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FROM ME TO YOU

I have a confession to make. I disliked history in school.  I was not encouraged to read other than the textbooks, which were dreadfully dull.

Later, general reading about our country and its people made me realize how much I had missed. I regretted it deeply. This collection of stories has blossomed to make good for that regret, and I found that travelling back in time and peeping into the lives of queens and kings was amazingly interesting. The stories developed keeping the history line intact and adding embellishments to some. Dates and names are minimized, and certain chosen incidents from the maze of history are highlighted.

I wish you all happy reading.

I dedicate this book to my beloved motherland, India, for having nurtured brave-hearted queens 
and kings.

The same royalty I must thank for living their lives the way they did and enabling me to give an impressive shape to the stories. Of course, I thank the Hachette India team for helping me and you to enjoy writing and reading this book. 

Indira Ananthakrishnan 
Chennai, 2022


THE KINGS WHO STOPPED FIGHTING 

One of the greatest civilizations recorded in Indian history flourished approximately two thousand years ago in south India. It consisted of the Chera, Chola and Pandya kingdoms. Despite many political conflicts, it was a period of immense economic prosperity and extraordinary literary activities. 
During this period, from time to time, Tamil 
scholars gathered in large numbers in congregations known as Sangams to present their literary works. Historians have called it the Sangam period in honour of these literary pursuits of that time. Many of the kings themselves were poets and patrons of art and culture. Besides kings, there were smaller but significant chieftains who also respected and supported the scholars. This story is based on a conflict between two chieftains, Athiyaman and Thondaiman, which would have resulted in war if not for the timely intervention of Avvaiyar, 
a scholar–poetess of that era.
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King Athiyaman Neduman Anci, a great patron of art and literature, was seated on his throne. His son, Elini, sat to his right on a smaller seat. The décor of the royal court spelt richness in its simplicity, in keeping with the times – the Golden Age of the Sangam period, in the southern Thamizhagam province of the subcontinent.

The king surveyed the guests in his court. They came from different parts of the kingdom and some were from foreign lands. There were musicians, dancers and men and women who practised the literary arts. One by one, they came forward, paid their respects to the royal host and took their seats. The day was a special one for it marked the annual festival dedicated to music, dance and literature. Athiyaman looked forward to it every year and enjoyed it thoroughly. He took great pleasure in rewarding the artistes who pleased him with their skill and talent.

The performances began. Gorgeously dressed dancers glided gracefully onto the stage. The king and his son watched with wondrous joy. When the musicians performed, Athiyaman closed his eyes and listened in awe, his fingers keeping time 
with the rhythm of the music. Elini, on the other hand, did not appreciate music much. He quietly walked up to the dancers and talked to them in animated whispers. 

At noon, the dance and music performance came to an end. Athiyaman thanked the artistes and bestowed them with generous gifts.

The afternoon was dedicated to poetry. The best poets of the kingdom as well as those from the neighbouring kingdoms of Chera, Chola and Pandya dynasties were present.

‘Aha…well said, well said!’ The king expressed his appreciation from time to time as he listened to the poets with rapt attention. The hours wore away pleasantly and the sun was well on its way to the western horizon. 

The last presentation of the day was that of the renowned poetess, Avvaiyar – a small-built, self-effacing, elderly lady. Athiyaman had heard a lot about her verses and was eager to hear her recite some of them. Avvaiyar admired the king not only for his kind and gentle disposition, and love of art and culture, but also for his heroism and valour. Bowing respectfully to the stately figure seated on the throne, she began reciting in a rich tone of voice, sincere and devoid of flattery:

‘The fame of our sunlike king

White and cool as the moon,

Will not blacken

Will not die.

If he has a little rice 	

He shares it in many plates,

And wherever spears and arrows fly, he is there

To spell victory.’

The king waited for her to continue, but just then, his chief minister walked in, looking worried and bowed deeply. A hush fell over those present. 

The king frowned and asked with mounting irritation, ‘Do you wish to disturb the court to announce some exceptional good tidings, Minister?’

‘I am sorry to say the tidings are not good, Your Majesty,’ replied the minster. ‘I have news that King Thondaiman has sworn to attack our kingdom and has sent a message to that effect.’

Everyone gasped except the king.

‘What now, Father?’ Elini asked in a shaky voice.

‘Well, son. We are not new to war. I have won many battles. Defeating Thondaiman will not be difficult,’ he said complacently. He turned to the minister and said, ‘Ask the commander-in-chief to prepare for war.’ 

One by one, the poets left the court loaded with gifts. Only Avvaiyar lingered. The king cast her a questioning look. 

‘As the most prized artiste of the day, I have 
given my most precious possession – my three-stranded pearl necklace. Does that not satisfy you?’ he asked gently.

‘I linger on for a different reason, Your Majesty,’ Avvaiyar replied.

‘And what is that?’ 

‘I praised Your Majesty’s heroism in my poem. Many a battle you have won. But there comes a time in life when peace is preferred to war,’ Avvaiyar said boldly. 

The king smiled and remarked, ‘I take you for an esteemed poetess, not a warrior. Do you want to advise me on war and peace now?’ 

Avvaiyar brushed aside the king’s taunt. The need of the hour was to avert a clash of arms, she said to herself and repeated in a stronger tone, ‘Make peace, not war, Your Majesty.’ 

The king laughed aloud. ‘In that case, I appoint you as my ambassador of peace to the court of King Thondaiman.’

‘What can Avvaiyar do, Father?’ Elini intervened, expressing his doubts about the arrangement. A flicker of hesitation passed over Avvaiyar’s countenance, but she promptly brushed it aside and nodded – she was ready to go. 
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Early next morning, Avvaiyar set out for Thondaiman’s kingdom. 

Thondaiman welcomed Avvaiyar with great pleasure. The poetess was well known to him. 

‘It is my good fortune to have you here today,’ he said to her.

‘I was invited by King Athiyaman to recite in his court. Before leaving this area, I wished to see you also,’ she informed him.

Avvaiyar was served a sumptuous lunch, after which Thondaiman said, ‘If you are well rested, I would like to take you to my weapons room.’ He was very sure that she would be reporting all that happened in his court to Athiyaman.
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King Thondaiman proudly showed her the array of armaments that were displayed there. Avvaiyar viewed them in speechless wonder. 	

Beaming with pride, King Thondaiman asked his guest, ‘Well…what do you say? Don’t you think Athiyaman will lose if I attack him?’ 

A couple of minutes passed in heavy silence. Then, Avvaiyar burst forth in poetic splendour: 

‘Maybe so, if you say so…

But Athiyaman’s weapons are war-worn,

And his armour bloodstained 

Being reborn, getting repaired,

Through skilled hands with utmost care…’

Avvaiyar paused and prayed silently for Thondaiman to understand the meaning of her words and recognize Athiyaman’s superiority. He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. The look then turned into a piercing one and he frowned. 

As moments ticked on, Avvaiyar saw a change coming over him. He was drained of his pride. 

‘Yes, yes,’ he said, nodding gravely. ‘Athiyaman has fought many battles and won them too. I…I think I would stand no chance against such a great warrior. Maybe, I should call off the war and choose peace.’ 

Avvaiyar breathed a sigh of relief. 	

Thondaiman wasted no time in accompanying Avvaiyar to Athiyaman’s kingdom. When the two appeared in Athiyaman’s court, the king was thunderstruck to see Thondaiman. He was not prepared to welcome an enemy who had declared war on him. He looked daggers at him. His right hand was ready to unsheathe his sword and his left hand was trembling in fury. Avvaiyar stepped back and watched the two kings in silence.

Before Athiyaman could do anything, Thondaiman came forward to pledge peace. ‘King Athiyaman,’ he said, ‘I withdraw my declaration to 
wage war.’

Athiyaman was dumbfounded. ‘Can this be true?’ he asked himself. His hands fell limply to his side and Avvaiyar’s words echoed in his mind. There comes a time in life… 

His expression lost its fury and Thondaiman continued, ‘Let our kingdoms be friendly and flourish in peace and harmony. This will be good for one and all.’ The pause that followed was not an unfriendly one.

Athiyaman simply said, ‘I agree.’

Elini was witness to the amazing change that came over his father thereafter. The king began to devote his time to the welfare of his subjects. He built 
more waterways and roadways, and beautified the towns and countryside. Elini supported his father in all his activities.

Athiyaman advised him, ‘Remember to be friendly, my son. It pays better dividends than enmity. Weapons may be wielded only to defend oneself or to ensure the safety of our people.’

Athiyaman gave a special gift to Avvaiyar, a black nellikai, or Indian gooseberry, which was supposed to grant a long life to the receiver. Avvaiyar lived for many years, to sings her songs and delight the hearts of kings and subjects all over Tamizhagam, the place we call Tamil Nadu today. Avvaiyar wrote many verses in praise of Athiyaman, especially after he chose peace over war. In one such poem she said:

‘He fought only when he was forced to,

If he had plenty, he shared with us,

If there was less, he gave up his share.

He accompanied us on the path of love,

But walked alone on the path of war.’ 
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