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INDIA




CHAPTER I

THE GATEWAY OF INDIA




To the vast majority of European travellers Bombay
is the gateway of India. It is here they get their first
glimpse of the bewildering variety of races, of colours,
of types, of customs, which make up India. After the
journey through the Suez Canal, and the long run
across the Arabian Sea, the traveller is very glad to
spend a day or two at Bombay, gaining first impressions
of this new, strange country. He may be interested in
the fine new buildings of the modern town, or he may
not; he is certain to be interested in the native quarter.

Here he gets his first glimpse of that great feature of
Indian life, the bazaar—rows and rows of narrow streets
filled with shops and crowds. The shops are small
booths, often built of mud, or archways, or, again, are
mere holes in a wall. Everything is open to full view;
there are neither windows nor doors. The merchant
or shopkeeper squats beside his goods; the artisan
does his work in sight of the passers-by. The crowds
are stranger than the shops. Here you may see
Hindoos, Parsees, Burmese, Singhalese, Lascars,
Moslems, Arabs, Somalis, Jews of many countries,
Turks, Chinese, Japanese, and a score of other nations.
Amid the throng of many colours move white people
from every land of Europe, and the babel of tongues
is as astonishing as the mingling of costumes.

Here is struck at once the note of colour which
enlivens every street scene in India. The people wear
robes of every shade, and turbans or caps of every
hue—black, white, red, green, yellow, purple, pink, every
colour of the rainbow—and a hundred shades of every
colour meet and mingle as the crowds flow to and fro.

Where there is an open space the snake-charmer
squats beside his cobras, playing on his strange pipe,
and putting his venomous pets through their tricks;
or a conjurer is causing a mango-plant to spring up
and put forth fruit from apparently a little barren heap
of earth. Busy Indian coolies, naked save for a dirty
turban and a wisp of cotton cloth round the loins,
hurry along with water-skins, and the skins, filled with
water, take roughly the shape of the sheep or goat
which had once filled them with flesh and bones.
Other coolies are driving queer little carts drawn by a
pair of tiny, mild-eyed, hump-backed oxen; and others,
again, squat beside the way with their chins on their
knees, waiting to be hired.
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When it comes to sight-seeing proper, the traveller
will visit the island of Elephanta, six miles from the
city. Here stands a great temple cut in the solid rock,
its roof supported by huge pillars left standing when
the chamber was hollowed out. The temple is adorned
with colossal figures and carvings of Hindoo gods and
of animals. Its excavation must have been a tremendous
piece of work, and it is considered that it was carried
out some eleven hundred years ago.

Among the crowds of Bombay no people are more
distinctive than the Parsees. The Parsees may always
be known by the strange head-gear and long coats of
the men and by the splendid dresses of the women,
who move about as freely as European women, and are
not shut up like Hindoo women of the richer classes.

The Parsee man wears on his head a long, high,
shiny hat in the form of a cylinder; it has no brim,
and is one of the oddest head-coverings that may be
seen. In origin he is a Persian, for the Parsees are
descended from a race that fled into India from Persia
when that land was attacked by the Arabs twelve
centuries ago. The Parsee women are dressed very
splendidly, because their race is very rich. The Parsee
is the banker and money-lender of India. No other
native is so clever in trade or amasses wealth so swiftly
as a Parsee.

In his religion the most sacred thing is fire, and to
him the sun, as the emblem of fire, is the greatest
religious symbol. Upon the shore of the bay many
Parsees may be seen at evening at their devotions
before the setting sun. Each seats himself upon the
sand, bows to the sun, taking off his hat and replacing
it, and then, with a small brass jar at his side, begins
to read prayers from a sacred book, chanting them aloud.

The Parsee reverence for fire is seen in the treatment
of his dead. The Hindoo makes a funeral pyre and
burns his dead. Not so the Parsee. He considers
that fire is too sacred to use for such a purpose; nor,
on the other hand, is he willing to defile the earth by
digging a grave. So the Parsee dead are exposed to
be torn to pieces and devoured by vultures. Beside
the sea there stand five broad low towers, the famous
Towers of Silence. In these the bodies of the dead
are exposed. One of these is reserved for the use of a
wealthy family, one for suicides and those who die by
accidental deaths, and three for general use. The
towers and the trees around are loaded with huge
vultures, which, in a couple of hours, reduce a body
to a heap of bones.




CHAPTER II

IN THE LAND OF THE RAJPUTS




Rajputana is the land of the Rajputs, a splendid
warrior race of Northern India. In times long gone
by the Rajputs held power over the wide plain watered
by the Upper Ganges, but seven hundred years ago
their Moslem foes drove them westwards into the land
still called Rajputana.

The history of the Rajputs is one of battle. They
are born fighters. They have taken a share in all the
wars which have torn India through all the centuries.
They struggled hard against the British power, but
now they are good friends of ours, and their Princes
rule under British protection.

The history of this fine race is full of stories of
romance and chivalry. Nor is the Rajput of to-day
inferior to his brave and haughty fathers: "The
poorest Rajput retains all his pride of ancestry, often
his sole inheritance; he scorns to hold the plough, or
use his lance but on horseback." Of all the brave old
stories of Rajput valour and constancy none are more
beloved than the tales which hang around the three
sacks of Chitore. Thrice was that ancient city seized
and plundered by Moslem foes, and never have those
terrible days been forgotten. To this day the most
binding oath on Rajput lips is when he swears, "By
the sin of the sack of Chitore."

Long ago there was a Prince of Chitore named
Bhimsi, whose wife, Princess Padmani, was famed far
and wide as the most beautiful woman in the world,
and as good as she was beautiful. The report of her
beauty drew Allah-u-din, a great Moslem warrior, to
the walls of Chitore at the head of a powerful army.
He demanded to see the face of Padmani, were it only
a reflection of her face in a mirror. Prince Bhimsi
invited him to a feast, and he saw Padmani. When
the feast was over, the Prince escorted Allah-u-din back
to his camp. Then the wily Moslem seized the Prince,
and sent word to the chiefs of Chitore that, if they
wished to see their King again, they must send
Padmani to become the wife of Allah-u-din.

Every one in Chitore was aghast at this treacherous
deed; but the Moslem was powerful, and Princess
Padmani, with her attendants, set out for the enemy's
camp. Slowly the long train of seven hundred litters
wound its way from the city, and Padmani was in the
hands of Allah-u-din. The Moslem gave permission
for Bhimsi and Padmani to take a short farewell of each
other, and then was seen a proof of Padmani's wit and
Rajput devotion. From out the seven hundred litters
sprang, not weeping women, but seven hundred
warriors armed to the teeth, while the bearers flung
aside their robes, and showed the glittering swords in
their strong right hands.

Covered by this devoted bodyguard, Bhimsi and
Padmani sprang upon swift horses and reached Chitore
in safety. But none else escaped. The noble Rajputs,
the flower of Chitore, gave their lives to the last man
to save their King and Queen.

Allah-u-din never forgot how he had been foiled.
Years passed, and once more he marched against the
city set on its rock. No one had ever captured it, and
Chitore feared not Allah-u-din until he began to raise
a huge mound of earth. He did this by giving gold
to all who brought a basketful of earth, and at last he
secured a vantage-ground whence he could hurl his
missiles into the city, and the end of the siege was near
at hand.

Then one night King Bhimsi had a terrible vision,
from which he woke in affright. The goddess of
Chitore had appeared to him, saying: "If my altar and
your throne is to be kept, let twelve who wear the
crown die for Chitore."

Now Bhimsi and Padmani had twelve sons. So it
was resolved to make them twelve Kings by setting
each on the throne for three days. Then the saying
of the goddess would be fulfilled, and these twelve
must die for Chitore. But when it came to the
youngest of the twelve, to Ajeysi, the father's darling,
Bhimsi said no. The King called his chieftains together.

"The child shall not die," he said. "He shall go
free to recover what was lost. I will be the twelfth to
die for Chitore."

"And we will die for Chitore!" cried the warriors.
"In bridal robes of saffron and coronets on our heads,
we will die for Chitore!"

Then a great plan was made throughout the place:
all, men and women, would die for their beloved city.
In the vaults and caverns which stretch below the rock
a vast funeral pyre was built, and to it came the
Rajput women singing, dressed in their festal robes,
and glittering in all their jewels. The last to enter the
vault of death was Padmani, and when the gate was
closed upon her the men knew their turn had come.
Setting the little Prince in the midst of a picked band,
who had sworn to bear him off in safety, the King led
his sons and chieftains to the battle. The gates were
flung open, and the warriors, clad in bridal robes,
hurled themselves upon the foe: for the bride they
sought was death.

When the last had died for Chitore, Allah-u-din
entered the city. But it was an empty triumph.
Every house, every street, was still and silent, only a
wisp of smoke oozed from the vault. This was the
first sack of Chitore.

The second sack was in the time of Humayun,
father of Akbar the Great. The ruler of Chitore had
died, leaving a baby son to inherit the crown, and
when a powerful foe came against the city, the child's
mother, Kurnavati, sent messengers to Humayun,
saying: "Tell him that he is bracelet-bound brother
to me, and that I am hard pressed by a cruel foe."

There is an ancient custom in India by which a
woman may choose a bracelet-brother to protect and
assist her. She may choose whom she pleases, and she
sends him a silken bracelet, called a ram-rukki. It is
a mere cord of silk, bound with a tassel, and hung
with seven tiny silken tassels—red, orange, yellow,
green, blue, indigo, violet, the colours of the rainbow.
The man may accept this bracelet or not, as he pleases;
but once he has bound it round his wrist, he becomes
the bracelet-brother of the sender, and is bound to
her service. In return for the bracelet he sends the
customary gift of a small breast-bodice.

Now Humayun, the Mogul King, was bracelet-brother
to Kurnavati, and when he heard that she was
in distress, he hurried to her assistance. But he came
too late, and the garrison of Chitore saw that their
city must fall. Then they remembered the first sack,
and all resolved to die in the same way. Kurnavati
succeeded in getting her little son away in safety; then
she led the women to the funeral pyre. The men of
the garrison were few, for many had fallen, but the
gallant handful, clad as before in bridal robes and
crowns, dashed upon the foe, and died to the last man,
ringed about with heaps of slain.
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Although the baby King, Udai Singh, was smuggled
in safety from Chitore, it was not long before he was
in danger again. He was carried off to the palace of
his half-brother, Bikramajit, where he lived under the
care of his foster-mother, Punnia. One night Punnia
heard a terrible uproar, and then the screams of
women. Enemies had broken into the palace of
Bikramajit. But whose life did they seek above all?
Punnia knew, and she saw that Udai Singh was in
great danger. How could she save him? There was
only one way, a terrible way; but the Rajput woman
did not flinch. Two children lay sleeping before her,
Udai Singh and her own child. She caught up the
baby King and thrust sugared opium into his mouth
that he might be lulled into deeper, safer slumber, hid
him in a fruit-basket, and gave the precious burden to
the hands of a faithful servant. "Fly to the river-bed
without the city," she said, "and wait for me there."

Then she flung the rich royal robe over her own
sleeping child, and waited for the murderers. In they
burst. "The Prince!" they cried. "Where is the
Prince?"

With a supreme effort Punnia pointed to the little
figure beneath the splendid robe, and hid her face,
giving the life of her own child to save that of the
little King.

When all was over, and the last funeral rites had
been performed over the body of the child whom the
conspirators supposed to be the young King, Punnia
sought the river-bed. There she found her nursling,
and with him she fled over hill and dale, never resting
till she gained a strong fortress held by a loyal
governor. Into his presence she hastened, and set the
child on his knee. "Guard well the life of the King!"
she cried, this noble Rajput woman.

The third sack of Chitore happened in the days of
Akbar the Great, son of Humayun, who had once
hurried to the aid of the city. The Rajputs and the
Great Mogul came to blows. Akbar led a powerful
army against his foes. This was the last sack, "for the
conqueror was of right royal stuff, and knew how to
treat brave men. So when the final consummation
was once more reached, and thousands of brave men
had gone to death by the sword, and thousands of
brave women met death by fire, he left the city,
levying no ransom, and on the place where his camp
had stood raised a white marble tower, from whose top
a light might shine to cheer the darkness of Chitore.
But a few years afterwards, when in dire distress and
riding for his life through an ambush, the man on
Akbar's right hand and the man on his left, shielding
him from blows, making their swords his shelter, were
two of the defeated Rajput generals."

These are stories of long ago. Here is one of times
nearer our own, when the English were mastering
India. A beautiful Rajput Princess, the Princess
Kishna Komari, was sought in marriage by three
powerful suitors. She could not wed all three, and
her father feared the vengeance of the fierce men who
quarrelled over his daughter's hand. Lest their savage
disputes might end in attack upon his city and palace,
he said that his daughter must die. "She took the
poison offered her, smiling, saying to her weeping
mother, 'Why grieve? A Rajput maiden often enters
the world but to be sent from it. Rather thank my
father for giving you me till to-day.'"
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