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Friends! Friends! Friends!


Whatever would we do without Friends?


So, come meet some friends from our ancient past;


Enjoy their tales of friendship, and relive their glorious past.


Krishna and Sudama, and Karna and Duryodhana,


Draupadi and Krishna, and Sita and Trijata,


And many more friends from India who stood by each other, come what may.


Meet some from Rome, meet some from Greece,


And then if you haven’t had enough and want some more,


Dip into the world of Panchatantra, if you please.
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SO, LET’S BE FRIENDS


Down in the forest, deep, deep, down in the forest, the king of the jungle was taking a nap.


As the shadows lengthened and the sun began to disappear behind the night sky, the little, furry creatures that lived in the tiny crevices among the nooks and crannies of the Earth, began to surface.


Scurrying busily, they darted hither and thither, scrounging for food and god knows what.


One little, whiskered creature popped up from underneath a rock to land right on top of the sleeping lion.


‘Oh, my goodness!’ exclaimed the little fellow, ‘where have I landed? If I move, he could wake up and that would be the end of me. Should he move, his enormous body is bound to crush me and, again, it would be all over for me. So, what do I do?’


He sat still for a while, pondering.


He had never seen a lion at such close quarters before. He had only heard his roar from far away and had trembled at its thunderous reach.


‘Being a courageous fellow,’ he said to himself, ‘maybe now’s my chance to see what this huge beast looks like’, and without a second thought, scampered up the lion’s mane, on to his head and down his forehead to arrive between his eyes.


Just in time, it would seem, to awaken the lion from his slumber.


The enormous beast opened one eye first and then the other.


You see, he had felt the sharp pricks of the mouse’s tiny claws on his snout.


Startled to see the creature on his nose, he lifted his huge paw to swat him.


‘Please, sir,’ squeaked the mouse, his heart in his mouth, ‘don’t do that. I am sorry to have woken you up. I am just a tiny mouse and you are the king of the forest. Please don’t kill me. Please let me go.’


The lion who had raised his paw, hesitated.


And then, for no reason at all, he gently shook his massive head as if to shake the mouse free.


Taking advantage of the pause and the head shake, the mouse slithered down the royal snout with alacrity and scurried away to safety.


‘Thank you, your highness,’ he said, ‘for being so gracious and kind.’


The lion let out a mighty roar and turned away as the mouse, taking no more chances, hurried home to the safety of his little cubbyhole.


Many moons passed. The lion and the mouse busily went about with their own lives.


However, if they happened to run into each other, it did appear like they shared a special bond.


They became friends.


As the years went by, the lion grew withered and old and one fine day, fell into a poacher’s trap.


There he lay, entangled in a net and unable to free himself. He struggled and he struggled to get out. Then he roared and he roared in panic.


The little mouse, whom he had let off so many moons ago, heard the roar. He quickly darted over to where the mighty king of the jungle lay helpless. ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ he sighed when he saw the poor, magnificent beast all trussed up in the poacher’s net.


‘Don’t despair, your highness,’ said the little mouse. ‘I will be back in a jiffy and have you out before the poachers come to get you.’


Soon, back with an army of other mice who, with their sharp little teeth, promptly set to work on the net, he set the lion free in minutes.


‘Thank you,’ said the grateful lion to the mouse.


‘Don’t thank me, your highness. You became my friend when you, so long ago, kindly spared my life. I am only returning the favour. That’s what loyal friends are for. It’s an honour to help you. Don’t you know, a friend in need is a friend indeed?’


Indeed.
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It gladdens one’s heart, doesn’t it, to see such acts of friendship… especially among creatures in the animal kingdom?


So, dear young reader, wouldn’t you like to have a friend like that?


Or do you already have one? A friend who would come to your rescue if you needed help?


Someone who would lay his life on the line for you?


Or just someone with whom you could have fun and simply be with?


There are many such stories, of human bonding as well, handed down to us through the centuries, telling us of the different kinds of friendship that existed between true friends.


Friends who looked out for each other as Krishna did for Sudama in Indian mythology or like Damon and Pythias from Greece who trusted each other implicitly.


These and many others from our rich ancient past have set the benchmark for loyalty, love and devotion between friends.


So, come delve into an array of fabulous friendship stories from various interesting mythologies of the world.


Stories that will take you on a merry spin through a world where loyalty is a badge of honour, kindness, a virtue, and friendship, a source of pride.


Just like the story of this lion and the mouse from the Panchatantra.
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STORIES FROM INDIA




ARJUNA AND KRISHNA


THE INVINCIBLE HEROE


‘Arjuna! What are you doing here?’ asked Krishna in surprise.


‘I needed to see you,’ said Arjuna.


‘I was here before him,’ said another voice.


Krishna turned and saw that it was Duryodhana who had spoken.


‘Aah, all right. What is it that both of you want?’ he asked.


‘We’ve decided to go to war against each other. Will you fight alongside us, the Kauravas?’ asked Duryodhana, quickly, before Arjuna could say anything.


‘Oh, I see. Then let me make something clear,’ said Krishna. ‘I’m against this war. If, however, there’s going to be one, I will not take up arms. I am prepared to offer both of you a choice. One of you can have my services as a charioteer while the other can have my army without me. So, what will it be?’ he smiled.


‘I’ll take you,’ said Arjuna promptly, with no hesitation whatsoever.


‘That’s all right,’ replied a gleeful Duryodhana immediately, ‘your army will do just fine for us.’


‘Agreed,’ nodded Krishna.


Thus began the preparations for the horrendous Mahabharata war between the hundred sons of the blind king Dhritrashtra of Hastinapur (the Kauravas) and his late brother, Pandu’s five sons (the Pandavas – Yudhishthira, Bheema, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadeva).


Duryodhana, the king’s eldest son and a Kaurava, believed that he should succeed his father to the throne and become king. However, Yudhishthira, the eldest among both the Kauravas and the Pandava boys, was generally being touted as the rightful heir. Something that Duryodhana was hotly disputing.


Hence the decision to go to war.


Yudhishthira, then, had decided to send Arjuna, the most versatile warrior among the Pandavas, to ask Krishna for help.


Duryodhana, too, had landed up at Krishna’s place to find out whom he would support.


Arjuna was now delighted. For him Krishna’s offer had been no choice really; he would take Krishna any day, with or without arms.


Krishna was his best friend, wasn’t he?


His cousin and closest mate too, ever since the day of Draupadi’s swayamwara.


Draupadi was the lovely princess of Panchala.


Hoping to have her marry a brave warrior prince, her father, King Drupada, had announced, ‘Whoever is able to shoot down an overhead revolving fish in the eye from its reflection in the water below, will win Draupadi’s hand.’


Kings from across the land had participated in the tournament.


The rich and the famous. The strong and the brave.


However, only one had come through the tough contest successfully.


It was, as Krishna hoped, Arjuna of the Pandavas. And Draupadi had been thrilled.


Then the losers had begun to agitate.


Krishna, who had naturally been present, had quickly stepped in. He had called the sore losers to order, calmed everybody down and sent them all on their way. He had then followed the Pandavas home, met his aunt Kunti, their mother (Krishna’s father and Arjuna’s mother were siblings) and escorted them all safely to Hastinapur.


Although Krishna was fond of all the Pandavas, his connect with Arjuna was different.


He had a special fondness for him. It was almost as if they were soul mates.


They enjoyed each other’s company immensely.


Often taking off on jaunts of their own, they would go frolicking in the woods or engage in endless discussions on all kinds of topics.


They were even known to take up arms together.


One day, while they were gambolling in the Khandava forest with their families, Agni Dev (the god of fire) spotted them.


‘Can you help me?’ he asked. ‘Due to all the ghee in the yagna fires, I’m unable to burn properly and I’m losing my strength. When I try to revive myself, Lord Indra sends down rain to douse me. So, will you help me burn bright by protecting me when I set the Khandava forest on fire?’


The two agreed.


Just as Agni Dev had said, the moment the forest started to burn, Lord Indra’s showers came down heavily on Agni’s flames.


Arjuna and Krishna teamed up to shoot arrows into the sky to stop the rain, allowing Agni to burn freely.


So, Indra and the Asuras of the forest sent their forces to attack the two friends.


Krishna took on the Asuras while Arjuna soon sent a surprised Indra’s forces packing.


Together they were, thus, formidable.


There is then, the Bhagawad Gita.


Do you know of it?


You may have heard your grandparents speak of it.


One of the oldest scriptures in the world, it is a serious, 700-verse chat between Krishna and Arjuna.


It is about good and evil and how to live a good and virtuous life.


What’s interesting about this discussion is that it took place on the very eve of that terrible Mahabharata war.


Arjuna had misgivings about going to war with people he knew and loved, so Krishna explains, among many other things, why Arjuna should fight. And, to safeguard dharma, why it was necessary.


Krishna also explains to Arjuna why, once we are born, we should, without hesitation or fear, do what we need to do.


The Bhagawad Gita is a good example of what defined their relationship.


It is also a message to all of us on how to live our lives honestly.


Hence its importance.


Finally, with implicit faith in his friend, who had now turned into a philosopher and guide, Arjuna accepts Krishna’s advice and fights bravely to eventually win the war.


Even during the war, but for Krishna’s expertise as a charioteer, Arjuna would not have escaped alive.


Krishna’s divine ability to withstand, duck and weave their chariot and horses saved Arjuna many a time.
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Sinking the chariot into the mud to protect Arjuna’s head from speeding arrows and taking the brunt of many of those arrows himself, Krishna protected his friend.


At one stage, Arjuna’s great uncle, Bhishma, the powerful Hastinapur patriarch and commander-in-chief of the Kauravas, cornered Arjuna. Krishna immediately rushed to his rescue, using a massive chariot wheel as a weapon, despite his promise not to fight.


Luckily, Arjuna quickly pacified Krishna, to prevent anything untoward from happening.


Krishna also revived Arjuna’s unborn grandchild (Parikshit, who later succeeded Yudhishthira as the king of Hastinapur) who had been killed in his mother’s womb by a Kaurava arrow.


That was the extent of Krishna’s love for Arjuna.


When Krishna ultimately left the world, the grief that Arjuna felt was unparalleled. He went to Dwarka to help settle Krishna’s affairs and returned to inform his brothers that, as his beloved Krishna was no more, it was time for them also to leave the world.


Such was their friendship – steadfast and strong.




Who was Arjuna: Son of Pandu and Kunti of Hastinapur


Who was Krishna: Son of Shoora chief, Vasudeva, and Devaki of Mathura


When did they meet: Fourth century BCE


What was their connect: Strong bond of affection


Friendship fact: A true friend is a friend who stands by you through thick and thin







AYYAPPAN AND VAVAR


A BOND DIVINE


The Kayamkulam port was bustling with activity.


Boats, jostling for space, could be seen loading and unloading.


Arab, Roman, Phoenician and Jewish traders embarked and disembarked.


They mingled, shouted and traded their wares with the local Malayalis.


Busy hands on the waterfront stacked bales of exquisite silks and sacks full of spices.


Vying for equal space were also large bags spilling over with jackfruits, mangoes and coconuts. The pungent smell of the fruits combined to fill the air with the fragrance of pepper, cardamom and cinnamon.


The scene was chaotic, as most busy Indian ports usually are.


However, this was a port in Kerala that belonged to the first century BCE – long, long before the advent of modern India.


A port that was open to all the traders of the world regardless of where they came from.


Among them was a Muslim trader, from Syria or maybe even as far as Turkey.


He was a ship builder by profession and adventurous by nature.


And his name was Vavar.


He had heard of the great riches of the Malabar Coast. So, he had come to trade, or perhaps to loot and plunder, or maybe to spread Islam or simply to escape the famine in his land.


Whatever his reason, he was a brave warrior and a great leader of men too.


He soon began to wage war on the little kingdoms nearby and summarily annex them.


The king of Kayamkulam was alarmed. He quickly rushed a battalion to subdue him. However, they came back defeated and vanquished.


So, what did the king do?


He sent word to the king of Pantalam that was a few miles away.


Pantalam was more powerful than he was.


Pantalam also had a fearless commander-in-chief who was the adopted son of the king. His name was Ayyappan.


Ayyappan was said to be divine, and news of his heroic exploits had begun to spread across the land. So brave and fearless was he that he even had the wild animals of the forest eating out of his hand.


Why, when his stepmother, the queen, wanted tiger’s milk to cure her headache, to the shock and astonishment of the people of Pantalam, Ayyappan promptly went into the forest and brought a whole streak of tigresses to feed her as much milk as she needed.


So, now to the rescue of Kayamkulam – against Vavar – with the Pantalam army, went Ayyappan.


A massive battle took place.


Both were so evenly matched that the war raged on endlessly until both armies were exhausted.


Impressed by Vavar’s courage and tenacity, Ayyappan stuck out his hand, in friendship.


Since that day, it is said, the two became good friends and devoted companions. Whenever Ayyappan needed help, Vavar was at hand to promptly give him that help. So, together, defeating those who threatened either of them, their kingdoms and friendship flourished.


Now, Ayyappan, who was he really?


An evil half-buffalo demoness, Mahishi was terrorizing the world. She was a vile, shape-shifting creature who couldn’t be easily killed. She could only be killed by someone born to Vishnu and Shiva.


Now that, as you can imagine, was an impossible task.
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However, the gods had a few tricks up their sleeve. Vishnu took the form of Mohini, an apsara – a lovely fairy – went to Shiva and hey presto, a child was born of Shiva and Mohini.


And that child was Ayyappan.


He was then, as a baby, placed under a tree, for the childless Pantalam raja and his queen to find.


As he grew up as the raja’s favourite, the queen grew envious and jealous of Ayyappan’s close relationship with her husband. So, on the advice of her advisors, she pretended to be sick with an incurable headache that could be healed only by drinking tiger’s milk.


Ayyappan promptly provided her with the cure. He, as you know, brought forth all the tigresses of the forest. The frightened queen’s headache miraculously vanished, and Ayyappan’s divinity was established. By which time, Ayyappan’s fame as a warrior had also spread.


Soon, with Vavar by his side, he decided it was time to accomplish what he been born on Earth for. He went into the forest, found the Mahishi and in the battle that ensued, killed her. However, it had been a curse that had turned Mahishi into a demoness.


So, when Ayyappan killed Mahishi, she took on the form of a lovely young girl who now wanted to marry Ayyappan.


Ayyappan, however, gently told her that he was not long for this world.


He then went to the king and said, ‘Father, my time to leave has come.’


Overcome with sadness the king asked, ‘Son, how can I exist without you?’


‘I will not be far away, Father,’ replied Ayyappan. ‘There is a hill called Sabrimala. I will stay atop that hill. Whoever wants to see me can come there. Once a year, please have my jewels sent to me and have me adorned in them so that everyone can see me for who I am.’


The king nodded his head. He realized, sadly, that Ayyappan was determined to leave.


‘Now, dear Father, you need to do me a favour,’ said Ayyappan. ‘My friend, Vavar, has been a good and trusting companion. He will miss me. When it is time for him to leave the world, will you please ensure that he has a place at Erumeli, at the foot of the Sabrimala Hill? I would like that all those who come to see me, first pay their respects to him before they climb the hill.’


Vavar was overcome with emotion.


He had been upset at the thought of Ayyappan leaving him.


He, too, had become an ardent devotee of his friend, Ayyappan. Hearing Ayyappan make arrangements for him to continue to abide by his side, he was relieved and happy.


So now, not only was a temple built for Ayyappan atop Sabrimala, where he sits even to this day, but a resting place for Vavar was also built at the foot of the hill.


Whoever goes up, first prays at Vavar’s mosque and then begins the climb to Sabrimala.


There is nothing, no idol in the mosque, except for an old sword near a wall that has a green cloth strung across it. Black pepper is the main offering while a Muslim imam does the honours. Lakhs and lakhs of devotees trudge up and down those hills to catch a glimpse of Ayyappan every year. They also unfailingly stop to say hello to his friend, Vavar, on the way up.
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