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Come meet the siblings of yore


Rife with wars, jealousy, envy and more;


Witness also their love, valour and chivalry,


Share their lives of exciting rivalry.


Krishna and Subhadra, Hengist and Horsa,


Romulus and Remus, Draupadi and Dhristadyumna,


Norse, Greek, Roman, Mayan, and yes, Indian —


Stories from our thrilling past, our ancient mythology,


All part and parcel of our inspiring history.
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SO, LET’S TALK SIBLINGS


Do you have a sibling? A sister or a brother?


Chances are that if you don’t, you probably wish you did; and if you do, you perhaps wish you didn’t.


Hmmm… one usually tends to want what one doesn’t have, doesn’t one? However, sibling relationships are funny. They are different. Like the colours of a chameleon, they constantly keep changing. If you look at chameleons long enough, you’ll see them going from one colour to another rather quickly.


Confusing? You bet it is.


You think you’ve spotted a red one and before you know it, you’re wondering whether it was actually red or was it, perhaps, green or maybe a pinkish green or whatever.


Similarly, one moment you find yourself loving your sibling to bits and the next moment you find you might not, and a moment later, it’s back to loving again.


It’s baffling, to say the least.


Okay, so there may be times when those of you who have a sibling, or ten, however much you may love them, you may wish you were an only child.


However, it’ll only be for a while. Actually, a teeny-weeny while, perhaps?


For when push comes to shove, although you might fight like cats and dogs, you wouldn’t trade your brother or sister for anything in the world, would you?


Even for a trip to Disneyland, or a truckload or two of chocolates?


Maybe you might, if the bribe is right. Yes? No? Naah, you wouldn’t!


So, you will agree, there’s actually nothing like having a brother or sister. Someone whom you could bond with, in between bouts, and someone who will always have your back, yes always!


So, having an in-house companion is nothing to be sniffed at.


However, for those of you who have no siblings, you do not have cause for despair either. It isn’t always great fun-and-games, as those who have siblings will vouch for it.


There is, therefore, undoubtedly something to be said about being the sole apple of your father’s eye or being your mother’s darling.


Hence, either way, both have nothing much to lose.


Especially when you live in a modern, civilized world.


So, just imagine if you lived in ancient times where you had siblings and half-siblings by the dozen who were all aggressively competing for a place in the sun. All supernatural beings, caught up in a tangle of love, devotion, duty, anger, dislike, envy, jealousy, rivalry and loyalty.


What do you think might happen to you?


A few likely things:




	you might get turned into a monster


	gobbled up by your father


	killed by your brother


	perhaps even thrown into a well to drown





On the other hand, you may have a sibling or two who may always:




	love and protect you


	save you from the jaws of death


	even sacrifice their life for you





Also, who knows, you might even have:




	a brother prepared to spend years in the wilderness with you


	a sister who will help you avenge your family’s death


	or why, even one who will fight a war for you





Well, good, or bad, whether it be in Indian, Greek or other mythologies across the world, there are countless examples of such brothers and sisters, either loving, defending or fighting each other for various reasons.


So, shall we take a quick tour of various parts of the ancient world and introduce ourselves to some famous siblings and discover what their stories are?
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STORIES FROM INDIA
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BALI AND SUGRIVA


A FALLOUT


Bali, the monkey king, took a deep breath. He looked up at the sky. He revelled in the fresh air and drank in the sunshine. And then began to bound up the steps.


‘Why is everyone looking at me so strangely? Do I look like a ghost?’ he wondered and chuckled at the thought.


Maybe he did. He had lost count of the days he had been in that cave.


He remembered he had entered the cave to slay the monstrous demoness. His last words to his brother had been to wait for him outside. And what a battle it had been. He had chased the raging demoness within the cave and had finally managed to corner and kill her.


There had been a lot of blood and he himself had just about managed to escape with his life intact.


Trying to find his way back, he had looked for the cave’s entrance.


When he eventually found it, he discovered that it had been blocked by a boulder. He wondered why.


He had huffed and he had puffed, and with great difficulty moved it aside.


Finally, he managed to emerge outside.


‘Now to find my dear brother and my wife,’ he thought to himself, ‘who must be out of their minds with worry, wondering what has happened to me.’
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As he bounded into his palace, ‘Sugriva,’ he called out to his brother, ‘where are you?’


‘Tara,’ he cried, calling his wife next, ‘I’m back.’


He entered the palace and had the shock of his life.


He saw his brother seated on his throne and by his side was Tara, like they were king and queen. The thought, ‘Aaaah, so that was why the cave entrance had been blocked,’ flashed through his mind.


‘Sugriva,’ he yelled, ‘you deliberately blocked the cave and left me to die, didn’t you? So you could usurp my throne and my wife?’


Seeing his brother alive and well, Sugriva’s face first lit up with joy.


Happiness filled the eyes of Tara, the monkey queen as well. However, upon hearing his brother’s accusation, Sugriva cried out in horror, ‘Bali, no, no. We saw blood oozing out of the cave. And when you didn’t come out, we thought you were dead. I blocked the entrance to prevent the monster from escaping. Despite that, we waited for months for you to return. Only then did I take on the mantle of king and make Tara the queen.’


‘Hmmph! I do not believe you, Sugriva. Draw your weapons. Let’s finish this here and now. I no longer believe or trust you,’ cried Bali.


‘Bali,’ cried Tara, ‘Sugriva is telling the truth. He is your younger brother and has always loved you. I love you too. We honestly believed you were dead,’ protested Tara.


‘Bali, we are delighted you are home. How can you think otherwise? Please let us not fight. You can have your throne and your wife back,’ pleaded Sugriva.


Bali was a brave warrior, unconquerable across the three worlds.


Sugriva knew he was no match for his brother.


However, all of Sugriva’s entreaties fell on deaf ears.


Bali believed that the brother whom he loved had betrayed him.


So, they fought; and Sugriva lost.


Tara, however, persuaded Bali to spare his life. ‘He is, after all, your brother. Let him go live elsewhere,’ she said. So, ‘I banish you from Kishkindha’, declared Bali. ‘You are, henceforth, never to set foot here.’


Thus, Bali forbade Sugriva from ever entering the monkey kingdom of Kishkindha. But he kept Tara as well as Sugriva’s wife, Ruma, by his side.


However, Bali was never the same again.


Gone was the trust. Gone was the love. He became bitter and arrogant.


He had once been a much-loved monarch. Now his subjects began to dislike him. And they wondered at the sea change in him. They soon ran complaining to the monkey prince Sugriva.


Sugriva, who lived on the outskirts of the kingdom, and longed to come home.
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Then, one day, Prince Rama came looking for Sugriva.


‘My wife, Sita, has been kidnapped by the king of Lanka. I need to raise an army to get her back. Will you help me?’ he asked.


Sugriva quickly seized the opportunity.


‘Yes, I will. If you help me regain my throne. My brother has exiled me and taken my wife.’


Rama agreed and Sugriva promptly challenged Bali to a duel.


Tara immediately sensed danger.


She told Bali, ‘Don’t go. Something is afoot. Although Sugriva knows he cannot defeat you, he has challenged you to another duel. He isn’t alone. I’ve heard he has the support of Rama of Ayodhya – a divine prince.’


‘How can I not accept a challenge?’ replied brave Bali. ‘My brother wants a fight. I’ll give him a fight. I’ll not kill him, but if I am to die, well, so be it,’ he shrugged.


A duel was fought. Predictably, Sugriva was thrashed.


The expected help from Rama had not been forthcoming and Sugriva was miffed. ‘Where were you, Rama?’ he asked. ‘You promised to kill Bali, why didn’t you?’
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‘I couldn’t tell you apart, Sugriva, so, I couldn’t shoot,’ replied Rama.


‘For the next bout, put this garland round your neck, Sugriva,’ suggested Hanuman, Sugriva’s trusted friend. ‘Rama will then know you apart from Bali and do the rest.’


And so, it was done.


Rama, now able to tell them apart, hid behind a tree and as they duelled shot Bali right through the back.


Bali fell.


As he lay dying, Bali told Rama, ‘No honourable warrior shoots another in the back. Don’t you know what a shameful act that is?’


‘Shameful or not, what you did to Sugriva, your younger brother, was wrong. Sugriva and I have a pact. If I help him take back his throne, he has promised to raise an army against Ravana who has kidnapped my wife. Anyway, all this is destined,’ replied Rama.


‘Rama, if you had come to me, I would not only have given you an army but also have had Ravana himself come to you,’ answered Bali, who had defeated Ravana in the past. Then turning to his brother, ‘Sugriva,’ he said, ‘I should not have banished you. The throne is yours. Look after my son, Angad, and my wife, Tara. Treat our monkey subjects well too.’


Sugriva now felt remorseful. He recalled all the fun they used to have, swinging merrily from one treetop to another. With Bali always there to protect him.


‘Oh, Bali,’ wept Sugriva, hugging his brother, ‘I wish it hadn’t come to this. How I wish it were otherwise,’ he sobbed.


However, what was done was done.


Bali smiled sadly, clasped his brother’s hand, drew a long, shuddering breath and died.


Poor Bali, done in by his own brother.


A brother who loved him, but in anger had called in another to have him killed. All for the sake of the Kishkindha throne.




Who were their parents: Lord Indra and Ahalya (Bali) Lord Surya and Ahalya (Sugriva)


When were they born: Seventh to fourth century BCE


Where were they born: Kishkindha (present-day Karnataka)


Where did they live: Kishkindha


Sibling fact: A misunderstanding







DHRITRASHTRA, PANDU AND VIDURA


THREE PEAS IN A POD


Dhritrashtra, Pandu and Vidura were brothers. Bhishma was their uncle and Satyavati, their grandmother. Dhritrashtra, who should have been king was, however, blind. So, Pandu became the king of Hastinapur and Vidura, his able advisor.


Now, Dhritrashtra didn’t like this at all.


However, what could be done? A blind man couldn’t be king. So, he quietly decided to bide his time.


Meanwhile, King Pandu, helped by his uncle and grandmother, went from strength to strength.


He conquered all the nearby kingdoms, added more wealth to Hastinapur’s coffers and was greatly lauded for his efforts.


He didn’t neglect Dhritrashtra either.


Pandu gave him the respect he was due and always kept him in the loop. After all, wasn’t Dhritrashtra the elder brother who should have rightfully been king?


Soon, of all the kingdoms of the world, it was said, Hastinapur was the best.


It was truly the golden age of the Kuru dynasty.


A dynasty that belonged to the great King Shantanu, Satyavati’s late husband and Bhishma’s father.


And why wouldn’t it be?


Didn’t it have Shantanu’s three brilliant grandsons at the helm?


All were well versed in the Vedas: Pandu was a skilled warrior, blind Dhritrashtra had the strength of a hundred elephants and Vidura was a renowned scholar.


It also had Shantanu’s son, Bhishma, who was a great statesman, and Shantanu’s wife, queen mother Satyavati, a strict matriarch who made them all toe the line.


Now why, you might ask, was Bhishma not king?


Yes, Bhishma was no doubt King Shantanu’s son and his rightful heir, but he had renounced the throne in favour of his brothers’ sons – Dhritrashtra, Pandu and Vidura – even before they were born. A vow and an oath he was never to break.


So, anyway, even though great King Shantanu was no longer around, thanks to his family, his kingdom prospered and flourished.


And Pandu was a popular king.


Then, one fateful day, King Pandu went hunting. He accidentally shot a great rishi who died. However, before he died, the great rishi cursed King Pandu: ‘May you also die the same way as I,’ he said with his dying breath.


King Pandu was stunned. First, by the killing, and then, by the curse.


He rode back to his camp, shocked and upset.


He then announced, ‘I inadvertently killed a great rishi this morning. So, I no longer have the right to be king. I will, henceforth, live in these forests. A sanyasi I will become. Tell my brothers, uncle and my grandmother that I will never return to Hastinapur.’


Pandu’s wives, Kunti and Madri, also decided to remain in the forest with him now.


There was consternation in the capital. Bhishma was dismayed, Satyavati distraught.


Vidura didn’t quite know what to do. He was no warrior and being the youngest, he would never be king.


Only one person’s heart was gladdened and content. He knew his time had finally come.


Sight or no sight, he had always wanted to be king. The kingdom was his, after all, by right.


‘I’ll do the best that I can. I will rule Hastinapur in place of my brother,’ said Dhritrashtra to Bhishma.


Bhishma agreed and thus the blind Dhritrashtra finally became king.
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Dhritrashtra now hoped for an heir. He desperately wanted a son.


‘If Pandu has a son before I get one, everything will be undone; so, I need to have an heir as soon as possible,’ he murmured to himself.


Alas, this was not to be.


For soon, in the forest, to Pandu were born, one after the other, five strapping sons.


The news, while it caused joy in the hearts of the great-uncle and great-grandmother, it felt like a stab in the heart for the reigning king. However, before long and after much heartache, to Dhritrashtra and his wife, Gandhari, were also born a hundred sons and one daughter.


Now, blind king Dhritrashtra’s joy knew no bounds.


However, there was a major glitch in that joy. His eldest, Duryodhana, would still not be his heir. That honour would go to Yudhishthira, Pandu’s son.


Born a year before Duryodhana, he was the eldest grandson of the clan.


The firstborn in the clan – unless with a disability like Dhritrashtra – would always be the heir. That was the rule of the land.


‘Anyhow,’ thought Dhritrashtra, ‘what does it matter? They live in the forests far away. But why is it that Pandu is always so lucky while I, even as king, am so unfortunate?’
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Then came the sad news, Pandu had, in the forest, suddenly died. Dhritrashtra was shocked and upset. Envy took a backseat for a while.


He fondly remembered how Pandu would often be his eyes to the world. How he would patiently describe what his brother could not see. How lovingly he had always kept Dhritrashtra in the loop.


How the three brothers, Dhritrashtra, Pandu and Vidura, were like peas in a pod, and had often sworn allegiance to each other.


How, although his blindness made him often feel less capable, Pandu and Vidura had always treated him with love and respect.
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Loving reminiscences, however, soon turned to dismay when to Hastinapur came Pandu’s wife, Kunti, with her five boys, to lay claim to their rights.


Duryodhana, Dhritrashtra’s son and heir, wanted to immediately show them the door.


‘I am the crown prince,’ he said. ‘No one else can lay claim to my father’s throne.’


‘No, no,’ said Vidura; ‘No, no,’ said Bhishma and ‘No, no,’ said Satyavati. ‘Yudhishthira is the eldest and when the time is ripe, by right, he shall be king.’


Dhritrashtra sympathized with his son, but he had no option. He had to make Yudhishthira the yuvaraja-heir apparent.


Duryodhana, however, was not prepared to listen to reason.


He knew he had his father’s unspoken support. So, he set out to destroy his cousins. Jealous and envious of their superior skills, he tried every which way to rid himself of them.


Then, as the elders looked on helplessly, a war to end all wars broke out.


Fought on the fields of Kurukshetra, Dhritrashtra followed the course of the war through Sanjaya, his charioteer’s eyes.


With justice on their side, all five of Pandu’s sons emerged victorious and alive, whereas Dhritrashtra’s sons, Duryodhana and his ninety-nine brothers, did not survive.


At the end, a heartbroken Dhritrashtra blessed Yudhishthira as the new king of Hastinapur and sadly retired to the forests.


‘I told you,’ said Vidura to Dhritrashtra, ‘to stop Duryodhana before it was too late. You fuelled this hate. It was for your own selfish desire to see your son succeed you. Now, not just Duryodhana but all your sons are dead. Hastinapur has been decimated and if that had been your wish, dear brother, you have indeed succeeded. Envy and jealousy of Pandu’s sons have orphaned us all.’


Dhritrashtra had no answer. His brother was right.




Who were their parents: Ambika (Dhritrashtra)


Ambalika (Pandu)


Sakhi (Vidura)


When were they born: 1200–900 BCE


Where were they born: Hastinapur


Where did they live: Hastinapur


Sibling fact: Jealousy and envy took its toll







DRAUPADI AND DHRISTADYUMNA


WEAPONS OF VENGEANCE


‘Dhristadyumna, why is Father,’ asked Draupadi, ‘so obsessed with Guru Dronacharya of Hastinapur?’


‘It’s a long story,’ replied her brother, ‘one that started long before we were born. Shikhandi might know what really happened. He was there.’


‘Were you?’ asked Draupadi, now turning to their older brother.


‘Well, yes, but it doesn’t show Father in a good light. So, we never speak of it,’ replied Shikhandi.


‘I want to know. Please tell me,’ insisted his sister.


The brothers smiled at each other. They knew by the set of her lips that their feisty sister wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


‘Once upon a time,’ began Shikhandi, ‘our Father, King Drupada, and Drona were great friends. Grandfather had sent Drupada to stay at Drona’s father, Bharadwaj’s ashram and so they more or less grew up together. Such good friends were they, that one day, Father even told Drona, “When I become king, Drona, I will share my kingdom with you.”’
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