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Human history is a tale of  the `Clash of  Civilization'. The material and 

territorial underpinnings of  feuds, battles and wars, throughout human 
history, in no small measure, were triggered by epochal value systems and 
sub-systems of  the sense of  the self  and community, what we in the post 
modern era are reformulating as the 'problematique', the inward looking 
quicksand of  identities in the context of  a globalizing world. People love 
themselves more than they love the `other', grudgingly admire others and 
sometimes imitate, emulate or assimilate them, consciously, unconsciously 
or by sheer necessity, but deep in the subterranean recesses of  their darker 
beings, people love to hate the other, only to be temporally tempered by 
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or community consciousness, arouses in all humanity, the basal instincts 
of  destruction, preservation and creation and these in turn are the 
fountainheads of  human creativity and progress. Culture for culture's sake 
and culture against cultures have their own historical place in the journey of  
human civilization, the dialectics has to continue.

All forms of  games and sports are products of  cultural technologies, born in 
the wombs of  varying climes and ecologies of  Mother Nature. Cultures are 

the horizons of  human welfare, in a given ecological setting, at a given point 
of  time. That is why cultures and cultural technologies are also destroyed 
by a despot, to break old bonds and create new ones, for the imagined 
or real political needs, by the people themselves, as rational choices under 

not only by the people’s own sense of  aesthetics and deepening knowledge 
base but also by the inevitable cultural cross currents that bombard a people 
in the process of  increasing human contacts and interactions. Cultures 
however are never entirely destroyed, either by the people themselves or 
by others, because cultural artefacts relics, symbols or rituals, howsoever 
redundant, are the snapshots of  our past, that are umbilicaly linked in a 

being. People love to constantly remember their past and hold on to their 
cultural heritages that characterise the cores of  their culture, around which 
changes have taken shape through time.

All sports carry within, facets of  the material and non-material cosmologies 
of  the people amongst whom those sports were born. And when a sport 
catches the fancy of  the world and crosses oceans and continents, it speaks 
volumes about the people and their culture that nurtured it. Modern polo is 
an apt gift to the world from the people of  Manipur, who have throughout 
their history, evolved universal and humane values, ingrained in the 
mythologies surrounding the game and in the very structure of  the game 
itself, as they have known it since time immemorial. The common people of  
Manipur have held on to polo because the cultural cores associated with the 
game are too precious to be allowed to die or simply go extinct because of  
modern demands and costs that are way beyond their means.

The association of  the Manipuries with Polo and the Polo Pony, is woven in 
their mythologies and folklores of  creation itself. The ancient text ‘Ougri’ 
allegorically narrates the Manipuri story of  creation. The Almighty God, 
‘Atiya Sidaba’ had two sons ‘Asiba’ and ‘Apanba’. Asiba created the Earth 
and the Almighty ordained the other son ‘Apanba’ to create human beings to 
inhabit the Earth. Apanba and his wife also started planting beans. The other 
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brother Ashiba became jealous, created 
the winged pony Shamaton Ayangba and 
started the destruction of  human beings 
and their agricultural works. The Winged 
Horse was captured by Apanba, its wings, 
mane and fur cut off  and domesticated for 
human use. Thus the Manipuri Pony is in 
many ways, central to the life experiences 
of  the Manipuri through time and their 
historico-mythical consciousness of  
creation, destruction and preservation. In 
fact the Manipuri name ‘Sagol’ meaning 
horse, literarily means `close companion’ 
and was associated with many traditional 
deities. No wonder the Manipuri Pony 

Lamaba and Tumaba reside in its forelimbs while the Gods Leishemba and 
Tushemba reside in its hind limbs. The Almighty God Atiya resides in its 
eyes, Khamlangba in the mouth, Wangbren in the ears, Yaibiren Pakhangba 

Taoroina in the trunk, and Thangjing in the tail.

The Manipuri Ponies bred as domesticates, wild in the swampy plains or 

in the hill river valleys. The oblong valley region of  Manipur was virtually 

a swampy water body during the monsoon in the ancient past. But when 

the monsoon receded and the valley was drained out by the web of  rivers, 

the valley suddenly transformed into an emerald green grassland, doted by 

protruding hillocks and mirroring lakes and lakelets all around. In these 

soft and swampy soils with their luxuriant vegetations, the Manipuri Pony 

bred in the wild acquiring the genetic and physical characteristic, akin to 

this unique breed. The Manipuri kings had a tradition of  releasing the studs 

(Yaisa) after due rituals, in the wild, to preserve and propagate the pony 

population in the country. This ritualistic release of  the stud also represented 

the invoking of  the Gods for the general prosperity of  the Kingdom. The 

extraordinary.

Such close associations of  the Manipuri ethnos with the pony are the 

unmistakable pointer to the ancient and enduring heritage of  Polo as a strategic 

and cultural pastime. Tradition and mythologies attribute the origins of  ‘Sagol 

Kangjei’ or Polo to king Kangba. Indigenous and Sanskrit scholars estimate 

the date at 3100 B.C., the date quoted by the Guinness Book of  World Records 
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1991, far distant than 525 B.C., as the date when the Persians played their 

version of  Polo. However a more interesting and meaningful account of  the 

role of  the Manipuri Pony and Manipuri Polo in Nation building, sociology 

and economy of  the Manipuris are indelibly embedded in the story of  a match 

in 48 A.D. during the reign of  ‘Nongda Lairen Pakhangba’ as recorded in the 

ancient text Kangjeirol Puya (Book of  Polo).

King Pakhangba ascended the throne of  Manipur in 33 A.D. and at that time, 

another leader/ chieftain by the name Poireiton was roaming the river valleys 

of  the Irrawady and the Chindwin in search of  land to settle, where there 

was no scarcity, death or illness and where happiness could be found. When 

he entered Manipur through the Kabaw Valley and clashed with Pakhangba, 

he was defeated. In the call for truce, Poireiton’s sister Laisana was married to 

Pakhangba. This event of  the strategic alliance of  these two powerful lords 

subsequently led to the subjugation of  other tribes and the completion of  

state formation of  the Manipuries. More importantly, Poireiton brought with 

of  the Manipuri Nation.

On the occasion of  the marriage of  Pakhangba and Poireiton’s sister 

Laisana, the lord Marjing suggested that a Polo match be played to mark 

the occasion. The teams consisted of  seven players a side and the names 

of  the players on both sides, as given in the ancient text, are the names of  

some of  the most revered deities of  an animistic and Sylvain world. These 

deities symbolised the natural barriers of  the hills and the rivers and cultural 

early Militaristic Cosmology of  the Manipuris.

plots and the consecration of  chieftainship. Khamlangba, the second player 

was the deity of  the metallurgical traditions that spread and deepened 

military technology. Irum Ningthou was the water God associated with the 

iron smelters of  Kakching. Ikop Ningthou was the water God associated 

with lakes and pisciculture. Irong Ningthou was also a water deity and 

the Nongshaba represented production and fecundity. The seventh player 

Panthoiba was the deity of  heat and light.

The second team was led by Thangjing, lord of  the Thangjing hills, a strategic 

hill in the south west corner of  the valley, a horse riding conqueror. The 

Thanjing deity also represents the protector and the south west monsoons, 
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a life source. Koriphaba was a cultural hero symbolizing the tragedy of  a 

p

from south east Asia had to be controlled. Yangoi Ningthou was a river 
deity, the controller of  the strategic old Cachar Road to mainland India and 
protector of  migrant settlements. Nambul Lakpa and Oknarel were river 
deities. The seventh player Loyarakpa or the protector of  the distant lands, 
was a deity of  the Sugnu hills.

The symbolic clash of  two powerful deities/ warlords, enshrines the Manipuri 
political history of  tribal and clan amalgamation in search of  a Nation State 
and polity and the essence of  their state craft. The strategic hills and rivers 

representing the natural resources, technologies and production, svmbolises 
how the economic and social ethnos of  the ancient Manipuris were intractably 
enmeshed in the totality of  a Military Cosmology. The deity, Koriphaba was 

nation building.

Koriphaba’s mother came from a lower tribal stratum and was married to 
his father who belonged to a higher tribal stratum, after resistance from 
both tribes. Dis-owned by both tribes and caught in the bitter inter tribal 
confrontation; he died as a hero in search of  himself. Indeed the Manipuri 
Pony and the game of  Polo have many tales to tell.

Polo as a game in Manipur has been patronised and looked after by the 

a budgetary major head entitled “Polo Establishment” to maintain a select 

salaried sports persons in the state ! In the post independence era, ironically 
polo as an organised game nearly vanished and with its decline the pony 
population also dipped. Polo however was surviving in the village green, in 
its pristine form and it took the power of  the youths and the sense of  self  
preservation of  the people that the traditional Sagol Kangjei re-incarnated 
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into an organised tournament and 
club based sports, in the late 1970s 
and 1980s. In fact, the game of  Polo 

Manipur. The wheel has turned full 
circle.

In a way, Sagol kangjei or Polo, is 
the Manipuri world view of  war. 
The present day Manipuris are an 
amalgam of  seven basic clans of  the 
past and so once on horseback you 

symbolise one of  the ancestral fountainheads, a deity, a God. The zeal, the 
commitment and the duty of  the lord is with you on horseback with mallet. 
You have to protect, preserve and conquer. It is war of  the Gods.

The legend is dead but the spirit lives on. To the Manipuris, Polo is the game 
of  the Gods. It must be fair, it must be just but you must also conquer.

Game of the Gods


