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PAN




At the holy feet of
Ma
whose blessings made Kratu a reality




FOREWORD


Dear Samarpan,


This was a royal gift indeed, and like all priceless gifts, given to me freely, for which I thank you, my brother and friend in need.


I have been moved beyond words by the tale of Kratu: immense in scale, encompassing the tri kaal of past, present, and future. Your work of inspiration reminds me of the words of Rajaji who, in describing the Mahabharata, said (as I recall, without Kratu’s gift/curse of perfect memory): ‘Ordinary novels aim to thrill the senses, exciting the emotions of the reader, to reach “happily-ever-after” fairytale endings, or in terrible tragedy and destruction. The divine tales of Ramayana and Mahabharata, however, take us through the journey of human nature, and elevate us in the end to the consciousness of the Ultimate Divinity.’


Indeed Kratu had this effect on me. I thank you and, through you, your entire Guru-Parampara and Ma Durga Herself, for giving this unworthy human being such a marvellous experience.


The tale weaves its magical way across an immense timespan, threaded with masterly skill, truly like beads on a thread, as Kratu grows through his experiences to fulfil his sworn Karma. The tale is filled with pearls of eternal wisdom, scattered without a care across the pages, with the generosity of a Kubera of Knowledge. Aphorisms hang like ripe mangoes from the boughs of this tree of knowledge and deep learning. I marvel at the spontaneous inspiration of the author that the entire work was conceived and penned in a matter of 8 weeks. Only divine inspiration could have made this possible. The quick interludes with the Great Sages of our culture – Valmiki, Vyasa, Kapila, Shankara, Buddha and others – sparkle with spiritual light, leaving one in awe of the immensity of our civilization. I, for one, am indeed convinced that we are indeed at the start of the next Satya Yuga, and our land has the strength of culture, knowledge, and discipline to lead the way to the Indian Renaissance of the 21st century. This book is not only a reminder of our heritage, but also the harbinger of our destiny.


K. Gopalakrishnan


Eminent Scholar and Technocrat


Singapore
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1


THE ROCK


The huge, insurmountable rock – standing majestic amidst the spread of smaller ones – was the meeting ground of the divine and the profane for the local people. The elderly talked about the legends centring around it, while the youngsters inscribed their names and the names of their failed loves on it.


Unconcerned with the meanderings of human nature, a yogi sat immobile on the rock by stopping his consciousness from becoming many. Living only on air for years on the height, he was now mere skin and bones; his clothes had tattered away long ago, and his matted hair was used as a nest by small birds. People of the area had not seen him come there and so they did not add him in the local legends.


The march of progress does not care for the secular or the sacred. It now demanded that the monolith be blasted away to make space for fresh dreams. The team assigned to do the job had drilled holes in that rock and had planted explosives to complete the inevitable.


‘All ready, sir.’ cried the foreman of the team, asking for the green signal for the blast.


The project manager thought of climbing up the rock to have one last view of the surroundings from its top before it was smothered into nothingness forever. However, its sheer steepness deterred him. He looked sadly at the majestic rock: ‘Millions of years of being going away in a twing!’


Shaking his head vigorously, he drove the thought away. He was not paid to philosophize but to carry out orders.


Looking around to make sure that all was safe, he gave the thumbs up with ‘Alfred Nobel ki Jai’, musing at the irony of Alfred Nobel being the creator of major destructive power and also the bestower of the Nobel Peace prize. ‘Irony, thy name is power.’


‘B-O-O-M!’ was the response from the splintering rock.


One now became many; the individual degenerated into the collective; the inert became mobile and the mobile went dead. Birds fell to the ground, animals went flying through the air, heavier trees were uprooted, lighter ones swayed wildly, and rocks boomed all around. Energy, milked from the universe and preserved in the dynamite stick, hoosh-ed back to its freedom, flattening everything that separated it from being one with the universal.


The yogi on the rock was among those who faced the fury of the once-trapped. Unseen by anyone, he was thrown up into the sky on a parabolic path. His indifference towards the world had come back as its cruelty towards him.


The shock of the boom and the fall of the flight pulled the yogi’s mind from the great to the small. By the time he hit the grassy surface, his mind had become one with his senses and his organs competed for attention. After that, it did not take long for him to be one with the multiplicity of Nature. The yogi, downed from the realm of consciousness, now belonged to the world of senses.


Dazed, he lay amidst tall grass, watching his consciousness spread over his body. When fully conscious, he felt weak and weary. Lying there for a while, he gained some strength and then he staggered to get some food, wondering if his body would tolerate the intrusion of food after such a long break from it. ‘Long break! Yes. How long ago was it that I last felt the world?’


No one in the world had the answer.


Weak foundation makes a heap of a structure. The yogi got up, but his legs failed him. He collapsed like the fame of the respected whose hidden sins get exposed. He panted under the weight of his frailty.


Breathing slowly and consciously, he gained a little strength. With that, he encouraged his feeble limbs to drag him to a point from where he could get a sweeping view of what lay around.


His attention was caught by the asphalt road on which cars and buses were moving at a distance. He looked at them intently, wondering what those things were. Chariots? Carts? But where were the horses? Camels? Or bullocks? How could these be self-driven? Had he by some chance reached the heaven where the gods had self-driven vehicles? He could also see wires stretching out on huge structures to the infinite, as it were. What were these? He felt confused.


A big black ant crawled up his body harmlessly. The tickling caused by it told him that he was in no heaven, which was confirmed by the chiming of a bell in a nearby temple. He remembered something. Yes, there had been a Shiva temple near the rock where he had gone to sit for meditation long ago. He concluded that he was not in any heaven, rather he was in the same place where he had originally been.


Familiarity gives confidence. The yogi felt confident of getting some milk at the temple. After all, people did pour milk on Shivalingam, the symbol of Shiva. He hoped that the practice had not changed over the years, as is the wont of the world.


He had crawled barely some feet when he heard the conversation of a couple coming down the narrow path. The turn had hidden them from view, and now he was plumb in their path, barely a minute away.


The lady’s voice made him conscious of his lack of clothes. ‘What to do? What to do?’ He panicked. There was no place where he could hide his nakedness.


The couple, returning from the temple, had been married for some years without having any child. Someone had advised them to walk miles and pray at that temple to have their wishes fulfilled. The boom of the dynamite just after their prayer was taken by the lady as a sign from God. ‘Shiva has listened to us!’ said she.


‘Coincidences are not signs, dear,’ said the husband.


‘You are so negative! I wonder why I chose you for myself.’


‘Ok, ok. It must be the sign if you say so.’ The gentleman wanted to retain his poise after a deep religious moment.


On their way back from the temple, they talked about the choice of the baby, not knowing that a naked yogi lay in their path.


Stupidity, the Siamese twin of panic, took over the yogi’s rational mind. ‘Baby! Hmm, baby. If only I were a baby I would have been saved from this embarrassment of my nakedness.’


Before his thought could form fully, he felt waves of unconsciousness taking over his limbs and mind, and his senses started withdrawing from their respective apertures.


The yogi went inert.
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When his awareness returned, the yogi found himself as a baby in the arms of the lady who had been to the Shiva temple. The lady, surrounded by many others, was cooing over him, the baby, calling out adjectives like ‘precious’, ‘prince’, and ‘gift from God’.


People laugh at the fallen, while fallen ones cry.


‘Oh, no! Not again,’ shrieked the yogi-baby in unfathomable agony, ‘I am no one’s prince or precious. Lord! Lord! Why this! Why this! How I wish I was saved from this ordeal of getting a new body. Now I will have to go once again through the trauma of growing up and the terror of learning; bondage packaged as love from parents, siblings, friends and frenemies; sacksful of tears wrapped in laughter; buckets of disease and baskets of decay. Oh Lord! How I wish you had saved me by letting me be where I was. But what do you care for others when you did not save yourself from being exiled and getting crucified? No wonder people refuse to accept you the way you are.’


Words are the privilege of the evolved. The lamentations of the baby did not come as words but as cries because of his underdeveloped vocal system.


‘How cute he is,’ said one. ‘How cutely he cries,’ said another.


Tears, the integral of pain, now accompanied the words of the yogi-baby. More than anguish, the words carried a soft complaint towards God.




Why thou push me once ‘gain


In the band of broken tunes


Shrieking, yelling, noise loud


With soothing note of real me


Fizzing away in bitter, vain.


I was not with aught or naught


But as ‘art and beat of all—


Beyon’ little, half and part


Beyond count one or two


Free of body, senses, thought.


Why you wielded magic wand


To make me one with light seven


In the realm of rearing pain,


Smiles masking tears roaring


Birth n death’s this murky land.





He cried his heart out till he was too exhausted to continue and feel asleep.


A smile is the product of certainty, good or bad. Once he was up from sleep, he was filled with, ‘been there, seen that’ feeling. The absurdity attached with his situation made him laugh at himself.


‘How beautifully he smiles! A wonder kid he is.’


‘Why not? Isn’t he a blessing from Lord Shiva?’


His torment was multiplied when his nappy was changed and when he was breastfed. ‘Yuck...,’ he cringed and let out a long wail. He also closed his eyes, to hands touching his helpless body when he was bathed.
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The naming ceremony for the baby was performed, which is one of the age-old customs, coming from the Vedic times. It is one of the sixteen samskaras – life rituals of a Hindu – through which a person evolves in social and spiritual existence.


There is a lot to names than one cares to understand. A name is the outrider of the form, representing the aspirations, hope, capabilities and essence of a person. In turn, the right name augments one’s nature. So, Indians put a lot of stress on naming a baby and treat the ceremony as one of the major events of life.


After some deliberation, the baby was named Kratu. Kratu is one of the great sages of ancient India. The word also means ‘sacred act’.


Everyone in the family loved the name. ‘Hmm,’ the yogi-baby reacted, ‘New form. New name. New acts. The cycle goes on. What a pity! Worse, even if people knew this to be a fact, they would continue wishing for the same again and again, hoping to have better luck next time. Haven’t I seen the same story repeated all through my existential memory?’ He let out the yawn of the bored.


‘What a cute yawn!’ the guests clapped.


Kratu’s grandmother had died some years before his birth. Remembering her, his grandfather smiled gently at the baby, ‘Your grandma would have been so happy to take you in her arms.’


‘Hmm,’ he responded in boredom.
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The obnoxious fawning of the family on Kratu ended when his sister, Anvi, was born. The new toy in the family meant fresh joy for the emotionally challenged. This gave Kratu space to explore life.


Exploration, knowledge, freedom. Life had revealed its secret to Kratu in simple steps. The absence of these three meant bondage.


Kratu started taking in the world of beings and happenings. His intellect, honed on the grinding stones of silence and purity, was now so fine that it could pick up the tiniest strand of knowledge from which he had been away during these years of absence. Electricity, mobility, connectivity – the three modern wonders – revealed their secrets to him in no time. The gadgets soon became slaves to him instead of being the masters.


Unlike gadgets, music fascinated him endlessly. His parents were surprised to see that instead of the fast beating of drums that kids usually like, Kratu remained transfixed while listening to classical music.


‘Looks like Tansen is born in our family,’ said Ma.


‘Wait till he gets exposed to percussion and then starts breaking the household items,’ said Pa.


‘You are so negative,’ retorted Ma.


Kratu paid no attention to these bickering; he was used to the behaviour of the doting.


His observation of the surroundings revealed that the world had undergone a qualitative change, unlike the linear change that it usually goes through. The Indian word ‘samsara’ for world means ‘that which keeps wandering’, and so there was nothing unusual about the change. Even then, some changes were stark. People had moved away from the ideals of life to having life as the ideal. Packaging in life had taken over, replacing completeness. Even moms were now part time. Exclusiveness was no more a vice but way of life.


‘Time, you spare no one. Even values get crushed under your juggernaut,’ said he. ‘How long can a society survive like this?’


Change or no change, he did not like strong emotions. One day he said, ‘Ma, you were angry yesterday, so I got very scared.’


‘It is ok, beta. Ma is not angry anymore. Can Ma be ever angry with her dear one?’


‘It is not that, Ma. I got scared so I cleaned up your bathroom.’


‘That is not needed, son,’ she laughed, ‘we in India do not like our kids to work. Once I am dead, you can work as much as you want. This is time for you to enjoy life.’


‘I mean I cleaned the bathroom with your towel.’


‘You did what?’ laughed out Papa.


The sweet words of Ma fermented in a trice. She was furious. She remembered that the towel was wet when she was using it and she had wondered at the reason for that. Probably it had fallen down, she had thought.


Angry, she was about to scream when Kratu said, ‘Please don’t scream at me. I get scared and then do foolish things.’


The next time when Ma got angry, Kratu did not wipe his butt clean after going to the toilet and informed her about it the next day. He added, ‘I cannot do the same thing every time I get scared. So I think I will have to hide in the drain or in the overhead water tank next time.’


That was the end of Ma’s anger with Kratu.


‘See how your son has taught you anger management and saved thousands from the counsellor,’ said Pa.


‘Do you want to learn a few things in humour management?’
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Kratu’s grandpa had been a schoolteacher. In his time, schools were treated as temples, and education focussed more on manmaking than money-making. This demanded sacrifice and discipline from the teachers, which they passed down to their students.


Grandpa’s self-discipline and routine had earned him respect from his students and also from his family. After his retirement, he applied his lifelong discipline in improving his inner self through puja, japam, dhyan and reading of religious texts. He believed that after a certain age, one should pack up one’s affairs and get ready for the onward journey. ‘The world is the training ground to give up everything so that one can attain God. To remind us of this fact, death forces us to give up all that we have. However, foolish that we are, we refuse to learn and so suffer.’


Years of selfless service at the school and spiritual detachment in old age had given him deeper insights in human nature. One day he told Kratu in private, ‘I am not a yogi to know who you are. However, my intuition says that you don’t belong to us and that you will leave us one day.’


Kratu laughed, ‘After your long stint in discipline, you seem to be taking a break from it, Baba. Your sense of humour is finally blooming in the desert of your sternness.’


Baba is the honorific address to grandpa.


‘This is no humour, babu. My one request – mind it, it is only a request – is that you don’t leave us till I am alive.’


Grandparents love grandchildren unselfishly and so their love is intense. There is no give and take in it, nor is there any fine print of future expectation attached to it, as parents generally have.


‘Baba, you are so funny! Old age is bringing out the child in you.’


‘Will you keep my request? Please.’


Kratu was in a dilemma. To cover his conflict, he laughed for a while, firmed himself up and then said softly, ‘I will be near you at your deathbed, Baba.’


Grandpa felt happy and relieved. Death did not matter with him. However, the presence of loved ones while roaming here did matter. The small joys of life!
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By the time Kratu was eight and Anvi five, they were studying in one of those schools that nurse the ego of the parents more than nurturing talent. The failed aspirations of parents make them have high expectations of their wards, for which they lovingly spend a fortune.


This was not to Kratu’s liking, who often laughed at his school with, ‘Ma, do you realize that our schools produce more salesmen than men? Once we get a degree, we get down to milking those in need, instead of serving them with our skill. Of course, we too get milked in turn when the time comes. Do you really want me to be a salesman?’


Ma wanted to make an angry reply but the fear of Kratu getting ‘scared’, restrained her.


Anvi loved her brother but she did not like to go to school, even though it was with him. It did not help much when Kratu often said things like, ‘Anvi, we must go to school so that we can learn to swim in the ocean of words to reach the shores of degrees and then be successful salesmen. If you are lucky, you may also learn to shoot your mates dead, like students of distant lands whose clones we are.’


A frightened Anvi shed tears, Ma glared, while Papa laughed with, ‘We have Socrates, the wise, in our family.’


Ma often wondered wherefrom Kratu picked up all those strange ideas. She had been tracking his internet search, without finding any clue.


The situation was not congenial at the school too. Complaints against him were more frequent than was advisable. He topped in every subject and was idolized by his friends whom he regaled with stories that seemed unbelievable. He could also answer questions easily from History and Geography, the two subjects that most students abhorred. However, his observations and comments drew frequent glares from the teachers.


One day, when the mathematics teacher was explaining the class about zero and its importance in computing, Kratu broke in, ‘Do you know how zero came into existence, sir? Long ago, the sages had a disagreement about what would be the result if infinity was taken out of infinity. Those who thought the answer was infinity, came to be known as Vedantins, and those who thought that the result would be nothing, a mere nothing, although arising out of something, came to be known as Buddhists, the worshippers of shunya, the zero.’


‘What is Vedanta, sir?’ asked one student. Others laughed.


‘Meet me after the class,’ said the teacher.


‘Why punish me for telling something very important, sir? I only wished to inform that while every number is the product of the human mind, 0 has a sacred origin, which makes it a quite interesting number, if you like to call it a number. It has no value of its own, and yet it increases the value of any number exponentially when placed in front, while it leaves the number unchanged if placed in the back. Added to any number, it creates no impact, and when multiplied... boom... the number vanishes into nothingness. Divide it with any number, and it retains its identity, and if you divide any number with 0, then consequences can be quite strange. Funnier is when you use 0 as power; it brings down every number to the socialistic equality of 1. One can build any social or economic theory based on this principle of 0, which has such similarity with life. Life is not 0, but zero is so much like life, isn’t it, sir? Just like life, it can surprise anyone with its unusual behaviour. I hope I did not bore you all with these trivialities, sir?’


The class looked at him in shock and the teacher gave a bewilder look. ‘Ok, ok. Sit down now and don’t talk such gibberish.’


Finally, one day a teacher’s patience imploded when Kratu wrote in his essay paper, ‘Joy lies in being free of burden. We do not even realize that life is a burden; the body, mind, emotions and memories are a burden. The aim of life should be to get rid of these burdens to get the joy of the free. No wonder many prefer death over life.’


Kratu’s parents were advised by the horrified class teacher to consult a psychiatrist right away, failing which Kratu was not to be allowed in the school. Ma cursed the teacher, hinting at his unstable behaviour because of his bachelor status, while father wondered if Kratu was one of the ghosts of Lord Shiva, sent to them to show that God too has a sense of humour.


‘Lucky me! Some years ago I would have been taken to a tantrik to smell burning chillies or be beaten up by a broom for this. At least I will now have a couch to sit and relax and talk to these children of Freud for whom libido and mortido were the two forces making the world go round or whatever.’


‘What is libido?’ asked Anvi.


‘See how your son talks.’


‘Oh! Now he is my son? Why do people want to own only success?’


‘See, see, now I am “people”! This is what happens when you allow too much space.’


‘Look who is talking? You give space? You won’t give an inch to a dying virus.’


Anvi intervened, ‘Papa, do not fight with Ma. It is not good for the parents to quarrel. Let that remain for us.’


Embarrassment.
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The doctor was a familiar name in the higher society. He was learned, wise and compassionate. His experience showed in his bald head and long beard. Rich people came to him to unburden their boredom and purse. The doctor obliged them with both.


The doctor examined Kratu well by asking serious and trivial questions. There was nothing wrong with him. He went deeper into examining him. The result was the same blank.


‘Well, Kratu is certainly odd, although I am not sure what exactly it is. Probably an antithesis of Peter Pan,’ said the doctor.


‘Excuse me doctor sir, why do you have issues with the odd? Do you realize that life in reality is more odd than even, since oddness brings variety to life. Try whatsoever with even, it will remain always even; something predictable and flat like the Gangetic plain. Now look at odd. It is odd in the company of even, and even in the company of odd. The odd thing about odd is that it is odd only when it is in the company of even. Blame not the odd, sir, blame company. Get the right company, and you will be even, sir.’


Even long years of practice had not prepared the doctor for this barrage. Smilingly, he offered not to charge for the consultation.


‘This is how he talks, Doctor. I keep checking on his computer to find out where from he gets all this information. Unfortunately, I have never come across anything remotely connected with the things he talks.’


‘Ma! You are keeping me under surveillance? Is our family a failed state that it would need to keep an eye on its members?’


Ma felt embarrassed. The slip was situational and not intentional. Even then the damage had been done.


Kratu continued, ‘As for me being trapped in the wrong body, sir, you may see for yourself how everyone is trapped. Why else do people aspire for something? The very idea of aspiration and ambition implies the need for growth. And, why? Because one wants to outgrow the body and mind in which one is trapped to become what one thinks oneself truly to be. Look at yourself, sir,’ Kratu pointed at the doctor’s greying beard, ‘you too aspire to be a philosopher or a sage by growing that beard.’


The doctor broke out in loud laughter. It was not often that a patient counselled him, ‘I would love to meet you more often, young man.’


There was nothing more for the doctor to do than to wish the family luck.


There were tears during the return journey.


Anvi was frightened.
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After dinner, when everyone went to bed, Anvi asked Kratu the meaning of odd.


‘Odd? Odd is a fiction. There is nothing called odd.’


‘That is no answer,’ Anvi thought. So she asked him to tell her a story that would explain odd. The story had to be long. If possible, it had to be never-ending.


‘Story, yes. We are all stories, sis. Each one of us.’


It was beyond Kratu to love anyone. The little semblance that he had of love, was for Anvi. Who knows? She might have been a companion in some previous life. He knew only his story and not of others, so he could not be sure.


From that night onwards, Kratu narrated stories from his life to Anvi without naming the source. Anvi wanted the hero of every story to be Kratu, her big brother, so things remained uncomplicated for him during narration.


The reality of Kratu was now a story for Anvi. Like a good narrator, he left out the philosophical detail and focussed only on the palatable parts.


He went back in time to when all this had begun.




2


ANGI


‘How long ago it was? May be eight or ten thousand years ago. Or more,’ thought Kratu, when he started narrating stories to his sister. There must have been events prior to that but he neither remembered them, nor cared.


Following the practice of the land and age, Kratu was taken to an ashram by his father to learn the Vedas when he was around eight years old. The ashram belonged to Sage Angi, respected for his learning, simplicity and contemplative nature, the three essential qualities of a great teacher.


Kratu’s father handed over his son to the sage with all humility, ‘Acharya, please accept my son as your pupil. We have trained him in the basics of pious life. Now you please bless him so that he may attain his worth.’ Kratu then offered samidha, the sacred wood used in yajna, to Sage Angi, as an indication of his willingness to be accepted by the teacher.


The sage accepted the gift happily, ‘Kratu is now my responsibility.’ He then called his wife, known as Guru Ma, to introduce Kratu to her. It was her responsibility to feed the students and take care of them, even though the family was a portrait of poverty.


With everything settled, Acharya patted the head of Kratu, ‘Welcome to the life of learning and purity!’


Education in those days focussed on two kinds of knowledge: intuitive knowledge about God, and the practical knowledge about the world. Learned sages and brahmins were entrusted with the sacred duty of shaping children with twin ideals of their growth and service to the society.


Kratu’s journey in learning began.
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‘When God created the worlds,’ began Angi, ‘He gave the responsibility of preserving the knowledge of the universe to the brahmins with the condition that they must never acquire fame and pelf, the twin poisons for the wise. This being the sacred promise made by your ancestors to God, you must stay away from these.’


The kids nodded their heads in agreement. For them Guru was God.


Angi had learnt the Vedas from his teacher in an unbroken tradition of guru-shishya parampara, at the end of which was God, the teacher of all. God had breathed knowledge in the form of the Vedas – which are the sum total of all knowledge, revealed and yet to be revealed – when the creation began. Memorized and maintained through oral tradition, the Vedic knowledge was preserved by the families of sages through the succession from father to son or from teacher to the disciple. No one ever questioned the sanctity of the sacred.


Kratu was now a link in that chain.


Angi spent his time in teaching the young learners and performing yajna by pouring oblations in the sacred fire with chants from the Vedas, known as mantras. These mantras were considered divine and hence were not written down. The students were marvellous at memorising them, although the knowledge encapsulated in those words seldom trickled from the heads of the learners to their hearts.


Innovations, experimentation, and questioning by students were considered impolite and unbecoming of a student. Anyone who violated the sacred traditions of Vedic learning was looked down upon. The learners knew all this from their family tradition too.


Everyone at the ashram had to do a lot of work, which included collecting alms from the village, looking after the cows, working in the fields, performing household chores and collecting material from the forest. The physical labour involved in these activities effectively cleansed the mind of the excess energy of the students, which otherwise would have resulted in restlessness and then sloth; the two great enemies of serenity, without which knowledge can neither be acquired nor retained.


Like any other obedient learner, Kratu studied and worked as expected of him. He was given the task of grazing the cows and collecting firewood from the forest that lay on the outskirts of the village. He had to get up before dawn, bathe, perform the morning rituals of pouring oblations in the fire, recite the Vedas and then take the cows to the forest. Once there, he often reclined against a mango tree and chanted aloud what he had learnt.


The mango tree against which Kratu reclined was the meeting ground of contradictions: it had given good produce in its time, and it had also stopped anything from growing under it; lonely travellers rested under its shadow to regain strength, and kids played under it to expend their excess energy; villagers came up to this point to bid farewell to those who were leaving them, and gathered there to welcome those who were returning after a long stay away from them.


The tree had stood its ground for centuries; a long time for a mango tree. Its long years had made it infertile. However, this gave it the scope of seeing its children and grandchildren spread far and wide, who sent the news of the happenings from their part of the world through the net of their roots and occasionally through the roots of the grass. Like any old man’s love for gossip, this patriarch of a tree loved gathering and dispensing information unceasingly.


‘Information, my kids, information; information is the key to power in the world. We have been left behind in the scheme of evolution only because we cannot store information. So, never let the networking peter out. Remember that we will be the ultimate winners in this race of evolution against the humans, provided we can manage our info system well.’


Unaware of the memories and hopes of the tree, Kratu sat under it every day. The cows grazed and accumulated what they would ruminate later, and Kratu ruminated on the learning that he had accumulated earlier.


The mango tree mused at the conversity.
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Kratu was not alone in grazing the cows there.


Many poor lads from the village were employed by rich families to look after their livestock. Millennia later, Lord Krishna would glorify this profession, although at the time of the story, cowherds were on the lower rungs of economic hierarchy, although it did not attract the social frown that was plastered on it in later times. The caste system, which became cast in stone in later ages, was still plastic. Young ones could take up any profession of their choice, provided they could get a mentor.


Aswin was one of the cowherds from an economically challenged family. To carry the burden of his family, he had chosen to carry the workload of others. Nature, however, had not been unkind towards him. What he had lost in prosperity, he had gained in talent with mango seed flute. When the mango seeds fell to the ground and sprouted, he plucked them out, removed their outer shell, rubbed the core against a rough surface, and a flute of sorts was ready to produce music. At times, he punctured holes in it to play some form of crude tune to amuse himself.


Music was not yet fully born. People had a rough sense of notes which they used to set their songs, using three notes the way Vedic hymns were chanted. These chants were raised, lowered, and flat. When chanted alone or in company, the deep resonance of the sacred uplifted the minds of the listener.


Some sage had come up with the idea of five notes. This helped some hymns of the Vedas to be sung on a veena in five notes, which was not really adequate for a fully grown music composition. The village folks did not have any idea even about the five notes.


Kratu did not know much about these things. He lived his routine under the mango tree and often listened to the crude music played by Aswin. Soon they became friends and started exchanging stories from their life.


He explained to Aswin the basics of the Vedas which left the illiterate shepherd amazed. ‘If the mantras be recited properly, one can get anything – child, wealth, empire, destruction of detractors, rains, sunshine – anything. Believe me,’ said Kratu. Aswin’s eyes grew big in wonder.


The charm of the Vedas was lost for Aswin whenever he thought of the strict discipline that Kratu had to follow at the ashram. He once commented, ‘How can you live a regimented life? Look at us free birds; we are poor and illiterate but we are free.’


‘Nothing grows without boundaries around it, brother,’ Kratu explained.


‘Tell me, why do we need to grow?’


‘Growth is life, stagnation is death. Either you grow or you decay. This is the law of life, applicable to us, animals, objects and ideas. If you think that you are not growing, then know for sure that you are degenerating.’


Thus they talked day after day.


One day Aswin commented, ‘How wonderful it would be if we all knew what you know.’ The company of the learned has its own virtues.


‘Luxury of freedom hates the discipline of knowledge. To acquire something, you have to give up a lot, which you are not ready to do. That is why knowledge can never be for the masses,’ Kratu said.


‘I know that you are learned, and you are great. Now tell me, whether you are compassionate too? Will you someday help me with your knowledge if I am in distress?’


Kratu laughed, ‘One who has to demand has no friend, Aswin. A true friend will never give you the chance to ask for a favour; he will do for you whatever is required even without your asking for it. I am your true friend.’


Aswin’s face lit up.


Kratu continued, ‘A man can attain God through true friendship. Know for sure that I will be there for you in heaven and hell, and will use all my might to pull you out of any situation that you may not like to be in. For that I will face even the frown of God.’


Aswin bent his head under the weight of friendship.
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One day Kratu was sitting under the tree, chanting the hymn, “Aa no bhadrah kartavo yantu vishwatah” (Let noble thoughts come to me from all sides) – now aloud, now silent, deep in the state of contemplative silence – the state in which the empire of words is left behind. He contemplated on the meaning of the words he had been reciting and waded in the deeper realms of silence. Things around him appeared far from him and yet more alive and vibrant. He was distantly conscious of all that was before him and was also oblivious of them.


In that state of lucidity, Kratu had a vision. Or, as he would later think, it was a dream. Two identically beautiful birds appeared before him.


‘You invited us through your chants, so we are here. Now choose between us.’


‘What do I have to choose from? And why?’


‘We, the twins, are the two aspects of ideas. When God created the universe, He created us to guide the worlds. As ideas, I represent fame and my sister is anonymity. Every achiever has to choose between us. Now accept me and be famous.’


Kratu felt that there had to be a catch in it. Life can never be all blank; a loss had to be compensated by some gain. He said, ‘If everyone accepts you then you must be quite common. I would then rather choose your sister.’


‘Be not stupid in your youthful idealism. Invite not tears for eternity.’


The stubborn of the learned woke up in him. He said, ‘I chose what I chose. Thank you for your offer.’


The fame-bird left in a huff.


The other one told Kratu, ‘It is rare to come across one who chooses me over my sister. I bless you that you will serve in anonymity. Fame will elude you, but fulfilment you will have.’


Saying so, that bird too flew away.


Kratu woke up, as if from a trance. It took him time to come back to the plane of reality. Or was the vision real and this state of awareness make-believe? He was not so sure.


What worried him was if what he perceived in that altered state of awareness was correct, then he was heading for tears.




Choices we make! Ah, choices we make.


Anonymity hither, craving for care


Silence of the loud, tear of the lost


Yonder be happiness, brimming with pride


Dream of the starving, mirage of the parched


What to pick and what to leave!


Choices we make! Ah, choices we make.





The roots of the mango tree were going hysterical, passing on the breaking news to its kin. ‘Kratu is the name, kids! Born to the anonymity of the great. Born to serve. Make sure that he is never deprived of shelter and fruits when he is near anyone of you.’
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The change came over Kratu imperceptibly, like dew falling on a rose bud to make it bloom in the morning. It was marked by his growing contemplative nature.


One day he was sitting under the mango tree, sinking deeper into the realm of silence. In the distance, Aswin was trying to be melodious on his mango seed flute. Kratu’s thoughts started synchronising the inputs from his surrounding with the inside of him.


Thoughts – music – notes – mango seed. Kratu was enjoying the deep dive in the ocean of thoughts when a new world lit up before him. He realized that music could be stretched to seven notes and that songs could be composed and played on seven notes instead of five or the limited three. Yes, it was easy. In fact, it was quite simple.


The joy of deep churning made him ecstatic and silent at the same time. He lost all awareness of time till he was woken up from the depths by the impatient mooing of the cows. It was time to take them to the ashram.


Kratu gathered his cows to return. For the first time, his face shone bright with the light of discovery.
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Knowledge requires techniques to make it practical, the way it requires photosynthesis to convert sunlight into plant life. The technique for conversion of new knowledge into practical use may come in a short span or over generations. In case of music with seven notes, it took only a few days.


Like a baby growing inside a womb, the knowledge about the seven notes grew rapidly within the psyche of Kratu. Soon it was kicking to come out of its hold. His body-mind duo was unable to contain the gift of the gods, and one day it expelled itself, thus giving birth to the new format of music. And, like a fast-growing baby, it refused to stay within the confines of Kratu; it demanded to be taken out. The baby now belonged to the world.


Kratu named the seven notes Sa-Re-Ga-Ma-Pa-Dha-Ni-Sa. Of these, Ga stood for his homeland, Gandhara. The later musicians refined these notes to come up with the enchanting Indian music.


Kratu first tried his discovery with the mantras that he knew. Yes, it could be done. He then tried one of the village songs. Yes, the rustic song sounded divine. ‘Ah! Music, liberated here you are! I wonder what price I may have to pay.’


Angi had cautioned his students never to use the sacred for anything secular, so Kratu did not know what to do with the revelation that he had regarding music. Knowing the violent reaction that the inmates would have at his discovery, he kept quiet about it, working silently on ways to make it fit for the public, as and when possible.


He experimented with setting popular village songs to the new notes, which then appeared to have brilliance with no rival. Kratu then went a step further. Taking a cue from the mango seed of Aswin, he invented a flute with seven holes to play music. He felt as if music had been released from the captivity of the gandharvas, the custodians of music.


Aswin felt proud to watch the unfolding of Kratu’s discovery and its application. He started learning the art of singing and music from Kratu. However, rapid developments sucked him into unfathomable darkness.


The summer harvest was beginning when Kratu had invented the wonder, music. The villagers celebrated the arrival of new grains by preparing delicacies with them and offering to Indra and Agni, the two chief gods of that period. The days were getting hotter, but the nights were still pleasant. Freedom born of opulence and leisure was used in organising night festivals soaked in singing and dancing. Most of the festivals were an offering to the gods, whose bountiful nature brought prosperity to the locality.


It was also the marriage season.


Society in those days favoured girls opting for her groom. A prized girl often opted for a swayamvar in which she chose her partner depending on the quality of the suitor.


Aswin wanted to marry Usha, who was a proud beauty, from a nearby village. She also liked Aswin. Unfortunately, she had already opted for swayamvar in which the condition was that the winner had to present something unique to the bride.


A tear-laden Aswin asked for help, ‘Do something for your wretched friend, Kratu. I will die if I cannot get Usha.’


‘I know. I am myself shaken. Now tell me what do we do?’


‘Perform some yajna for me. Get something unique from heaven for me. I have been hearing so much from you about what the mantras can achieve and what yajna can get. Now is the time to use your knowledge to save your friend’s life.’


‘I am not a master of yajna and I am not sure if it can produce something suitable for you,’ said a teary Kratu.


‘In that case I pray that you never talk to me about the Vedas and its powers. What is the use of the exalted knowledge that cannot save even the life of an ordinary person like me? Friend, I refuse to believe in a wisdom that cannot save my life here but will give me heaven after death. You can carry on with your esoteric beliefs, friend, but allow me a break, which will not be for long. I will soon be dead without your intervention.’


Kratu was upset; very upset. He thought of burning down the village as a unique gift to the girl, but he gave up the idea as impractical.


A thought then approached him, probably from the goddess of anonymity, that he could sing a song set in the new melodies that no one had ever heard. ‘I am sure that no one can bring the damsel a more unique gift than this.’


Before the thought could take over him, he vigorously shook it away. He could not do the unthinkable. But ideas are persistent.


‘Life or way of life, Kratu?’ said he to himself.


‘Of course, I will choose the way of life. Ashram life is everything for us, the young brahmins.’


‘Think again of the choice you make. If Aswin dies without your help, your conscience will never let you be at peace.’


‘No I cannot commit the crime of presenting the sacred before the public.’


‘You can perform penance for the mistake. But how will you atone for the death caused by you, mister?’


‘Religion is everything; the Vedas are sacred. I cannot do that. No. A big no.’


‘Life is above everything, Kratu. You can make compromise with anything to save a life. Think again.’


Kratu’s conflict seared him through the middle.




Bound to uphold the sacred


And to serve a friend in need


Twain tear me asunder


And heart they viciously knead





The situation was such that he could not even consult anyone. Why consult when the answer is already known?


Kratu’s head buzzed with thoughts that were at the throats of each other. Not very happily, he settled on singing during the swayamvar. If need be, he would perform penances for the transgression. If he was lucky, something else may crop up, thought he wistfully.


Usha means dawn. The Vedas had some beautiful hymns in praise of the goddess Usha, who heralded the day, which was then utilized in performing yajna. Coming to know of this, Aswin had composed some simple lines in praise of his Usha, which Kratu now converted into songs with seven notes. Aswin was not sure, but it was definitely better than a certain loss.


The night of the swayamvar.


There was a dust storm in the evening; a signal for Kratu to stop. The retracting force seemed to overcome the strength of his legs.


‘Protect dharma and dharma will protect you.’ This was a well-known saying among the brahmins. Dharma, the right conduct, is easy to define, and is learnt by every kid before he turns ten. That is how a simplistic religion or belief runs. Life, on the other hand, is too complicated to run on simple principles. Even to make the right decisions during conflict, one has to pass through the fire of conscience.


Taking a deep breath, he hardened himself and slipped out of the ashram in the storm. Fending off rain and falling branches, he reached the swayamvar site, all soaked and looking wild. There sat Aswin, with a ghostly face, at the thought of the imminent loss of his loved one, and then his own life.


Seeing Kratu, he jumped up like a fish at the full moon. He ran to embrace his friend, confident that he was there to save him.
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Most suitors offered what they could, which was nothing much to boast about.


Kratu offered his music to the would-be bride as the ‘never heard or seen before’ gift from Aswin. There were murmurs of curiosity.


‘Listen all, listen to the music that none of you has ever heard,’ declared Kratu.


‘We need to listen that.’


‘Sure. It is for you.’


Taking the first step on a new path is difficult. The second step simply follows it obediently. When Kratu crossed the boundary of the ashram at night, the first step had been taken. It should not have been difficult for him to take the second step in transgressing the sanctity of the Vedas. He, however, wavered. He hoped for a miracle. Maybe the elders present there could be satisfied by his words, instead of a practical demonstration.
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