cause of Buddhism. From his high
tower, the king looked towards the sea waiting for the



Yangon: Gateway to the Wonderland 41

ship to come. He had the road from the royal city of
Dagon to the seashore decorated with banana and
sugar cane stalks and flowering shrubs, and festoons
of scented flowers hung overhead

As the news of the ship’s coming was
announced by the sound of drums and cymbals, the
king rode on his caparisoned white elephant to the
seashore attended by his courtiers. The king boarded
the ship and viewed the Hairs as they lay in the emerald
caskel. So great was the king s joy to see the beams of
iridescent light letting forth from the relics that he
desired to cut off his head to make an offering. Nothing
less would do, he thought. The queen and the courtiers
stayed his hand, reminding him that he had yet a great
mission to fulfill. Who else but he, a great king could
be able to discover the Singuttara Hill and enshrine
the Relics? The king, therefore made an offering of
his crown studded with 16000 gems.

The next day, the king ordered the city criers (o
beat the drum with the proclamation that anyone who
could tell where the Singuttara Hill was would be richly
rewarded. For seven days no one came forth to claim
the reward. The king and the merchant brothers are
greatly afflicted. They could not place the Hairs in
any place since it would be contrary to the Buddha's

word. Now they found themselves at the end of their
means.
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Singuttara Hill

It was an occasion for the Thagyarmins downy
couch to harden like a stone. He looked down on the
human abode and knew that his help was now
required. His trusty servant Visakkama and other nats
cleared the untamed jungle around the city of Dagon,
so that the Singuttara Hill stood prominent for all 1o
see.

That night the merchant brothers dreamed that
they saw the Singuttara Hill. At dawn, guided by good
nats, they went to the place, and sure enough they
could see the hill. They joyfully sent word to the king,
who could not believe that the clearing of the jungle
had been done in one night by the nats. It would take
centuries if done by human hands.

The king rode nis white elephant round the hill
clockwise three times as a mark of reverence. He had
been told by the good nats that Singuttara Hill was a
distinguished hill sanctified by the praise of the three
former Buddhas. The hill had seven names, and each
name bespeaks of some wonder, like for instance, the
abundance of grain, flowers and treasures. The most
hopeful and cheering name of all says that bitter
enemies chasing each other for a kill would be loving
friends, once they came upon the hill. and that nothing
prevails but peace and loving kindness. The personal
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possessions of the three former Buddhas were buried
on the hill and they had to be unearthed, to be
enshrined together with the Hair Relics of the Gotama
Buddha. Again it was beyond human effort.

Thagyarmin did come to help but this time he could
do but little.

Though Thagyarmin's lifespan runs into millions
in terms of human life, he had not been, around long
enough to remember the Three Buddhas; the only thing
he could do was to make enquiries among the goodly
company of nats who had come for the great occasion
of the building of the stupa and paying homage to the
Hair Relics. Even among nats it was no easy thing (o
find someone old enough to have seen the preceding

Buddhas, and more important than that, to have
remembered them.

Sule Nat

Finally, Thagyarmin came upon four very
ancient nats ; one of them was Sule Nat whose likeness
one sees on the precincts of Sule Pagoda in the centre
of Yangon, a pagoda named after him. Sule Nat was a
powerful ogre in the time of Kakusanna Buddha, his

daily fare was a live elephant. Once hunting for his
food, he came upon the Buddha, who he thought would
have to do for his meal that day.

Exhausted after an uncommonly hard day
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hunting for an elephant, the ogre was impatient for
his meal. The quiet, calm human who was in front of
him would be an easy prey. But he found that he could
not come within arm s length of the Buddha. The ogre
found himself up against someone he could not
approach, let alone overcome. Not that his adversary
put up any resistance, that figure of an ascetic, clad
only in his worn robes of jute, and with nothing in
hand but a staff. The ogre thought that it must be
some uncanny power in the staff which prevented him
from coming near the Buddha. So he expressed a desire
to have that staff

The Buddha told him that he must keep five

precepts for seven years if he wanted that staff. Among
the five precepts was taking life from which the ogre
did not have any inclination to abstain. He said seven
years was too long for him to go without food. He
wanted the staff, so he bargained. The Buddha did
not give in too easily. It was only after a long parley
of arguing and protestations, which the ogre had to
bear on an empty stomach, that the Buddha agreed
upon the ogre s abstinence for seven days.

The ogre kept the precepts for seven days, at
the end of which he became well established in the
teaching of the Buddha. His enormous fangs fell to
the ground and with them his ferocity. The Buddha
gave him the staff as promised, but the tamed ogre
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received it as a relic to be revered and not as
something he could use to hunt for his food

Yohani and other Nats

Next in seniority of age was Yohani Nat, who
during time of Kanagunna Buddha was an ogre. He
too was likewise tamed, and he received a water
dipper from the Buddha. The third one, Dekkhina Nat,
was an ogre during the time of Kassapha Buddha,
and he in the same manner became a devotee of the
Buddha- He was given the Buddha's bathrobe. The
three ogres, now very good nats commissioned the
fourth nat, Hmawbi Nat, to look after the relics. So
he took them and buried them on the Singuttara Hill.

All the nats and men were wonder struck by
the news. Now that Thagyarmin knew where to look
for the relics of the former Buddhas, he directed his
nats to dig a tunnel on top of the Singuttara Hill. The
tunnel was 60 feet in depth, length and breadth. The
staff, the water dipper and the bathrobe were
discovered and brought out for nats and men to see
and revere.

More rejoicings followed, it was not every day
that people could see the relics of the three Buddhas
in one place at the same time. Thagyarmin brought
six slabs of stone; one was of diamond colour and
sheen; others were of the colours silver, pearl, gold
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and sapphire; they were for walling, and the last, the
ruby coloured one was reserved for the final touch,
the closing on the top.

The creation of the pagoda

Jubilant days followed, as nats and men filled
gems knee deep in the tunnel. Solid gold pillars were
planted on the bed of gems; they formed a support
fora gold couch. Four smaller gold couches, each with
a ruby-studded couch on top, were put on it to form a
base for the gold ship, which was the exact replica of
the one in which the merchant brothers carried the
relics.

On board the ship were four pavilions studded
with rubies, and each was fitted with a tiered roof,
relics of the former Buddhas were placed one in each
pavilion. The fourth pavilion'was for the Hair Relics
of the Gotama Buddha. The centre piece in the fourth
pavilion was the ruby casket holding the Hair Relics;
it hung on a solid gold pole carried on the shoulders
of the figures of the merchant brothers. Around them
were gold figures of King Ukkalapa, his mother Mai
Lamu, Thagyarmin, and lords and ladies of the court

Then Thagyarmin took out the Hair Relics.
That moment the Hairs rose up into the air to the
height of seven times the height of a palh*z tree. The
scintilating beams from the Hairs surpassed all the
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gems and jewels . Then the Hair Relics descended
again on the casket. Thagyarmin reverently poured
cleansing waters from the well specially dug on the
Singuttara Hill.

Nats and men poured jewels into the tunnel
now the relic chamber. Thagyarmin gave his
bejeweled crown, and queens, princes and princesses
and commoners gave their jewels and ornaments.
Thagyarmin had the Relic Chamber fortified on four
sides with revolving swords and spears and fire wheels
always in action. He placed layers of impenetrable
iron meshes over the chamber. Then he dosed the top
with the stone slab of ruby colour.

On the stone slab was laid the foundations of
the stupa. The first stupa was of gold, whicn was
enclosed by a silver one, then layer upon layer of tin,
copper, lead, marble and iron were built, one
swallowing the other. Lastly, the structure was
superimposed by a stupa built of bricks of gold, alloy,
tin, copper, iron, marble and clay, strengthened with
lime, glue, mortar and plaster. The final edifice was
66 feet high.

Today, the figure of King Ukkalapa stands on the
north west corner of the great pagoda; on the South West
comer stand the figures of the king’s parents, Thagyarmin
and Mai Lamu. Their story lives in songs new and old,
on stage and in films, and in the hearts of the people.
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Such is the legend of the Shwedagon Pagoda. The
line of 32 kings continued to revere and take care of the
pagoda. Then followed a period of neglect, and the shrine
was almost lost among trees and bushes, until 300 B.C.,
the time of King Asoka. Among many good works for
the cause of Buddhism that followed the Third Buddhist
Council under Asoka’s patronage was the clearing of the
jungle and the repair of the Shwedagon pagoda.

Then historical records began to mention the
pagoda as it resumed 1ts former eminence as a centre of
Buddhist activities patronized by Mon and Myanmar
kings. Repairs were made and the original structure was
raised by one king after another until it reached the present
height 1n the time of the reigning Mon Queen Shin Saw
Pu (14th Century A.D.)

Queen Shin Saw Pu

Among Queen Shin Saw Pu’s offerings was a gold
statue of her likeness in her own weight, 90 pounds. This
petite woman, daughter of the Mon warrior King
Rajadarit, 1s one of the most colourful and overpowering
personalities in our history.

She chose to spend her last days within sight of
the great pagoda. Sne had a stockaded residence erected
nearby. The remains of an earthwork stockade can be
seen today on the open grounds on the west of the pagoda
between U Wisara Road and Pyay Road. The place
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commands a very good view of the great pagoda. It 1s
essentially a reflection of the Buddhist spirit that Queen
Shin Saw Pu should choose to end her days near the
Great Pagoda. Her eventful life, which included political
alliances that made her queen consort four times over,
and her being Queen in her own right by sheer historical
necessity, ended in peace and tranquility with the Hair
Relics glowing and glistening in her dying vision.

So, the great Shwedagon Pagoda stands today
looking down on the country’s turbulent history. Like a
lotus blossom, it rises above the swamp and mire drinking
in the cool crystal waters. It 1s never apart from human
activities and 1ts glory never tarnishes even though once
trod by sacrilegious foreign boots and pillaged by thieving
hands. It is a source of spiritual strength and 1t has shared
the joys and sorrows of the ,people throughout centuries.

The 1970 earthquake

It 1s at the Shwedagon that the best side of human
nature manifests itself. When the earthquake ot 1970
caused some damage to the Atzi, the 1ron spire at the top,
people from all corners of the country came forth with
voluntary donations so that the necessary repairs could
be made. People put picces of personal jewellery into
the receptacle without so much as asking for a receipt -
most of the gifts were made anonymously. Most donors
were by no means rich, but they gave with incredible
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generosity, moved by a sense of wonder and of the
sublime.

Episodes of the past that live on to this day on the
stage and 1n songs old and new were recalled; many
spoke of the time when nars and men filled the Relic
chamber with gems when the great pagoda was first bult.
With the colour pictures of the gem-studded /i, the vane
and the-orb. in view for the public, the story of the gem-
filled Relic Chamber ot 2500 years ago was no longer a
fantasy. What people now saw with their own eyes left
no doubt of what 1t must have been like 1n the ancient
days, when nars and other beings manifested themselves
among men o participate in the good deeds.

Many devotees had stonies of theirown to tell. A
lady who offered her ruby ring told her friends that she
was one of the original donors of gifts for the Relic
Chamber; she was in her past life, 25 centuries ago, a
lady of King Ukkalapa’s court; she had her statue in gold
enshrined under the great pagoda, she said.

A man and his wife said that in their past births
2500 years ago. they were a pair of eloping lovers who
had come upon the building of the Relic Chamber. They
had nothing to offer except a single omament, a diadem
set with diamonds and done in the figure of a crested lion
encircled within the semicircle of a naga serpent figure.
Even though 1t was all they had between them, they were
so moved by the sight of the Hair Relics that they offered
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it to the Relic Chamber. Now in the present life, they
offered some pieces of jewellery for the repair of the Ati.
They said that their 1dyllic marriage, happiness and success
in life, were the fruit of that deed done in the past.

No-one questions the truth of such stories;
because 1n a society that accepts the cycle of rebirths
and the fruits of Karmic deeds, the probability is there.
These stories add mare sense of wonder and, most
important of all, give spiritual strength. There 1s always
hope that one’s good karmic deeds will bear fruit. It 1s
only a matter of patience.

The story of the old Armenian

One of the greatest excitements in contemporary
times happened in March 1968, when a news item 1n the
Myanmar newspaper Kye Mon featured an interview with
a73-year old Armenian gentleman, domiciled in Myanmar.
Mr. Aparame was his name. He told the newsmen that
he, as a boy of nine years had once entered the tunnel
under the great pagoda and seen the Relic Chamber 1n
the year 1914. Mr. Aparame drew a plan of the route to
the Relic Chamber as he had seen it, and presented the
plan to the Trustees of the Pagoda. The Trustees asked
him to show the opening through which he had entered.
Aparame led the Trustees to the North East corner of
the pagoda. There a new shrine had been built, and 1t
was surmised that the opening would be under the
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Buddha image in the shrine. The trustees, fearing some
unduly curious people might molest the shrine locked the
cate. They declared that steps would be taken to verty
the gentleman’s statement. .

There 1s an opening on the northern side of the
pagoda, known as the Hair Relic well. It was, as the
legend goes, the well that supplied water for washing the
relics before enshrining. The depth of the well is on the
level of the river and the water rises and falls with the
tide. It has a tiered roof built in 1870. '

According to Mr. Aparame’s account, he entered
the Relic Chamber with four young friends, guided by an
old hermit. Along the tunnel pathway they saw seven
hermits standing 1n a single file about 9 feet apart from
each other. Then, they had to go down by a stairway that
took them to a large space under a domed roof, which
had not a single pillar to support it. The space was divided
Into 36 sections which surrounded a water hole which
rose and fell with the tide. On the surface floated a
bejewelled golden barge shaped like the mythical bird
Karaweik. On this barge rested the Hair Relics on a bed
of precious gems. The chamber was mysteriously
1llumined even though there was no opening for light.

This account became the big news of the day.
Pagoda Trustees, antiquarians and researchers joined
together to discover any evidence to verify the story. They
did discover altogether five openings to go down under
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the great pagoda. In January 1970, a group of devotees
went down and followed a tunnel, through which they
could walk quite comfortably. After they had walked
round for 30 feet, they came up against a brick wall. It
was impossible to go further. Some said that the tunnel
might be the work of the occupying British forces of 1824;

an attempt to use the great pagoda as an arsenal 1s on
record.

Many devotees took Mr. Aparame’s account to
heart and did not give up the hope that one day they might
be privileged to view the Relic Chamber, 1f not in this life,
1n one of the innumerable lives to come.

The story of the great Shwedagon Pagoda began
with an ethereal maid of the woodlands and her celestial
lover, no less than Thagyarmin, the 1llustrious son King
Ukkalapa. Then came the advent of the Hair Relics
brought by the merchant brothers from India, and later
the search for the Singuttara Hill as a sacred place to
build the shrine. The story lives on 1n songs, plays and
paintings and sculptures. U Win Pe 1n his book
Shwedagon says:

“To the Myanmar people, the Shwedagon 1s many
things. It is their premier religious edifice which enshrines
the Hair Relics of Buddha and a glorious monument to
their beauty of spirit which inspires loving kindness for all
living beings. It is their source of strength in good times
and poor. It has given them political and cultural unity of
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purpose and will. It has infused them with courage and
resourcefulness. It 1s an essential base of their outlook
and expenence.

... The founding legend provides a glimpse of the
deep spirituality which is Shwedagon’s. The history of its
construction shows how men and women were inspired
1o memorable acts of creation and tabrication’.

OTHER PAGODASAROUND YANGON

But for Shwedagon and a few other pagodas,
Yangon is rather a disappointing place. A concrete and
asphalt jungle with much too thick a veneer of modermism;
there i1s but hittle that represents real Myanmar life. It 1s
mostly 1n the pagoda precincts and monastery grounds
that one can have a glimpse of life as lived by the Myanmar
people. For that reason, going round the pagodas 1s
rewarding.

Even though the opulent edifices in Yangon are
now encased 1n modem structures, life around them goes
on as of old; traditions are cherished. customs maintained,
and rtuals revered and observed. Pagodas, however
much they might have changed in form, retain their
splendour and sanctity. They stand today as they have
always: symbols of the glorous past.

SULE PAGODA
Sule Pagoda 1s nght in the heart of the metropolis.
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One cannot possibly miss Sule pagoda, as it stands at
the junction of the city’s busiest thoroughfares. It often
happens that one may have lived in Yangon for years and
passed by Sule pagoda many times a day and still have
never seen 1t properly. A case of familiarity breeding
negligence. But there 1s something more than meets the
eye. Around the pagoda are open buildings, rest houses
for pilgrims. During the last few decades they have become
centres of activity that makes the place a miniature
academy of Buddhist learning.

There has
arisen a wave of interest
in Buddhist philosophy
among the up and

coming generation of

intelligensia, who after
absorbing what
modern education has
to offer, wants to delve
deeper 1nto the faith,
which is theirs by birth
and tradition. Their
assiduous search led to
the forming of amall
groups under the

guidance of reputatle
Buddhist scholars.

Sule Pagoda in Pre-war Time
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They arranged meetings on the pagoda precincts and
courses in Buddhist philosophy came to be a regular teature
of their routine. On weekends the rest houses are filled
with students and teachers. There are classes for all levels,
starting from primary classes for school children. Frniends
and devotees come round organizing scriptural
examinations with prizes and scholarships. All these have
been done voluntarily on public donations.

Sule pagoda is believed to be 2000 years old. It
was built at the time when Sona and Uttara came from
India carrying the Buddha’s relics with them. They first
landed at the place historically known as Suvannabhumu,
the Golden Land. Myanmar chronicles referred to 1t as
Raminnadesa, the land of the Mons, the region between
the Sittang and Salween rivers. Later, the Mon kingdom
extended to Yangon (Dagon) and Bago. Many pagodas
In the area are connected with the coming of the
Venerables Sona and Uttara, who converted kings and
commoners to the Theravada Buddhist faith.

Sule pagodais 152 feet high above the platform.
The octagonal shape 1s maintained as 1t tapers to the bell
and the inverted bowl.

BOTATAUNG PAGODA

Botataung pagoda stands on the bank of the
Yangon niver, East Yangon. The locality i1s a busy
waterfront with wharves and their daily traffic of steamers
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and boats.

The pagoda was completely destroyed during
the war and a new edifice stands in its place. The original
structure dated back to 2000 years and the relics were
enshrined there, as happened 1n the story of the Sule
pagoda. With all its humdrum surroundings of feverish
activity of the waterfront, Botataung pagoda has its own
magic. The name itself conjures up a panorama of scenes
played by the cast of the thousands, thousands of men in
colourful liveries, banners flying, music playing, as the
construction of the pagoda goes underway, under the
supervision of the king and his ministers. Botataung means
a thousand livernied man.

In one of the shrines 1s a remarkable ancient
Buddha statue. It 1s called (Returner to the Blessed land}.
[t 1s seven feet high and 1t had been brought back from
Victoria and Albert Museum. It was one of the artifacts
taken away during the first years of the British annexation
of Myanmar.

In many pagodas in Myanmar there can be seen
Buddha statues, beils and other objects which bear the
appellation, {Returner to the Blessed land}. Those who
egrew up during the British colonial regime still have
memories of visiting pagodas, where a Buddha statue or
a bell was pointed to them with the commentary: Look, 1t
1S the {Returner to the Blessed Land}; it was taken away
by the white men, who tock away our king and who now
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rule our country. It was put in the Buckingham Palace.
But Queen Victoria had a severe headache, which could
not be cured by the best doctors. At last she had to order
that the statue be returned to where 1t came from).

In spite of the questionable authenticity of these
stories, they had been handed down from generation to
generation. It was perhaps a way of impressing the young
minds with the unyielding resistance of the spirit against
foreign domination.

There are about forty pagodas around Yangon.
Some of them are right in the middle of monasteries.
Monks and lay devotees see to the repair and maintenance
of such pagodas. The usual activities, like seasonal
festivals, family celebrations, and novitiation continuously
take place 1n these pagodas.



Chapter Four

Bago and
the Road Thither

Bago 1s 50 miles north-east of d can be reached
either by rail or by road. Going there by road 1s much
more pleasurable than going by rail, because one can

stop and see things on the way, and there 1s so much to
see.

Bago is one of the places which a devout Myanmar
Buddhist would not miss, for it 1s sanctified by the great
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Shwemawdaw pagoda, wherein, according to the legend,
the two sacred hairs ot the Buddha were enshrined.

Here again the names of the two merchant brothers,
Taphussa and Phalika of the story of the Shwedagon,
turn up, as they always do, in most of the legends of the
pagodas in this area. The merchant brothers brought
the sacred hairs from India and enshrined them in the
Shwemawdaw pagoda. Like most ancient cities in
Myanmar, Bago 1s yet another Shangri-la, surrounded
by legends and mythical characters who are seen 1n
paintings and sculptures on the pagoda precincts and
are very much alive and close to the people’s hearts.

On the east of the hill, on which the
Shwemawdaw pagoda stands, 1s a small hillock, with
a pagoda on top. There also stands on the hill a statue of
two hintha birds, one perched on the other. Hintha is a
mythical bird: the name has its roots in Pali language,
hansa, which means a water bird.

Like the crested lion one sees on the steps of
pagodas, what might have been a common water bird
1s rhapsodized into a mythical creature, with ornamental
crests and tails, a symbol of beauty and virtue. The hill is
called Hinnthagon, and the story runs like this:

Long long ago, the place where Bago stands
loday was completely submerged in water. One day, at
low tide, a small patch of land appeared above the sea.
It was but a very tiny islet, so tiny indeed that There
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was not enough space, for the two hintha birds soaring
above to alight

T'he male hinntha bird landed first and his mate
perched on his back. In course of time, the delta expanded

and the patch of land became a hillock, a historical
landmark.

lo this day, people say that any man who
marries a Bago girl will be hen-pecked, a tradition
established by the female hinntha bird who perched
on her mate s back.

The founding of Bago

The terrain around Hinthagon hill gradually
developed into arich fertile land, interspersed with a
network of rivers and tidal creeks, conveniently open
to sea-faring peoples. The place became a haunt of
merchants and explorers whose stirring deeds and battles
over the possession of the land became part of the
fantastic pattern which is the story of the founding of
Bago.

Into this arabesque is woven the episode of a
young baby prince left, during the tribal wars, to die in
the jungle. He was reared by a buffalo cow. Later, grown
into manhood, he was found and recognized by his
kinsmen who restored him to hzs rightful position in
the royal court.

As he did not return to his forest home, his motner
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the buffalo cow began rampaging the countryside,
destroying paddy fields and killing people, as sne
roamed in search of her son. The voice of the people
clamouring for protection reached the king, who
commanded the young prince to go out and hunt down
the buffalo cow.

The young prince, reluctant to admit his
association with the buffalo cow, could not but obey.
When he arrived at the area where the buffalo cow
was in full action, he did what he thought would save
his adopted mother; he shouted, warning her to keep
away. He would have to shoot, once she came within
range of his trusty bow. The buffalo cow chose to
have just a glimpse of her beloved son and paid with
her life. Only then was the prince overcome with sorrow
and ramose. He had been ashamed to admit that he
was nurtured with the milk of her breast, now pierced
with his lethal arrow. He saw the foolishness of his
action

No longer caring, even if his past relations
with the buffalo cow might tarnish his image as a.
royal prince, he gave the buffalo cow a burial fit for a
queen. He neld a ritual feast in her honour every year
on the anniversary of her tragic death.

People were so moved by the mother’s
devotion and the son’s grief, that they all joined in giving
an annual feast 1n her honour, a custom carried on to this
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S Bago Mother Royl '
day. She became the guardian spirit of the people living
around Bago. She 1s today known in Myanmar as “The
Bago Mother Royal”.

As one ascends the steps of the Shwedagon
Pagoda in Yangon, among many objects displayed in
the stalls, there will be statuettes of a lady dressed in black,
wearing a headdress of butfalo homs. She graces the homes
of the Bago tamilies, a memorial to a mother’s love.

There patterns of animism are tempered with
stories of how the Buddha’s relics were brought from India
and enshrined in the great pagoda and the stirring account of

the exciting times when the hearts of the people were
awakened to the Word of the Buddha and how they
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expressed their faith by building beautiful pagodas.

KYAIKKALOH

There are many interesting sights on the way to
Bago. As one 1s well past Mingaladon Airport,
Kyaikkaloh pagoda comes into view. It ‘stands on a
hill, a few yards off the highway, a picturesque spot
embosomed 1n a grove of leafy trees and mirrored in a
small lake. The legend claims that the pagoda was built
1in 426 B.C. when eight missionary Buddhist monks
came from India carrying the Buddha’s relics.

The then reigning king and his ministers were the
first converts. The king, overwhelmed with adoration,
wished to share the sweetness of the Word of the
Buddha with his people. He wanted his people to have
the fruits of the Buddha’s teaching, so he distributed the
Buddha’s relics among them, from the high officials of the
court to the commoners.

The king built pagodas and enshrined the relics,
and the ministers and commoners followed his example,
expressing their devotion to the Buddhist faith by building
pagodas and enshrining relics in them.

In this way, pagodas multiplied to grace the
landscape of the kingdom, whether in aroyal city, a humble
village, or a lonely hilltop in the deep jungle. People,
regardless of their status could have access to the shrines,
which became centres of spiritual as well as social
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activities. This tradition 1s still in practice to this day.

Even betore the pagoda was built, the hill was
already a sanctified spot: The popular legend of the hill
was assoclated with an episode that happened during the
Buddha’s lifetime.. The building sites of ancient pagodas
and cities are invariably linked with events that are
believed to have happened to the Buddha while he was
on a trip to those places. Because the Buddha had actually
set his feet on these places, they became ‘the glorious
spots on earth’. Kyaikkaloh hill was one of them.

Kyaikkaloh hill was the abode of a powerful and
ferocious ogre who was later tamed by the Buddha
The ogre was very proud of his supernormal powers
and he challenged the Buddha to find a hiding place
where he could not be found. The Buddha accepted
the challenge and slipped into the ogre s hair.

The ogre looked for the Buddha everywhere, but
he could not find him. Worn out with fruitless
searching, the ogre at last had to say the password " [
offer thee flower’, admitting he had lost the game.

The ogre became a devout disciple and he named
the hill, “Kyaikkaloh”, which means, “Where the
Buddha was lost to view”. Later the pagoda was built
on the hill which was a memorial to the hide-and-seek
game the ogre played with the Buddha. The pagoda
was named after the hull.
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SHWE- NYAUNG -PIN
THE GOLDEN BANYAN TREE:
the Guardians of the Highway

The next stopover on the road to Bago 1s called
“Shwenyaungpin”, the “Golden Banyan Tree”. Itis an
ancient banyan tree by the roadside and it 1s believed
to be the abode of powerful nars, who are the guardian
spirits of the highway. All buses and cars stop here to
pay respects to the nats.

There is a brick shrine with images of nats by
the wayside. Around 1s a small market where vendors
sell flowers, candles, and incense sticks to be offered
to the nats.

When a new car 1s bought, 1t 1s brought here
to be blessed. With the car’s front towards the shrine,
the owner drives i1t back and forth three times. The
mediums spray scent on the car bonnet, reciting
incantations. The mediums get a large fee from the car
owner who receives a spray of ribbons to tie to the
rear view mirror, as a protective charm against accidents.

PAYATHONZU

Onthe last leg of the journey is Payathonzu village,
so named after the three pagodas of uniform size and
shape, which can be seen on the right side of the road
when coming from Yangon. This area is scattered with
ruined ancient monuments built by King Dhammaceti in
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the 15th century. The name of the king 1s associated with
many of the pagodas and buildings in this area.

KYAIKPUN PAGODA

Next 1s Kyaikpun pagoda, which is in the form
of four gigantic Buddha images all in sitting posture. They
are placed back to back against a massive brick pillar. This
unusual and impressive pagoda is only a few hundred
feet off the Yangon-Bago road.

[t was built by King Dhammaceti in 1476 A.D.
The pagoda 1s unique, because the images sutter no
man-made object between them and the vaulted sky.
There they repose in magnificent grandeur, in all weather,
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fair or foul. They are kept in a fair state of preservation.
Kyaikpun pagoda is situated amidst the lush/ rugged
countryside strewn with a large number of ancient ruins,
many of them under repair. Whatever history sdys, legend
tells a different story - and a more interesting one.

Once upon a time, there were four beautiful
virgins, richly endowed with wealth. Naturally they
were beleaguered by ardent suitors, who were
becoming more and more of a nuisance, as the
sisters were not inclined to worldly life and
pleasures. They were more bent on religious life.

So the four sisters agreed to take a vow of
life-long celibacy and commemorate the event by
building four sitting Buddha images, on each image would
be the name of the sister and her irrefutable vow
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