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Prologue


BY THE EARLY EIGHTEENTH CENTURY, LARGE TRACTS OF LAND in southern India came under the control of the nawabs of Arcot. The nawabs, who started out as governors under the Mughals, took de facto control of the province as Mughal power declined. They were, for all practical purposes, the true overlords of the land.


The kingdom of Arcot was divided into smaller states, which were relatively independent and ruled by local chieftains – palegars and nayakas. So long as they pledged allegiance to the nawab of Arcot and paid an annual tribute, the chieftains were left alone. The early nawabs continued expanding their kingdoms by subjugating smaller chieftains further south of their borders. They legitimized their conquests by claiming their hereditary right over these newly conquered lands that were originally part of the Mughal empire. They continued this annexation until they reached the southernmost tip of the peninsula, soon becoming the absolute masters of southern India.


As the years went by, the later nawabs grew weaker but clung on to power and the authority of their predecessors in the same manner rather than by force or goodwill. An uneasy peace was maintained between the nawab of Arcot and the local chieftains of his land.


But these were times of rapid change. Small, upstart kingdoms like Mysuru, under ruthless yet charismatic rulers, started expanding aggressively. Leveraging the technology and arms at their disposal owing to the French occupation, some local chieftains quickly challenged the hegemony of Arcot state. Not one to be cowed down easily, the nawab allied himself with the other European power operating in the region – the English.


The English, on their part, though focused on trade, soon started showing a keen interest in aggrandizing lands for their own benefit. They leveraged their alliance with Arcot – under the guise of helping the nawab gain a stronger hold over his kingdom – to gradually annex the lands of the chieftains within the larger state. The nawab, unaware, wholeheartedly supported the English, who were putting down the mutinous palegars with a vengeance.


But there were many kingdoms within Arcot that were either not on good terms with the nawab or simply ignored his authority and had yet to catch the attention of the English. One such kingdom was Sivaganga.


It was the smaller of the two kingdoms that formed the ancient Marava country, the larger kingdom being Ramanathapuram. These two adjoining kingdoms were at the southern fringes of the Arcot state and, ignoring the authority of the nawab of Arcot, effectively functioned as independent dominions. They were, for the most part, oblivious to not only the power struggle between Arcot and Mysuru but even the machinations of the English that had already reached their borders.
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Summer of 1735, the royal palace of Ramanathapuram


‘SHE WILL BE AMONGST THE BEST FRENCH SPEAKERS OF THE land, my lord.’


The confidence in Jose de Pray’s voice was in stark contrast to his lean frame. The frailty of his body betrayed the sufferings he had endured during strenuous journeys through hostile territories, but his voice still maintained its gravitas. The arduous passage from Puducherry to Ramanathapuram had soiled his white robe. A man of limited monetary means, de Pray had no choice but to present himself in a rather shabby manner to his potential employer. Nonetheless, his reputation as a Jesuit priest held him in good stead and commanded the attention of Raghunatha Sethupathi, the ruler of Ramanathapuram.


The king of Ramanathapuram echoed de Pray’s comments and made his intentions clear. ‘I expect no less. The princess of Ramanathapuram, the scion of the Sethupathi clan, my daughter Velu Nachiyar will grow to become the best French speaker in the land. Under your tutelage, my Velu should have a firm command over the language. After all, she will have to someday negotiate with the French on trade and commerce.’


Jose de Pray’s eyes glistened in agreement. ‘And she will be, my lord. The princess, with her exceptional linguistic skills, will surprise even the French in Puducherry.’


Satisfied with de Pray’s conviction, Raghunatha Sethupathi declared, ‘Good! I hereby appoint you tutor to my daughter. You may begin teaching her on a day recommended by our astrologers. The treasury will pay your wages. You will also be given your own personal lodging in the palace until my daughter’s education is complete. You may leave now.’


Thanking the king, Jose de Pray walked out of the durbar of the Ramanathapuram palace. He was the last person to have been granted audience with the king that evening. As he stepped out onto the open courtyard, de Pray witnessed the native soldiers practise a drill of the ancient martial art known as silambam. As the soldiers swung long bamboo sticks in a coordinated manner, he watched them, fascinated, having set his eyes on the technique for the first time.


Soon, a courtier came by to escort the priest to his new quarters.


Meanwhile, in the durbar, Raghunatha Sethupathi had barely resumed his position on the throne when another courtier entered.


‘My lord, the queen requests your presence. She is waiting for you in her quarters.’


Raghunatha Sethupathi was not a man to keep his beloved wife waiting.


Muthathal Nachiyar was finishing up her letters when a young female courtier ushered the king inside. Turning towards him, the queen of Ramanathapuram began, ‘I hear you have appointed a Frenchman to tutor Velu.’


‘Yes, dear. One of the very best.’


Muthathal Nachiyar rose from her chair. Even though she was of average height, she looked slight compared to her tall husband. Her neck was bedecked with many necklaces that rested on her bosom, but it was her nose ring that would catch anyone’s attention. For her small, stubby nose, it was disproportionately large.


‘I understand teaching her the arts of combat and warfare is necessary, as she is the daughter of a warrior. I am also proud that she is learning to wield our traditional weapons – the valari and silambam sticks. I beam with pride when I see her riding horses. She is, after all, a daughter of the Sethupathi clan. I am all for this education being imparted to her by pundits far and wide. I fully concur with you that she must learn the language of the Muslims up north. But pray, why are you bringing in the English and the French to teach her those traders’ languages?’


Raghunatha Sethupathi replied with a smile, ‘The English and the French are more than traders, dear. They have powerful armies and the best weaponry. I haven’t seen anyone overcome their advanced battle tactics. Both have brokered power with the Mughals and the Marathas and seem to have limitless resources. They are now trying to forge an empire of their own and so will play a key role in the future of these lands. I don’t want our Velu to be caught unaware by the machinations of these people. By helping her learn their languages, we will be doing her a most important favour.’


Muthathal Nachiyar sighed. ‘But she is just five years old.’


‘She is far more capable than any child her age. Velu will do just fine. Moreover, this is crucial, given our changing times. It is our responsibility to equip her for the uncertain future that lies ahead.’
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Harvest season of 1746, the prince’s quarters inside the Sivaganga palace


An animated discussion was underway in the prince’s quarters. A few men were seated on chairs and a few were standing. One young man, wearing a green dhoti held by a gold buckle, addressed the tall, muscular man in the centre of the room.


‘I have heard that she has defeated many a man in sword fights.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar, dressed in a fine white dhoti, placed a hand on the scabbard that hung from his hip after hearing his advisor speak. A tinge of insecurity streaked his brown eyes. The young advisor, now wary of dissuading the prince from the proposed matrimonial alliance, quickly added, ‘But she is not capable of challenging you, my lord.’


A warm smile crept under Muthuvaduganatha Thevar’s trimmed moustache as he spoke, ‘My intention is not to challenge her. A martially skilled woman would be a great asset to our kingdom.’


Another advisor chimed in, ‘I have heard that she has been given complete independence to lead the cavalry of Ramanathapuram and is effectively their real general. She takes orders from none and spends more time on the field than in the ladies’ quarters. We need a princess who enhances the beauty of the court of Sivaganga and not a soldier.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar didn’t waver. ‘Well, a competent general like her would be a welcome addition to our army. As for her beauty, I have no qualms – I have seen paintings of her made by the Ramanathapuram court artists – she will undoubtedly enhance the stature of our court.’


The courtier continued, ‘But, my lord, our agents have informed us that she plays an active role in the day-to-day administration of Ramanathapuram as well. The sixteen-year-old princess has the ear of the king. She could potentially be a threat to you when you take over the reins of Sivaganga from your father. She could very well seek to play an active role in the running of our kingdom if we proceed with this alliance.’


‘I want someone as proficient as her to help me run Sivaganga,’ Muthuvaduganatha Thevar retorted. ‘Her support could be valuable. I don’t see her as a threat, rather an able administrative advisor. I would like to hear the opinion of our prime minister, Thandavaraya Pillai.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar addressed the oldest member in the room – a bald man who had covered his head with a simple white cotton turban. He sat amidst the nobility of Sivaganga, with no ornaments adorning his head gear or neck. Dressed in plain white cotton, he was just a little over fifty years old, but his wrinkled face and the saggy skin around his arms made him look much older.


After listening silently for a long time, Thandavaraya Pillai cleared his throat. He picked up the silver goblet next to him and sipped some water. The strain of being the chief advisor of Sivaganga had clobbered his spirits. Handling the vagaries of Sivaganga’s neighbours through tact and diplomacy was a difficult task.


‘My lord, I see your heart is set on Princess Velu Nachiyar. I haven’t come across a braver or more intelligent woman than her. She is the perfect match for you and will be a great queen for Sivaganga. A matrimonial alliance between you and the princess would strengthen the bond between the two Marava countries – Sivaganga and Ramanathapuram. With the Thanjavur Marathas and the Nawab of Arcot to our north, a stronger Marava is the need of the hour to maintain our independence against our larger neighbours.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar climbed the raised platform at one end of the room and announced, ‘I would like our prime minister to convey my acquiescence to a matrimonial alliance with the princess of Ramanathapuram to my father, Muthu Vijaya Thevar, the king of Sivaganga. Proceed with the preparations to make a formal request to the king of Ramanathapuram for the hand of Princess Velu Nachiyar.’
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Harvest season of 1746, the royal palace of Ramanathapuram


Raghunatha Sethupathi, Muthathal Nachiyar and Velu Nachiyar were all present in the queen’s quarters. There were smiles all around.


Muthathal Nachiyar declared with a sigh of relief, ‘The matrimonial proposal from Sivaganga finally arrived today. I was a little worried that they were not interested. We should send across our formal acceptance to Sivaganga at the earliest and also begin preparations for the wedding.’


Raghunatha Sethupathi looked at his daughter warmly and asked, ‘What do you think, Velu? Are you happy with the marriage proposal?’


‘I have only heard great things about the prince, Appa—’


Muthathal Nachiyar interrupted her daughter, ‘Of course, you have heard only great things about him. The prince is extremely skilled in the arts of warfare and administration and places religion above all else. He will turn out to be a very competent king. Sivaganga will flourish under his rule.’


Still looking at his daughter, Raghunatha Sethupathi continued, ‘Even so, I would like to hear Velu’s opinion.’


With a shy smile and her head still bowed down, Princess Velu Nachiyar replied, ‘Your decision is my decision.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar married Velu Nachiyar with great pomp and grandeur. As time went by, and with the passing of his father, Muthuvaduganatha Thevar went on to become the king and Princess Velu Nachiyar, the queen of Sivaganga.
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The summer of 1756, Sivaganga


Rani Velu Nachiyar was alone in her quarters, sitting near her desk with her back to the door, when Muthuvaduganatha Thevar entered the room. The queen quickly wiped away her tears and turned around to greet him.


‘Welcome, my dear.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar wordlessly came forward and embraced his wife. It was a sight he had grown used to in the last ten years – his beautiful wife sitting crestfallen.


‘I am well aware of the things those maids speak behind your back. Don’t fret about it. They will not go unpunished this time.’


A smiling rani reassured the king, ‘I don’t want you to punish anyone. I don’t mind their barbs, my love. After all, there is truth in their gossip. I am a barren woman,’ she said through a muffled sob.


‘No, you are not! And I don’t want you to believe that, Velu.’ Raja Muthuvaduganatha held the queen closer to his chest.


‘It’s not about what I believe. It has been nearly ten years and I still haven’t borne you a child.’


‘It doesn’t matter, my love. You have been my partner, my confidante and my source of strength. What more can I ask from you? You’re already a good mother to my children – my subjects, the citizens of Sivaganga. While I remained focused on military and foreign affairs, you took over the administration of the kingdom and led us ably throughout these ten years.’


Holding the queen’s hands, he led her to the large window overlooking the courtyard in the palace.


‘Look outside, Velu. You have streamlined the revenue sources of the kingdom, you have found efficient ways to remove red tape and increase the inflow to the treasury to an unprecedented level. You even helped us reform the tax structure that brought succour to the businesses of the land. There is lasting peace and material wealth in our lands today. There is nothing but praise on the lips and love in the hearts of the citizens for the administration of Sivaganga. Your efforts for the enhancement of our kingdom are nothing short of a mother’s love and concern for her children.’


‘Thank you, my love,’ Velu Nachiyar said with a smile to conceal the doubts that clouded her mind.


I have only one wish, a progeny for you, my love. The day I bear a child for you is the day my life will be complete. For everything that you have given me, a child is the most precious thing I can give you, much more than all the material wealth that you give me credit for.


‘Who are those children?’ Muthuvaduganatha Thevar suddenly asked, peering down the window.


A young girl and two teenaged boys were standing at the edge of the courtyard and watching the flawless movements of the silambam trainers in awe.


The king called on a maid and demanded, ‘Find out whose children they are and get them up here.’


‘As you command, my lord.’


Soon, the three children were brought up to the queen’s quarters. There was amazement on their faces as they looked around the richly decorated room of the queen. They felt quite out of place in their rustic clothes.


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar addressed them gently, ‘I haven’t seen you children here before. What are your names?’


If the children felt nervous, they hid it well and responded to the king’s question in energetic voices. The taller boy replied first: ‘Periya Maruthu Pandiyar’. The other teenage boy said, ‘Chinna Maruthu Pandiyar’. The ebullient little girl said her name was Udaiyal.


Curious to know more, Raja Muthuvaduganatha asked, ‘Who brought you here?’


‘Prime Minister Thandavaraya Pillai brought us as help for the royal household, my lord,’ Periya Maruthu Pandiyar responded with even more fervour.


The king was amused and surprised in equal measure. He was sure the children would prove to be good additions to the royal household. He looked up at Rani Velu Nachiyar to find that she was watching the children with great delight and fondness, particularly Udaiyal, the bubbly little girl. This instantly gave him an idea.


There is a lot of energy in these children. The girl would be good company for my Velu. Her presence could drive away Velu’s melancholic thoughts.


Acting on his judgement, he announced, ‘Udaiyal, you will be part of the queen’s personal staff. You boys wait outside for the prime minister to assign you your jobs.’


The two boys exclaimed in unison, ‘Yes, my lord.’


Soon, the boys left the room followed by a much-relieved, smiling Muthuvaduganatha Thevar. Little Udaiyal looked up at the queen, wide-eyed. To her, Rani Velu Nachiyar looked like a goddess in her rich and elegant attire. Udaiyal’s innocent face made Velu Nachiyar smile tenderly. Another act of kindness by the king, she thought to herself.


She bent down and stroked the youngling’s silky black hair. ‘Welcome to your new home, Udaiyal.’
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The winter of 1761, Sivaganga


Udaiyal, now well into her teens, was leaning against a wooden pillar in the corridor of the palace, watching the soldiers training with marus and kathis in the large, open courtyard of the palace. Even after five years in this place, she was so enamoured by the deft movements of the soldiers that she would grow oblivious of her surroundings. She didn’t realize when the queen of Sivaganga came up and joined her in watching the training.


‘Impressive!’


Rani Velu Nachiyar’s voice pulled Udaiyal out of her daze. Moving away from the pillar, Udaiyal bowed her head to the queen, ‘I am sorry, my queen. I didn’t realize you were here.’


‘There is nothing to be sorry about, Udaiyal. The ancient martial arts of our land are truly a sight to behold.’


‘I never witnessed such synchronized movements before coming to Sivaganga, my queen. The sound of the kathis clashing sets my heart racing. The energy in the courtyard leaves me spellbound. I am transported to a different world altogether.’


Looking at the soldiers again, Udaiyal’s excitement quickly gave way to disappointment.


The rani couldn’t help but notice this shift in her eyes. Placing a hand on Udaiyal’s shoulder, she asked, ‘Why the sad face, my child?’


‘It’s nothing, my queen,’ the girl lied.


‘I am like your mother, Udaiyal. I know when I see sadness on my daughter’s face.’


Udaiyal looked up at her mother figure and quietly replied, ‘From the day I entered Sivaganga, I have been captivated by the martial arts display here in the courtyard. It has long been my desire to learn these warfare techniques. But I understand I have important responsibilities in the royal household and that I will never be able to learn these arts.’


With her hands still on Udaiyal’s shoulders, Velu Nachiyar looked up at the ongoing drill in front of her. How could she not have noticed the young girl’s suppressed aspirations?


‘I am in need of some bodyguards,’ the queen finally spoke, a plan taking shape in her mind. ‘I am specifically looking for female bodyguards who can freely move in and out of the ladies’ quarters. It will have to be someone trustworthy. Would you like to be my bodyguard, Udaiyal?’


‘My life is pledged to your safety, my queen. It will be an honour to serve as your bodyguard,’ Udaiyal said earnestly.


‘But my bodyguards need to be skilled in our martial arts. They need to be trained like the best of our soldiers.’


With disappointment clouding her face, Udaiyal replied, ‘But I have no such training, my queen.’


‘Well then, I would like you to be trained in the arts of silambam as soon as you can. You should learn to wield the maru, kathi and kattari. It’s time for us womenfolk to be as well versed as our men in martial arts. I want only the best of bodyguards around me,’ Rani Velu Nachiyar said with a firm but genteel smile.


Udaiyal looked up with glee. But a thought soon washed it away. ‘What about my existing responsibilities, my queen?’


‘I am confident you can do both and come out with flying colours,’ the queen said, caressing her face.


Unable to contain her joy, the young girl fell at the rani’s feet.


‘Thank you, my queen! Thank you! I will always be indebted to you!’


Helping Udaiyal rise to her feet, Rani Velu Nachiyar replied, ‘This is the least a mother can do for her daughter.’
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The monsoon of 1766, Sivaganga


Excitement was palpable in every corner of the Sivaganga fort. The soldiers outside the palace gates were dancing and singing buoyantly as the musicians played barrel-shaped percussion instruments known as thavils. Traders from the market across the palace had also joined the festivities. Inside the palace, young female courtiers were running in and out of the ladies’ quarters with sweets and flowers. The cooks were busy preparing a lavish feast. Astrologers were diligently writing out new charts. High-ranking nobles were congratulating each other. The king of Sivaganga had a wide grin on his face as he proceeded to the ladies’ quarters with his entourage.


An old lady walked out of the innermost chamber of the women’s quarters. A young girl handed her a white cotton cloth to wipe her hands with. As the old lady looked up and saw the king and his entourage approach, she bowed and said, ‘You have been blessed with a beautiful daughter, my lord. We have a little princess in our household. The baby is healthy and doing well. And she bears your resemblance, my lord.’


Beaming with joy, Muthuvaduganatha Thevar took the biggest ring off his right thumb and placed it in the old woman’s hand.


‘How is my Velu doing?’ he asked.


‘She is doing fine, my lord. I have seen very few women bear labour pains as well as our queen.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar’s eyes welled up. He quickly blinked away the tears.


My Velu has suffered the pain of childlessness for twenty years. She has endured barbs and snide remarks with unparalleled dignity. I am not surprised that she bore the pain of childbirth with such fortitude. She is a strong woman. I am thankful that the sadness that had engulfed her for the last two decades has finally come to an end with the birth of our daughter.


Composing himself, the king declared, ‘Before I see my wife, I would like to make an announcement to bestow generous gifts to the citizenry of Sivangaga. I want to share my joy with them. Call on my courtiers.’


Before Muthuvaduganatha Thevar could instruct his courtiers to distribute monetary presents to his subjects, a female courtier came rushing towards the king and interjected, ‘Apologies, my lord, but the ambassadors from Arcot have arrived and are urgently requesting an audience with you.’


All signs of joy vanished from Muthuvaduganatha Thevar’s face upon hearing this unexpected news.


Any news from Arcot is bad news. Our northern neighbours have never wished us well. I better deal with them at the earliest. I will need the best counsel to tackle this matter.


He steadied himself and ordered the courtier in a firm voice, ‘Inform the ambassadors that they will be granted audience at the earliest. Accord them all our hospitality as they must be tired from the journey. And bestow them with gifts on the occasion of the birth of my daughter.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar called on another courtier, ‘Summon the prime minister to my personal quarters tonight.’


The courtier immediately went out to deliver the message. Muthuvaduganatha Thevar recomposed himself and entered the ladies’ quarters to share the joy of their newborn daughter with his wife.


Inside the chamber, Rani Velu Nachiyar was lying on the bed with relief writ large on her face. The queen’s bodyguard and her most loyal aide, Udaiyal, held the baby in her arms and cooed at her. The king quietly went over to the side of the bed and stood next to his exhausted wife. The rani nodded at Udaiyal who, understanding the queen’s command, placed the baby next to her bed and left the room.


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar gently held his wife’s hand and looked at their progeny with great pride and warmth. ‘Our little one, Vellachi.’
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Later that night, when things had quietened down, Thandavaraya Pillai arrived at the king’s personal quarters. There were no courtiers present – it was a confidential meeting between the two.


The prime minister began, ‘Many congratulations on the birth of our little princess, my lord. I wish the arrival of the ambassadors of Nawab Muhammad Ali Khan Wallajah had been better timed. However, now we need a plan of action to deal with Arcot.’


‘Yes, Appa. I’m well aware they are here to demand the annual tribute. They still think Sivaganga owes feudal allegiance to the Arcot empire. They offer us no protection, nor do they help us in any regard. We have been independent since the time of my father. I will not be intimidated by them. We need to put an end to their demands. It’s high time they recognize us as an independent kingdom, even if that calls for using force to convey our message.’


Thandavaraya Pillai responded in a calm demeanour: ‘The Marava kingdoms of Ramanathapuram and Sivaganga have historically been feudatories of Arcot. The Arcot nawabs have drawn these hereditary rights from the Mughals themselves. But it was through the sheer military force of Wallajah’s ancestors that Arcot imposed their will on the Marava countries. Now that Wallajah no longer has his military might, he doesn’t have the strength to subdue us. We do not owe him any tribute, my lord.’


‘So are you recommending that we go to war with them?’


‘No, my lord. Even though the Sivaganga armies are stronger than ever and the Wallajah army is nowhere near its prime, they are much larger. A war will most likely lead them to our lands, and a protracted battle will have a detrimental effect on the coffers of Sivaganga. We need to be wary of the Thanjavur Marathas and Pudukkotai Tondaimans as well. They will not pass up an opportunity to attack us while we’re in the midst of a war with Wallajah. All we should do right now is not pay the tribute.’


‘Then how do we deal with the ambassadors? I haven’t replied to Wallajah’s letters for many years. The ambassadors are bound to demand the tribute. If we refuse to pay, Wallajah will construe our rebuff as an act of war!’


‘My lord, we need to be tactful with the ambassadors. When they demand the tribute, we will not deny them payment outright. We can simply convey to them that we will pay the monies owed to them in the near future.’


‘And when will that be, Appa?’


‘Never.’


‘Wouldn’t that antagonize them?’


‘It very well could, my lord. But they will not be able to do anything; they’ll have to take our word for it.’


The king looked confused. ‘Why do you think so, Appa?’


‘Sivaganga is at the southern end of Arcot. Wallajah has bigger problems with his more powerful neighbours further north. The Nizam, the Marathas and the Mysuru rulers are giving him many a sleepless night. If he’s smart, he won’t risk moving his troops down south, as it will expose him in the north.’


The king was still not convinced by the prime minister’s argument.


‘So, we are essentially gambling that Wallajah won’t attack us because of the present geopolitical tensions. But ego overcomes all rationality, Appa. A man would risk a war and lose it all just to satisfy his pride. I think we are taking a big risk herein, hoping that Wallajah won’t attack us. Aren’t we pledging the security of Sivaganga on a mere hope?’


‘Well, we could look at it as a calculated risk. We are practising statecraft here, my lord. Wallajah is an intelligent man. We will antagonize him for sure. But he will wait for the right opportunity to attack us. I believe now is not the most propitious time for that. But if he does, we will give him a bloody nose. He has more to lose in a protracted war than we do.’


‘But this way, we will forever have to live in fear of an attack by Arcot! That’s not a future I have envisaged for Sivaganga.’


‘We will have to go to war with Arcot at some point to cement our independence, my lord. Let’s make that war happen at a place and time of our choosing. By then, we will need to strengthen our borders and boost the numbers in our army. We need to have our treasuries and granaries brimming to sustain ourselves during the war. We have a lot of work to do to secure our kingdom. But eventually, we will be ready. Let us buy ourselves some time by merely offering to pay the tribute and nothing more.’


‘Appa, I always trust your advice, and so we will act on your suggestion. Now, what do we convey to the ambassadors?’


‘Let us meet them tomorrow itself. We will not question their right to a tribute. We will only convey our inability to pay it right now. Let us tell them our revenue collection has been poor after this year’s harvest. We will make a vague promise to pay the tribute in the near future and proceed to shower them with gifts on account of the princess’s birth. That should buy us some time.’
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Post-harvest of 1772, the Sivaganga palace


PERIYA MARUTHU PANDIYAR WAS A GIANT OF A MAN WHO could put a wrestler to shame. His thick moustache, twirled up over his rarely smiling mouth, lent him a menacing look. His signature red vest over a white dhoti further accentuated his intimidating appearance. As did the unusually large sheathed sword that he always carried in his left hand. He was standing next to his younger brother Chinna Maruthu Pandiyar who, in contrast to his name, stood a good couple of inches taller than his elder brother and flaunted a body that was more toned than his periya’s. His moustache was twirled up just like his brother’s, but it rested on an easy smile. Dressed in all white, with an intricately carved scabbard tied to the left of his belt, he looked like a saviour compared to his brother who had the appearance of a vanquisher. The Maruthu Pandiyar brothers were now standing guard outside the king’s personal quarters.


Chinna Maruthu Pandiyar broke the silence. ‘I feel concerned every time the king holds private conversations with our prime minister. There is always some trouble round the corner. I want to know what bothers our leaders and how to be of assistance to them.’


His brother growled, ‘Chinna Pandi, I care only for the safety of my king. My sword will give a befitting reply to any trouble that comes his way.’


‘I don’t doubt that, Peri Pandi. I just want us to be part of the conversation.’


Before Periya Maruthu Pandiyar could reply, Thandavaraya Pillai opened the door and said, ‘The king wants to meet both of you. Please come in.’


Inside, Raja Muthuvaduganatha was sitting with a hand over his furrowed brow. While his physique didn’t give his escalating age away, his hair had turned grey and his moustache white. At the sight of the two brothers, a sense of calm washed over him.


‘Peri Pandi and Chinna Pandi, my most loyal generals, come over! There, I can see the frustration in your eyes. Forgive me for keeping you out of our earlier conversation, but I had to have a discussion with someone cool-headed. Hence, I chose to speak with Appa alone,’ the king pronounced calmly.


The Maruthu brothers looked at their king in confusion.


Periya Maruthu Pandiyar spoke in an uncharacteristically soft voice, ‘You misconstrue our zeal, my lord. We are not as reckless as you think.’


‘No, Peri Pandi, and I will prove it you in a moment.’


With the Maruthu brothers still bewildered, the king of Sivaganga continued somberly, ‘Our spies in Arcot have informed us that Wallajah is preparing to send an army towards Sivaganga.’


Periya Maruthu Pandiyar immediately drew out his sword from its scabbard and roared, ‘My sword is thirsting for the blood of those dogs! My lord, I would like nothing more than the honour of personally leading our army to vanquish them!’


Chinna Maruthu Pandiyar too raised his sword. ‘We only await your orders, my lord!’


‘Calm down, you two! See why I didn’t involve you both in our earlier discussion? We are not starting a war with anybody. Put your swords back!’ the king commanded.


The Maruthu brothers reluctantly slotted back their swords into their scabbards. Once calm returned to the room again, the raja continued, ‘We will initiate some backdoor diplomacy to dissuade Wallajah. But, in the meantime, we need to safeguard ourselves as well. I need you both to strengthen the defences of the kingdom. Call in the reserve troops to the barracks and prepare them for battle. Ensure that we have ample supplies and enough arms and ammunition for a long war. Keep our supply chain in order.’


The brothers nodded, but Chinna Maruthu Pandiyar wasn’t convinced. ‘If we are pursuing diplomacy, then why are we actively preparing for war, my lord?’


‘Good! You are thinking! Things are different now, Chinna Pandi.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar looked at his prime minister to fill in the Maruthu brothers on the details.


‘Arcot has a new ally – the English,’ Thandavaraya Pillai began. ‘Now, the English are more nefarious than Wallajah. Even a frivolous reason is enough for them to attack and annex neutral territories. They have found the perfect partner in Wallajah, or rather his son, Ameer-ul-Umara, who wants to prove himself a worthy successor. Waging a successful war campaign is a surefire way of earning his stripes as a general of Arcot and the rightful heir to the throne. Meanwhile, Wallajah is still upset that we haven’t paid the tributes due to him. He wants to wage a war against us but doesn’t want to risk his troops. The English, on the other hand, want to annex more and more lands to improve their revenue. So, they are bringing in troops to do the bidding of the Arcot prince. It looks like all their goals converge if they decide to attack Sivaganga.’


Periya Maruthu Pandiyar interjected, ‘It doesn’t matter if it’s Arcot or the English. We will slay our enemies. We are ready for a war! Diplomacy is not the answer here.’


Muthuvaduganatha Thevar tried to reason with his generals again. ‘Peri Pandi, I know we are more than capable of facing our enemies. But the English are a different breed. They don’t follow the traditional rules of engagement of our lands. We still don’t know the true intentions of Ameer-ul-Umara. It is critical to take the path of least destruction. I don’t want to burden Sivaganga with the vagaries of war. We must follow a course that best safeguards the interests of our kingdom. So, we have decided to pay Wallajah a part of the tribute to cool his temper. Some of our diplomats will visit Arcot to offer a multitude of gifts personally to Ameer-ul-Umara and dissuade him from mounting any expedition against us. We will also try and make the nawab, his son and the nobles of the Arcot court see reason in our ways and join us in discouraging the English from taking any aggressive actions. I think this is the best option at our disposal right now.’


A look of disgust spread over the older Maruthu brother’s face, which he tried his best to hide.


Diplomacy is for the weak. A fight would solve these problems much quicker.


The younger brother, though, still not swayed by the king’s decision, voiced his confusion, ‘Why then are we preparing for war?’


The prime minister heaved a sigh and replied, ‘We are not sure if Ameer-ul-Umara would listen to his father. Also, Wallajah has very little to lose by sending the English to the borders of Sivaganga. Ameer-ul-Umara may well influence his father to let him and the English attack us. We are more worried about the machinations of the prince of Arcot than his father’s. Our stationed diplomats in Arcot have not been able to dissuade Ameer-ul-Umara from talking against us. So, we will have to send out our best diplomats to avert this situation. But if they fail in their mission, we will have to fight a war against Arcot and the English. So we must prepare for any eventuality.’


‘When are we sending our diplomats?’


‘They are scheduled to leave for Arcot tomorrow itself, with a fifth of the tribute demanded by the nawab and additional gifts to pacify him. They will also carry gold and precious stones to present to Prince Ameer-ul-Umara. That being said, we are not hedging everything on our diplomacy. We need your strength and bravery to overcome any harm that the Arcot prince may bring our way.’
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