
        
            
                
            
        

    



The Cat’s Tail


Retold by Rosemarie
Somaiah


June
2012 Edition


 


 


All
rights reserved.  National Library Board Singapore 2012













A special breed of cat lives in Singapore.
The cat has a stumpy tail. Many of these cats live in the drainage ditches of Singapore
and fend for themselves. They are distinctive in their appearance and easily
spotted by visitors to the city. The following story is told about the origin
of the Singapore cat’s tail.


 


This is the story of a
princess who liked cats. She was a beautiful princess, and according to old man
Kamut in the village—who is said to have told this story many, many years
before I was born—she was the daughter of the great, great, great, great grandfather
of the Sultan of his time.
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One day, as the Sultan
sat on his throne with his courtiers around him, the Chief Minister came up to
him. He bowed low and made his apologies.


 


“Ampun, Tuanku, beribu-ribu ampun.” (“Apologies,
Your Highness, a thousand apologies!”)


 


“Your Highness, the princess Puteri Mawar
has a request to make of you.”


 


The Sultan nodded. “The princess is my most
precious jewel, my favorite flower. Let her come to me.”


 


The princess came in
carrying Kucinta, her cat. She settled herself at the foot of her father’s
throne with the cat nestled in her lap. As I said, she was a beautiful
princess. Dressed in the finest clothes, the princess’s silky black hair shone
and her smooth skin glowed. Pearls, rubies, sapphires and more gleamed from the
ornaments that adorned her hair, neck, and arms. The diamonds and other
precious gems in the rings on her fingers sparkled as she stroked Kucinta. But
the princess was prettier by far than any precious stone. Her eyes shone
brighter than any diamond, and her teeth were whiter than any pearl.
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It was said that any one
of the rings on her fingers alone could buy a whole kingdom, but the ministers
averted their eyes.


 


The princess was upset.
She was hot and bothered. She greeted her father, “Ayahanda, Father, why
am I not allowed to swim in the river anymore?”


 


“Anakanda, my beloved daughter, you
know how dangerous the river can be...,” began the Sultan.


 


“I am a good swimmer,” replied the
princess. “You yourself have told me I can swim better than a boy!”


 


“Sang Buaya, the crocodile, lurks in the
river,” said her father.


 


“I am not afraid of a silly old crocodile!”
said the princess, looking around the court.


 


“You have heard the tales of robbers and
pirates that roam the islands,” said her worried father.


 


“But the river flows
just beside the palace,” responded the princess, “what harm can come to me? Ayahanda,
it is such a hot day! I fear that this heat will scorch my skin and wither my
beauty, and you know how I love to swim the river!”


 


Well, princesses will
have their way, so did she.


 


Soon she was making her
way to the river. As the princess disrobed, her attendants spread her clothes
gently down on silken cloths on a flat rock. They knew no one from the kingdom
would dare come near.


 


Kucinta circled the
princess curiously, her long tail held high. “Miaow,” she said.


 


“Kucinta, you want to swim in the river?”


 


“Miaow,” replied Kucinta, drawing away.


 


Suddenly,
as the princess began to take off her precious jewellery, she had an idea.


 


“Come
here, Kucinta!” She slipped all of her beautiful rings onto the cat’s tail. “You are my closest companion, Kucinta. You are as
beautiful as a princess yourself. Keep my jewellery safe!” Then, just to
be sure, she knotted the end of the tail and slipped into the cool waters of
the river, followed by her attendants. Kucinta wandered around and settled down
for a nap.
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Now,
it happened that some pirates from a neighbouring island had been lurking in
the area. Hiding in the bushes, they watched carefully till the princess and
her attendants were swimming in the middle of the river, some distance from the
banks. Then they sneaked out to steal the jewels.


 


But
Kucinta the cat had heard the rustling in the bushes. With her stomach and tail
held low, she crept away stealthily into the long grass.


 


Before
the princess and her attendants out in the river had seen what had happened or
could do anything about it, the pirates escaped with most of the jewels.
Everything was gone—everything, except the rings still safe on Kucinta’s tail!


 


Well,
the Sultan was certainly relieved that his precious daughter was safe. But the
princess did feel sorry.


 


“Kucinta
kept my rings safe, but look, Tuan Ku! Her tail is bent and will not be
straight again!”


 


“Well,” said the Sultan, “Kucinta has served you well.
Remember never to hurt a cat again. From now on, cats in this region will have
a knot in their tails. Let it be known forever that this is a mark of
distinction—an honour—for loyalty and service to the kingdom.”


 


And
so it has been from that day on till today, to those who have heard this story.
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If
you look at the cats that roam around Singapore today, you will find that most
of them still carry that mark of honour—the knot in the tail!
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