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INTRODUCTION

Hundreds of years ago, on the field of Kurukshetra, the entire
warrior race of North India destroyed itself in a great battle. The
events that led up to this disaster are recounted in the Mahabharata.
As in all ancient epics, the story is based on historical facts, embel-
lished by myth and legend. A major battle between two princely
families, related by blood, seems to have taken place round about
the sixth century B.C., but the epic itself was composed some five
hundred years later. The spirit of the times which the story reflects
is therefore rather of this latter period. I give the main story here in a
short form as the ‘Sons of Pandu’.

About a thousand years before the battle, a branch of the
Aryan race had come into India from the Central Asian steppes and
settled along the river Indus, known to the neighbouring Persians as
the ‘Hendu’. In the valley of the Indus, ‘the Hindus’, as the settlers came
to be called, evolved from simple pastoral beginnings a more sophisti-
cated form of society.  Their earliest religious beliefs stemmed from
the imagination of a people who lived close to nature. They believed
in gods who were symbolic of the elemental and blind forces of
nature, and sang hymns of praise to them. These songs, which form
the earliest Hindu scriptures, were thought to have been ‘revealed’ to
wise men by divine grace. ‘The Vedas’, as they were called, were



accepted and handed Jown orally from father to son for the benefit
of succeeding generations.

The elemental gods manifested themselves in an infinite variety
of forms, on the earth, in the waters, plants, trees, and above all in the
minds of men. Indra, the lord of them all, was the master of the
elements and god of rain and thunder. The ancient Hindus prayed
to him whenever there was drought in the land. Arjuna, the greatest
of the heroes in the story, was born of Indra.

Vayu, the god of wind, was inconceivably strong and rode
through space in the swiftest of cars.

Surya, the sun god, was honoured and worhshipped in a
special way as the very source of life and light.

Agni, the god of fire, was thought to be the oldest of them all.
He was worshipped in the form of the sacrificial fire. Men also
honoured him as the messenger who carried their prayers to the gods.

Yama, the god of death, was looked upon as one who opened
the gateway to bliss rather than someone who inspired terror. He
was the very embodiment of wisdom and justice and was therefore also
known as the god of Dharma. In our story, the eldest son of Pandu
was born of him.

By the time of the battle of Kurukshetra, these simple religious
beliefs and forms of worship had changed a great deal. The pattern
of life and society had become more complex. By the sixth century
B. C. there emerged a Hindu pantheon more in conformity with the
now transformed Aryan society. The elemental gods of the Vedas had
receded into the background, giving way to the omnipotent Trinity
of present day Hinduism. The supreme Trinity- Vishnu,” Brahma
and Siva-symbolised the forces of preservation, creation and
destruction. Vishnu, the divine saviour and protector of mankind
against evil, often manifested himself on earth. Krishna, the king of
Dwaraka, a close friend of the heroes of the Mahabharata, was
believed to be the eighth incarnation of Vishnu. Besides the Trinity
the Hindu pantheon contained many gods and goddesses of great
power, such as Ganesa, the elephant-headed son of Siva.
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In this developed society, what was known as Dharma provided
the guide to the right way of life. This Dharma embodied not only
civil and social laws but codes of behaviour for every kind of social,
religious and ethical conduct. To follow Dharma was the duty of
all, and kings and sages strove to sustain it. Indeed, when Dharma
was endangered, the Supreme Being Himself came down to earth to
preserve it.

The laws of Dharma prescribed the duties of the four castes
into which society was divided. The Brahmins were the spiritual
guides of the people. They kept the torch of learning alight, for it was
they who taught the Vedas and interpreted the Dharma. From the
Kshatriya caste came the kings and the warriors of the land. It was
their duty to defend the country and uphold Dharma. The Vaisyas
were the backbone of Hindu society. They looked after the important
professions of trade, banking and finance. The Sudras were the
peasants who tilled the soil. They were the salt of the earth.

Besides his duty to society, it was laid down that the true goal
of each individual should be ‘moksha’ or final liberation from the
bonds of the world. To become fit to reach this ultimate goal, every
man had to live in accordance with Dharma, enduring the pleasures
and pains of a normal life. For such a purpose, his life was divided
into four stages. The first twentyfour years should be spent in strict
abstinence, in deep study and discipline. The best part of his middle
years should be given to the pleasures of a houscholder, the upholding
of Dharma and serving of society to the best of his capacity. The third
part of his life had to be passed in retirement, in the forest. There,
away from the world of perpetual action, he should meditate in peace
and think out the means of attaining ‘moksha’. The fourth and the
last part of a man’s life should be devoted to the actual pursuit of
this final liberation from the bonds of the flesh.

The author of this epic was a great sage called Vyasa. He was
a relative of the family and often appeared in the story in person.
Vyasa was a sage of such immeasurable merit that the gods had
conferred divine powers on him and he could, in turn, bestow
miraculous boons on whomsoever he liked.
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The Mahabharata consists of one hundred thousand verses.
It is an epic of great beauty and pathos. Its gentle humanity is
deeply moving, and its appeal universal. In India, to this day, it is
told and retold by learned men, and vast assemblies listen to it
entranced.



CHAPTER 1

King Santanu got out of his chariot and walked along the
sands of the river Ganga. He was in deep thought.

Would she appear again? Would he be able to see her once
more? What if she gave up her daily walk as suddenly as she had
started it? He must speak to her; he must tell her he loved her
before it was too late. Would she listen? Would she marry him if
he asked her?

The king scanned the horizon looking for the strange but
beautiful woman who walked there every day. As far as one could
see there was nothing but sand and water. Then all at once, she
appeared at the water’s edge, so suddenly that the king imagined
she had risen from the Ganga. He went towards her and quickly
stretching out his hand, boldly took hers, although he trembled
inwardly.

“Who are you? Why do you wander here alone every day?”
he asked.

She smiled and disengaged her hand. The king drew in his
breath sharply.

“ Whoever you are, I have fallen in love with you. Will you
marry me?”’

She bent her head. “ Yes. Who could refuse the mightiest of
the Kurus?” :

“How do you know who I am?” said the king in surprise.

“TIt is enough that I know. You are Santanu, ruler of one of
the most powerful kingdoms in the world,” she said.

Delighted by these words, Santanu again tried to take her hands.
She drew back quickly.

“If I marry you, first promise never to oppose me in anything I
do. Never ask who I am or whence I come,” she cried.
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The king was so much in love that he did not care what promises
he made. He gave his word and before she could protest, lifted her on
to his chariot and drove off towards Hastinapura.

The golden domes of the capital of the Kurus glowed in the
setting sun, as the king drove in with the bride. The drawbridge
fell with a clang over the moat and the sentries drew up at the
gate as the royal horses clattered past. The air was perfumed
by the smoke from the sacred fires and the king heard the
auspicious chanting of the Vedas at evening prayer. Before him
gleamed the white walls of his silver palace. King Santanu, the
mighty ruler at whose approach the whole world trembled, went
in with the bride of his choice. In the great hall, with its arched
pillars and golden throne, stood waiting the nobles and ministers
of his court. As he passed, they bowed to him with ceremony.

For many years King Santanu lived happily with his queen.
So tender and affectionate was she that daily the king’s love for
her deepened. Yet every time she had a son she did something
that horrified him. She threw the newborn babe into the river.
The king watched her with an agonised heart but said nothing
for fear she would leave him. When the eighth son came and
the queen again prepared to drown it, the Kking could no longer
contain himself.

*““How can you bear to be so cruel? ” he cried to his wife.

The queen turned to him. °Here is your son. Take him and
let me go,” she said sadly. Bewildered, the king looked at her.

“I am Ganga, goddess of this sacred river. I came here,
to- earth, at the request of these eight sons of yours. They are
gods who were condemned to be born as mortals because of a
curse. They begged me to marry you and be their mother. It
was their wish that 1 should drown them as soon as they were
born so that they could speedily return to their own world. The
time has come when we must part for [ was to stay with you
only until the last son came. Here he is. Unlike the others, he
is destined to live long on this earth and win fame for himself.
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The goddess disappeared,

Take care of him. 1 must go now, for my task here is finished.”
The goddess disappeared into the river as mysteriously as, long ago,
she had risen from it. | :

Santanu’s sorrow knew no bounds. He had loved Ganga
dearly and was heartbroken at the loss. He would have felt he had
nothing to live for had it not been for his little son. On him the
king lavished all his love and the eighth son of Santanu proved worthy
of his father’s care. He grew up a truly noble prince and because
of his divine origin was blessed with qualities that were more than
human. A mighty warrior, a skilful archer, he was also a fine
scholar. His knowledge of the Vedas was great. Soon he came to
expound Dharma, or the rule of life, as nobody else could. With
all this he was happy, sweet tempered, and courteous alike to high
and low. No wonder the people loved him and rejoiced greatly
when King Santanu declared him his heir apparent. Years went
by. The king devoted himself to his kingdom and his son. He
refused to marry again for he stil mourned the loss of Ganga.
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One day, while out hunting, he came to the river Yamuna.
Wishing to rest his tired horses, he got down from his chariot
and strolled along the sands. Suddenly there came to him an
overpowering fragrance. He looked around for the cause *
of it but saw nothing. He walked towards the place whence the
perfume came floating on the breeze. He saw a girl seated on a
rock overlooking the water and realised that this was the fragrant
flower which was giving out the sweet perfume. Amazed, he
questioned her.

“I am Satyavati,” she said. “Though the daughter of a
fisherman and living with fish, I am as fragrant as sandalwood because
of the boon of a sage.” Once more Santanu fell in love but this
time he found it less easy to win his bride. Satyavati’s father was a
cunning old man. ¢ '

“My daughter shall wed you only if you promise that her
sons and not the son of Ganga will be kings after you,” he said.

King Santanu returned home with a heavy heart. He could
not deny the throne to his first born, Ganga’s son—most dear to
him and already, in the sight of his people, the acknowledged heir to
the kingdom. At the same time, he wished to marry Satyavati more
than anything else in the world. Torn between his two desires, he fell
into a state of hopeless gloom. The prince noticed that his father
neither ate, slept nor followed the chase as he used to but wandered
about as if stricken with great sorrow. It did not take him long to
discover why.

He sought out the fisherman and promised him that his
grandsons should be kings after Santanu. The fisherman laughed.

v “It is all very well for you to say that you give up all claims
to the throne but what about your sons? How can I be sure that
they will not dispute the succession? What if they should seize the
kingdom for themselves? Being your sons, they would have the
power,” he said.

The prince was stung by the fisherman’s words. He drew
himself up proudly. Then raising his arms up to heaven he swore
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he would never marry but remain single all his life. At this supreme
oath, the heavens thundered applause and divine voices cried,
* Bhisma......Bhisma,” blessing the high-souled prince. From then
onwards the son of Ganga was known as Bhisma or he of the
terrible vow, -

Bhisma lived up to the end of the great war and was held in
high esteem by all. He was the Kuru elder statesman, their wise
counsellor and guide.

When Santanu heard about the vow, he embraced his son
warmly.

*You have made me most happy. You shall have a long
and glorious life and at the end of it vou shall have the power to
choose your time of death,” he said granting him a precious boon.

Bhisma’s deeds heightened the glory of the Kurus, It was
he who won brides for the sons of Satyavati by his prowess and
spread the fame of the Kurus throughout the world with his feats
of chivalry. Satyavati's sons died young but she had two grandsons,
Dhritarashtra and Pandu. Dhritarashtra, the elder, was blind and
could not undertake the duties of royalty. So it came about that
Pandu ruled as king at Hastinapura,



CHAPTER 2

King Pandu was a true son of the Kuru dynasty. Bhisma
himself taught him the rule of Dharma. Moreover, as a great warrior
he was feared and respected by the neighbouring kings. Indeed, he
seemed to have been blessed in every way for he had two beautiful
queens, Kunti and Madri, who loved him dearly. The king lived
happily, wanting nothing, afraid of nothing.

It was then that misfortune struck. One day, while chasing
deer, Pandu killed a stag that was mating with a doe. Now this
stag was really a powerful sage and while dying laid a curse upon
Pandu that he should never have a son. In great grief, the king
gave up his life of pleasure and retired to the forest with his two
wives. Dhritarashtra looked after the kingdom with the help of his
ministers and Bhisma, his wise uncle.

Pandu lived in the forest as sages do, fasting, praying and
meditating. Outwardly, he seemed content but queen Kunti saw that
he often brooded over the curse.

“ Do not worry, my king. I think I can help you. I know some
mantras (prayers) taught to me by a sage when I was young. IfI chant
them the gods themselves will help you to have sons, ” she said.

Kunti then invoked the gods with her prayers. Pleased, those
celestial beings came to her in all their shining splendour and each of
them gave sons to her and Madri to whom she had taught the prayers.
They were equal to the gods in grace and beauty.

The eldest was born of the God Dharma and he was called
Dharmaputra or the son of Dharma. Bhima, the second was the
son of Vayu the wind god. The third, Arjuna, was born of Indra, the
lord of the heavens. Queen Madri had twins, Nakula and Sahadeva
by the twin gods, Aswins.

The care faded out of King Pandu’s face for now he had five fine
sons. They were called the Pandavas or the sons of Pandu. The king
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‘had made his home among the sages of the forest and here the Pandavas
grew up in carefree happiness. The sages taught them the Vedas and
for the rest they roamed the woods. ’

Dharmaputra had a noble bearing. He carried himself like a
king. Bhima was big and powerful, broad-shouldered, deep-chested.
Arjuna was the most attractive of the five; his slim body was tough as
whipcord, his hair was curly, his eyes laughed. Already he looked the
great hero he was to become. Nakula and Sahadeva sparkled with
the grace and wisdom of the Aswins. Together the five brothers
made a picture of beauty, strength and happiness. -

King Pandu did not live to see them grow into manhood.
He died when Dharmaputra was just sixteen. Queen Madri followed
him soon.

The sages of the forest now took Kunti and the boys to Bhisma
at Hastinapura. He was overjoyed to see them. The blind king too
welcomed them with open arms though he grieved to hear of his
brother’s death. Gandhari, his queen was doubly happy now that
she had Pandu’s sons in addition to her own. She called the Pandavas
to hear and fondly stroked them with her hands. She could not see, for

to keep her husband company she had vowed to remain blind-folded
all her life. : : ' '

The Pandavas grew up in carefrce happiness.
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King Dhritarashtra and Queen Gandhari had a hundred sons.
They were called the Kauravas or the sons of Kuru. The eldest of them
was Duryodhana who almost equalled Bhima in strength and valour.
The king sent for his sons so that they could meet the Pandavas.
The Kauravas eyed their cousins warily. “Is it possible that they
are more than a match for us?” they wondered. Duryodhana came
forward with a jaunty air. ““Care to wrestle?” he asked Bhima
lightly. Bhima answered by picking up a few of the Kauravas and
scattering them on the floor like beads from a string. The proud
Duryodhana flushed.

Whenever they played together the Pandavas appeared stronger
than the Kauravas. Bhima could run as fast as the wind and Arjuna’s
arrow found its mark too often for the Kauravas’ peace of mind.
The five boys teased their cousins and played tricks on them. Bhima, in
particular, was often found ragging them. He would seize them by the
hair or drag them along the ground hurting their knees. He would
hold a few of them under water until they spluttered for breath.
Sometimes, if they were on a tree, he would shake it, letting them fall
to the ground like ripe fruit. The Kauravas deeply resented this
bullying, especially Duryodhana, glowering and silent.

“It is a long time since we had any water sports. Let us
spend a day by the river,” said Duryodhana to the Pandavas. There
was a smile on his sulky face. The cousins agreed.

Duryodhana built a beautiful pavillion on the water front and
had it gaily decorated. He sent his best cooks there so that they might
have a feast after the sports. Then he said to Duchasana, one of
his brothers, “1 have found a way to pay Bhima back. He is greedy
and eats mountains of food. I shall drug his favourite dish so that
he will fall into a stupor. Then we will tie him up and throw him into
the river. It will be his turn to know what it is like to be under water.

Duchasana laughed gleefully at the thought of the huge Bhima
struggling under water.

The Pandavas and Kauravas went to the river with their friends.
A colourful medley of chariots, horses and elephants thronged the river-

12



Bhima began to strangle the snakes with his bare hands

“side. The princes enjoyed themselves greatly, splashing and sporting in
the water. The Pandavas excelled in diving and swimming. The Kauravas
‘boxed and wrestled on the sands. Late in the day they sat down to a
sumptuous feast. Bhima ate well not knowing his food was drugged.

That evening, when it was time to go, Bhima was nowhere to be
‘found. The Pandavas thought he had already left, for so Duryodhana
had told them.

“Has Bhima arrived?” asked Dharmaputra of Kunti when
they reached home.

“No. Where is he? Isn’t he with you?” she cried anxiously.

The drug had thrown Bhima into a deep sleep. He did not know
that Duryodhana had had him bound and dropped into the river.
Now it happened that there were snakes in that part of the river.
They dug their sharp fangs into Bhima but could hardly penetrate his
strong skin. It woke up Bhima however. He shook himself free and
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began to strangle the snakes with his bare hands. Those remaining
fled in terror to their king in the nether world.

“ A boy sank into the water. We bit him but could not
hurt him. What is more, he is so strong that he has killed some
of us,” they said.

The king of the snakes came out of the water to see for
himself who this might be. When he heared that Bhima was
the son of Pandu, an old friend of his, he was delighted.

“1I knew your father well and for his sake my snakes shall
honour you,” he said.

Then he ordered that the young man should be given deep
draughts of life-giving nectar so that he might grow even stronger.
Bhima emerged from the water feeling as strong as a thousand elephants.
As he walked towards Hastinapura the earth shook beneath him.

When Kunti heard what had happened she was most unhappy
and Dharmaputra bit his lip in vexation. “ Please don’t speak of this
to anybody,” he said to his brothers, but he secretly consulted Vidura.

Vidura was the wisest of the king’s counsellors. He was learned
above all men and because of his gentleness he was universally loved.
He listened quietly.

“ My prince,” he said. “ You did well to say nothing. Had
you talked you would have angered Duryodhana even more and
that would be dangerous. Keep your own counsel and be on your
guard.”
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The boys looked at him in wonder.

CHAPTER 3

One day, the Pandavas and the Kauravas were playing near a
well when their ball fell into it. The boys peeped in - helplessly not
knowing how to get it back.

A brahmin, who had been watching them with some amusement,
said, “ You are the princes of Kuru, aren’t you? How is it that you
do not know how to get a ball out of a well? Watch me do it.”

He chanted a mantra. Then he threw a blade of grass into
the well. It pierced the ball. He cast in more and more of them
until the ball was held by a string of grass, by which he pulled it out.

The boys looked at him in wonder. * This is indeed marvellous.
How do you do it?” they cried.
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“ Wait,” said the brahmin and he threw his ring into the
well. Then, taking up a bow, he aimed an arrow into the ring.
The arrow came up with the ring.

The boys broke into loud exclamations of delight. They ran
in to tell their grandfather Bhisma of the astonishing feats of the
stranger.

Bhisma at once guessed that this must be Drona the master
archer. He hurried to welcome him and earnestly begged him to
become tutor to the princes. Drona agreed. He was treated with
great honour at the Kuru court. Bhisma gave him a noble mansion
to live in and showered costly gifts on him.

Under the skilful guidance of Drona, the princes learnt the art of
war. None could teach as Drona did, how to use the spear, the lance,
the sword and the bow. He had a firm grip and a sure aim. Arrows
flew from his bow with lightning speed, darting like tongues of fires.
His fame spread throughout the world and sons of other kings came
from far and wide to learn from him.

Duryodhana and Bhima took toc the mace. The twins enjoyed
the excitement of clashing swords. Arjuna became an archer. He

Duryodhana and Bhima took to the mace,




was the finest bowman of them all. No wonder he was Drona’s
favourite pupil. Even Aswathama, the master’s son, could not beat
him, although Drona tried to coach him in secret. To Arjuna,
Aswathama and a few others, Drona imparted the secret of divine
weapons. These could be evoked by the chanting of mantras and
performed miraculous deeds.

At the end of a long period of teaching, Drona felt his pupils
were ready for a display. Delighted with their progress, the king
agreed to hold a tournament.

A splendid arena was built with seats, galleries and platforms.
It was gaily decorated and brilliantly lit. At the appointed time, the
king, Bhisma, Vidura and other nobles walked in. Gandhari, Kunti
and the other ladies of the court watched from the gallery. The people
of Hastinapura, eager to see the show, closed their shops and houses
and thronged to the arena in large numbers. Excitement mounted,
conches blew, trumpets sounded; the warriors entered.

Drona was the first to enter the arena with his son. Tall and
stately, clad in white and smeared all over with sandal wood, he looked
like the very tutor of the gods. The princes followed in order of
age. They were in shining armour, carried swords at their sides and
bows on their shoulders. On their hands were deer-skin gloves.
First came Dharmaputra; after him each in turn displayed his skill.
They rode, they shot and they wrestled. The crowd watched fascinated
the flash of swords, the encounters with the mace and the swift
flight of arrows. Bhima and Duryodhana had a single combat with
the mace. They roared like lions and fell on each other with ferocious
rage. So real was their anger that the people held their breath in fear.

Arjuna proudly walked to the centre. With careless ease
he strung his bow and hit many targets. One was the. hollow of a
cow’s horn hung on a rope that was swaying in the breeze. Arjuna
sent twenty arrows into it. The crowd yelled with delight. Then,
with the aid of sacred mantras, he evoked celestial weapons. At once
the sky thundered with dark clouds and it began to rain. Miraculously
in a moment it cleared and the sun shone in a blue sky. Fire next
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At once the thousand-rayed sun god appeared.

broke out in crackling sparks and Arjuna put it out with water. People
watched with breathless wonder and broke into wild applause.

A loud conch echoed at the gates. Somebody was challenging
Arjuna. A hush fell on the assembly as a youth walked in, his face
as bright as the sun. Who could he be? Only Kunti knew. It was
Karna, the son she had borne the sun god before she married Pandu.

While yet a maiden in her father’s house, Kunti had uttered
one of the sacred mantras taught to her by the sage. At once the
thousand-rayed sun god had appeared in all his glory.

* Dear Kunti, I have come in answer to your prayer to give you
a son,” he had said. In vain Kunti begged him to forgive her. She
had chanted the prayers in fun to see what would happen. She was
as yet unmarried.

“ Alas! the words of this mantra, once uttered can never be
recalled. Fear not. A boy will be born to you, ready-clad in ear
rings and a coat of mail. Great will be his fame,” said the sun god.

As soon as Karna was born, Kunti hid him in a basket and
sent it floating down the river. A charioteer found the babe and
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brought him up as his son. By the grace of the sun god, Karna
found a wonderful teacher who taught him all that could be learnt

of the art of war and made of him a great warrior. There he stood
now, a challenge to the Kurus.

When Kunti saw the coat of mail and earrings, she trembled. She
was torn between the happiness of seeing her son such a warrior
and the guilt of her secret.

Karna said to Arjuna, “ Let us measure our strength.
Speak with arrows.”

At the sight of her two sons standing face to face as if in
a fatal encounter, Kunti almost fainted. Karna bowed to Drona.

“Have I your leave to show my skill?” he
said. Drona inclined his head in permission.

Karna then did deeds that far outshone
those of Arjuna. He too used divine weapons,
 He threw arrows that rained stone as well as
water. The spectators were thrilled and delighted,
none more so than Duryodhana.

Running up to Karna, he flung his arms
round him and urged. * Be my friend.
I admire you and shall always love

b2
.

Karna was happy at the
thought that he was now the
friend of the great Kaurava
prince. Feeling bolder than

Sent it floating down the river.



























































































































































































































































































































