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FROM ME TO YOU


I have a confession to make. I disliked history in school.  I was not encouraged to read other than the textbooks, which were dreadfully dull.


Later, general reading about our country and its people made me realize how much I had missed. I regretted it deeply. This collection of stories has blossomed to make good for that regret, and I found that travelling back in time and peeping into the lives of queens and kings was amazingly interesting. The stories developed keeping the history line intact and adding embellishments to some. Dates and names are minimized, and certain chosen incidents from the maze of history are highlighted.


I wish you all happy reading.


I dedicate this book to my beloved motherland, India, for having nurtured brave-hearted queens 
and kings.


The same royalty I must thank for living their lives the way they did and enabling me to give an impressive shape to the stories. Of course, I thank the Hachette India team for helping me and you to enjoy writing and reading this book. 


Indira Ananthakrishnan 
Chennai, 2022



THE KINGS WHO STOPPED FIGHTING 

One of the greatest civilizations recorded in Indian history flourished approximately two thousand years ago in south India. It consisted of the Chera, Chola and Pandya kingdoms. Despite many political conflicts, it was a period of immense economic prosperity and extraordinary literary activities. 
During this period, from time to time, Tamil 
scholars gathered in large numbers in congregations known as Sangams to present their literary works. Historians have called it the Sangam period in honour of these literary pursuits of that time. Many of the kings themselves were poets and patrons of art and culture. Besides kings, there were smaller but significant chieftains who also respected and supported the scholars. This story is based on a conflict between two chieftains, Athiyaman and Thondaiman, which would have resulted in war if not for the timely intervention of Avvaiyar, 
a scholar–poetess of that era.

[image: Image]

King Athiyaman Neduman Anci, a great patron of art and literature, was seated on his throne. His son, Elini, sat to his right on a smaller seat. The décor of the royal court spelt richness in its simplicity, in keeping with the times – the Golden Age of the Sangam period, in the southern Thamizhagam province of the subcontinent.

The king surveyed the guests in his court. They came from different parts of the kingdom and some were from foreign lands. There were musicians, dancers and men and women who practised the literary arts. One by one, they came forward, paid their respects to the royal host and took their seats. The day was a special one for it marked the annual festival dedicated to music, dance and literature. Athiyaman looked forward to it every year and enjoyed it thoroughly. He took great pleasure in rewarding the artistes who pleased him with their skill and talent.

The performances began. Gorgeously dressed dancers glided gracefully onto the stage. The king and his son watched with wondrous joy. When the musicians performed, Athiyaman closed his eyes and listened in awe, his fingers keeping time 
with the rhythm of the music. Elini, on the other hand, did not appreciate music much. He quietly walked up to the dancers and talked to them in animated whispers. 

At noon, the dance and music performance came to an end. Athiyaman thanked the artistes and bestowed them with generous gifts.

The afternoon was dedicated to poetry. The best poets of the kingdom as well as those from the neighbouring kingdoms of Chera, Chola and Pandya dynasties were present.

‘Aha…well said, well said!’ The king expressed his appreciation from time to time as he listened to the poets with rapt attention. The hours wore away pleasantly and the sun was well on its way to the western horizon. 

The last presentation of the day was that of the renowned poetess, Avvaiyar – a small-built, self-effacing, elderly lady. Athiyaman had heard a lot about her verses and was eager to hear her recite some of them. Avvaiyar admired the king not only for his kind and gentle disposition, and love of art and culture, but also for his heroism and valour. Bowing respectfully to the stately figure seated on the throne, she began reciting in a rich tone of voice, sincere and devoid of flattery:

‘The fame of our sunlike king

White and cool as the moon,

Will not blacken

Will not die.

If he has a little rice 	

He shares it in many plates,

And wherever spears and arrows fly, he is there

To spell victory.’

The king waited for her to continue, but just then, his chief minister walked in, looking worried and bowed deeply. A hush fell over those present. 

The king frowned and asked with mounting irritation, ‘Do you wish to disturb the court to announce some exceptional good tidings, Minister?’

‘I am sorry to say the tidings are not good, Your Majesty,’ replied the minster. ‘I have news that King Thondaiman has sworn to attack our kingdom and has sent a message to that effect.’

Everyone gasped except the king.

‘What now, Father?’ Elini asked in a shaky voice.

‘Well, son. We are not new to war. I have won many battles. Defeating Thondaiman will not be difficult,’ he said complacently. He turned to the minister and said, ‘Ask the commander-in-chief to prepare for war.’ 

One by one, the poets left the court loaded with gifts. Only Avvaiyar lingered. The king cast her a questioning look. 

‘As the most prized artiste of the day, I have 
given my most precious possession – my three-stranded pearl necklace. Does that not satisfy you?’ he asked gently.

‘I linger on for a different reason, Your Majesty,’ Avvaiyar replied.

‘And what is that?’ 

‘I praised Your Majesty’s heroism in my poem. Many a battle you have won. But there comes a time in life when peace is preferred to war,’ Avvaiyar said boldly. 

The king smiled and remarked, ‘I take you for an esteemed poetess, not a warrior. Do you want to advise me on war and peace now?’ 

Avvaiyar brushed aside the king’s taunt. The need of the hour was to avert a clash of arms, she said to herself and repeated in a stronger tone, ‘Make peace, not war, Your Majesty.’ 

The king laughed aloud. ‘In that case, I appoint you as my ambassador of peace to the court of King Thondaiman.’

‘What can Avvaiyar do, Father?’ Elini intervened, expressing his doubts about the arrangement. A flicker of hesitation passed over Avvaiyar’s countenance, but she promptly brushed it aside and nodded – she was ready to go. 
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Early next morning, Avvaiyar set out for Thondaiman’s kingdom. 

Thondaiman welcomed Avvaiyar with great pleasure. The poetess was well known to him. 

‘It is my good fortune to have you here today,’ he said to her.

‘I was invited by King Athiyaman to recite in his court. Before leaving this area, I wished to see you also,’ she informed him.

Avvaiyar was served a sumptuous lunch, after which Thondaiman said, ‘If you are well rested, I would like to take you to my weapons room.’ He was very sure that she would be reporting all that happened in his court to Athiyaman.
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King Thondaiman proudly showed her the array of armaments that were displayed there. Avvaiyar viewed them in speechless wonder. 	

Beaming with pride, King Thondaiman asked his guest, ‘Well…what do you say? Don’t you think Athiyaman will lose if I attack him?’ 

A couple of minutes passed in heavy silence. Then, Avvaiyar burst forth in poetic splendour: 

‘Maybe so, if you say so…

But Athiyaman’s weapons are war-worn,

And his armour bloodstained 

Being reborn, getting repaired,

Through skilled hands with utmost care…’

Avvaiyar paused and prayed silently for Thondaiman to understand the meaning of her words and recognize Athiyaman’s superiority. He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. The look then turned into a piercing one and he frowned. 

As moments ticked on, Avvaiyar saw a change coming over him. He was drained of his pride. 

‘Yes, yes,’ he said, nodding gravely. ‘Athiyaman has fought many battles and won them too. I…I think I would stand no chance against such a great warrior. Maybe, I should call off the war and choose peace.’ 

Avvaiyar breathed a sigh of relief. 	

Thondaiman wasted no time in accompanying Avvaiyar to Athiyaman’s kingdom. When the two appeared in Athiyaman’s court, the king was thunderstruck to see Thondaiman. He was not prepared to welcome an enemy who had declared war on him. He looked daggers at him. His right hand was ready to unsheathe his sword and his left hand was trembling in fury. Avvaiyar stepped back and watched the two kings in silence.

Before Athiyaman could do anything, Thondaiman came forward to pledge peace. ‘King Athiyaman,’ he said, ‘I withdraw my declaration to 
wage war.’

Athiyaman was dumbfounded. ‘Can this be true?’ he asked himself. His hands fell limply to his side and Avvaiyar’s words echoed in his mind. There comes a time in life… 

His expression lost its fury and Thondaiman continued, ‘Let our kingdoms be friendly and flourish in peace and harmony. This will be good for one and all.’ The pause that followed was not an unfriendly one.

Athiyaman simply said, ‘I agree.’

Elini was witness to the amazing change that came over his father thereafter. The king began to devote his time to the welfare of his subjects. He built 
more waterways and roadways, and beautified the towns and countryside. Elini supported his father in all his activities.

Athiyaman advised him, ‘Remember to be friendly, my son. It pays better dividends than enmity. Weapons may be wielded only to defend oneself or to ensure the safety of our people.’

Athiyaman gave a special gift to Avvaiyar, a black nellikai, or Indian gooseberry, which was supposed to grant a long life to the receiver. Avvaiyar lived for many years, to sings her songs and delight the hearts of kings and subjects all over Tamizhagam, the place we call Tamil Nadu today. Avvaiyar wrote many verses in praise of Athiyaman, especially after he chose peace over war. In one such poem she said:

‘He fought only when he was forced to,

If he had plenty, he shared with us,

If there was less, he gave up his share.

He accompanied us on the path of love,

But walked alone on the path of war.’ 
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THE IN-BETWEEN KING

Not much is known about the life of King Bindusara, the second ruler of the Mauryan dynasty. His life story has been overshadowed by that of his father, Chandragupta, who was the founder of the great Mauryan dynasty, and that of his son, Ashoka, 
who was one of the greatest rulers in Indian 
history. Moreover, his period of rule has not been recorded in as much detail as the reigns of Chandragupta or Ashoka. Certain common accounts of Bindusara’s life are found in Jain 
and Buddhist legends from the ancient and 
medieval times, although the versions are 
different. Besides, these were supposedly recorded much after his lifetime. Some of these extraordinary events that shaped his life have helped to give the story its form.
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The baby was tiny and delicate, born seven days before it was due. The wet nurse held him gently in her hands. She fed him patiently with a small silver spoon. He swallowed the lukewarm milk, half a spoon at a time. Chanakya – friend, philosopher and guide of the Mauryan royal family – stood at a distance and watched.

The baby had his fill and fell asleep. He was kept in a special chamber that protected him from pollutants and possible infections. Chanakya relaxed when he saw the nurse cover him with a gossamer-thin blanket and leave the room noiselessly.

Things were tense for the next few days in the palace of King Chandragupta Maurya. His son was far too weak to be breast-fed or cuddled. The infant’s chances of survival looked bleak. It wasn’t until the baby began to gain weight and grow did the members of the palace breathe easy. Chanakya kept a close watch on the growing child, and the royal nurse looked after him well.

One day, when Bindusara was a toddler, he was playing in the palace garden with his friends, sons of the king’s ministers. They were older than the prince and at times bullied him. So, the nurse kept a careful watch over them during playtime. While playing, Bindusara fell and started crying. One of the boys said to the others, ‘You know, Bindu does not have a real mother to console him.’

Bindusara did not understand. He thought the nurse was his mother. Just then, the nurse went into the garden and said to him gently, ‘Look at the lovely peacocks, Bindu. It is about to rain, and they are all set to dance. The mayur is the favourite animal of the Maurya clan, you know. They love to roam around in our garden.’

The toddler’s attention turned to the peacock, and he forgot about his friend’s remark.

Suddenly, it began to drizzle. The nurse asked the boys to run in. ‘Let’s see if the evening rain can wash away the blue spot on Bindu’s forehead,’ said another boy.

Bindu rubbed his forehead. 

‘Never mind that now. Just come inside,’ said the nurse. ‘That spot is a special mark,’ she added as she picked up Bindu in her arms. ‘Minister Chanakya chose the name Bindusara for him especially because of this spot. Do you know what it means, Bindu? 

Bindu shook his head.

‘It means “spot on the fair forehead”.’ 

Bindusara smiled. He felt proud of his name and his birthmark.

The days rolled by. Bindusara learnt the art of warfare from Chanakya and other skilled warriors. His father had his hands full fighting the powerful Nandas of Magadha. He had little time to spend with his son, although he was keen to be with him and teach him about the Mauryan Empire. The boy too missed his father’s company.

One morning, Bindusara spotted his father at a distance in a serious discussion with Chanakya. Bindusara wanted to run to him and started throwing a tantrum at breakfast.

‘I just want to greet him before he goes away,’ 
he said.

‘Eat and then you may go. I won’t stop you,’ said his nurse and put the plate of khichri, topped with fried cashew nuts, in front of him. The child was in a hurry. He grabbed a handful from the centre of the plate, but dropped it immediately. 

‘Ouch! It’s so hot!’ he cried.

‘Silly boy,’ remarked the nurse, raising her voice. ‘A plateful of freshly cooked food is always hot in the middle. You should always start eating from the sides.’ 

The wind carried these words to Chanakya’s ears. He broke into a smile. He addressed Chandragupta, his heart racing with excitement, ‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘I think a practical strategy to deal with our neighbours would be to attack the outermost parts of the region first. Then, we can gradually move to the centre.’ Chandragupta nodded thoughtfully. He knew that Chanakya’s ideas were always good. Little did he know that, this time, it was Bindusara’s action that gave him the idea!

The Mauryan army lost no time in attacking and capturing the remote areas of the Nanda Empire. Winning them was easy; just the way Bindusara found it easy to eat the hot food first from the sides. Steadily, the army moved into ‘the hottest part’ at the centre. Here, it was a fierce battle. The Nandas put up a forceful fight for a considerable amount of time, but eventually lost. The Mauryan chariots victoriously thundered across the battlefield with their white banners fluttering high. 

Chandragupta continued to make extensive conquests. The empire expanded to cover a large part of the subcontinent, and the king’s fame spread far and wide. But then something happened that changed the course of history. Chandragupta, who thought of nothing else but defeating his neighbours and conquering lands, began to think differently. He was in his forties when this change came upon him. He called Bindusara and ceremoniously placed his glittering crown on his head. Bindusara was taken aback. He had not expected this. Speechless, he simply stared at his father.

‘My son,’ said Chandragupta. ‘I want you to take charge of our kingdom. I have faith in you. And you have a strong counsellor in Chanakya. Always heed his advice. He will make sure that our dynasty endures.’

‘And what about you…’ Bindusara’s voice trailed off. 

Chandragupta smiled and said, ‘Don’t worry about me. I have the vast forest lands of our kingdom where I shall live peacefully, following in the footsteps of Lord Buddha.’ 

Bindusara assured his father, saying, ‘You have also given me the name “Amitraghata”, which means “destroyer of foes”. Well, I will make sure I live up to it.’ And so, Chandragupta renounced the throne and moved to a faraway part of the kingdom where he lived out his life as a Buddhist monk.
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Ruling over the huge Mauryan Empire was no easy task for Bindusara. However, with power and foresight, he soon became the master of the entire territory between the Bay of Bengal in the east and the Arabian Sea in the west, as well as the area around the Indus Valley and the Gangetic plains. Chanakya felt proud of Bindusara’s achievements. However, every time he saw the mark on Bindusara’s forehead, a chill ran down his spine. 

When Bindusara’s wife gave birth to a son, she exclaimed in joy, ‘I’m now without sorrow.’ She turned at her husband and said, ‘Let’s call him Ashoka, the one “without sorrow”.’

Bindusara, on the other hand, looked at his son with a frown. ‘Hmm…’ he sighed. ‘He’s not very handsome, is he?’ 

His wife was cut up by his remark. ‘I did not expect these words from you. My son will take the legacy of the Mauryan dynasty to greater heights, you’ll see,’ she said haughtily and walked away with the baby in her arms.

Ashoka grew up to be an incredibly impressive and stately prince. His looks no longer mattered. Bindusara was awed by his skills. In fact, Ashoka became so powerful that he stole the limelight from his father. Soon, the reins of the kingdom were transferred to him. Bindusara retired and watched the Mauryan Empire expand and flourish under his son.
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On a quiet evening, Bindusara and his wife were spending time in the moonlit peacock garden. They were rocking themselves in the golden swing when a shadowy figure appeared at the far end. It was slowly approaching the royal couple.

‘Who’s that?’ Bindusara raised his voice. The queen held on to his hand. 

‘Chanakya,’ came the reply.

‘Come, come, Minister,’ Bindusara welcomed him. ‘I don’t see much of you these days.’

‘Yes… Your Highness, I would like to take leave of you and move away,’ said Chanakya. His voice was feeble and his gait slow. 

‘What?’ Bindusara was surprised. ‘No. No one can take you away from the Mauryan kingdom.’

‘Except the Almighty, my lord. His call has come. I don’t have long to live. I’d like to live the remaining years of my life as a Buddhist monk, like your father, and pass this world with the Great Master in my mind,’ replied Chanakya.

‘I see. Well, I know I cannot stop you. I can only bid you a fond farewell,’ said Bindusara softly.

‘Thank you, Your Highness. However, I can’t join the holy order without telling you the dark secret that’s been weighing on my heart. I have a confession to make.’ 

The swing rocked as the startled couple sat up and waited for Chanakya to continue. The moon hid behind the clouds as if she did not want to hear what Chanakya would say. 
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