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Those Eighteen Days



THE COVER

The ordinary reader would think that it is
Arjuna who is the main architect of victory
in the Mahabharatha war for the Pandavas.

On deep study you would find that it is
Sri Krishna behind the heroes, in their minds,
and through their instrumentality who waged
this war to eliminate forces of Adharma.

So the cover has His emblem, the divine
Eagle-Garuda-on his flag, and his other
insignia in the four corners, the Conch
(Panchajanya) the Disc (Sudharshana), the
Mace (Kaumodaki) and the Lotus (Padma)
indicating the Lord s powers of know[e@e,
Creativity, Power of Assertion over evil and
Compassion.

The scenes below, at the bottom, highlight
those scenes, that bring this out.



DEDICATION

To the memories of
the forefathers of
Sri H. N. Anantharaman and
Sfamily
(Sponsors of this work)



TRIBUTE

“Krishna Dwaipayanam Viddhi
Devam Narayanam Harim |
Kohyanyo bhuvi Maitreya !
Mahabharathakrit bhavet ?

- from Vishnupurana

“Maitreya dear, know thou that Krishna
Dvaipayana (Veda Vyasa) is verily Sriman
Narayana ! who else can be the author of (such
a stupendous work as) the Mahabharatha?”

(Tribute from sage Parashara)



ABOUT THE KAUTILYA INSTITUTE
OF NATIONAL STUDIES

This is a voluntary organisation formed to discover
and unfold the legacy of social scientific and spiritual
vision of the ancient culture of Hindus for our present
generations, kept ignorant, callous, and indifferent to our
own values so as to promote a vandalistic attitude among
the masses, an anti-cultural campaign of disinformation,
derision and disrespect among people that ought to know
better, in the interests of the future of this ancient land.
Gandhiji once called such generations ‘educated rascals’
in moral indignation. To be anti-national is respectable and
‘secular’ in our suicidal attempts to supress facts and hang
on to faslehoods being perpetrated by vested interests! The
task of reversing this trend is enormous, but noble. Ours
is but an humble step. The Institute has no animosity for
anyone, no disrespect for differences of views, and no
dislike for any segment of humanity, ancient or modern,
no dogma or bigotry or prejudice. It is simply interested
in bringing together all the best from all quarters, that
is necessary and vital to make our life collectively safe,
beautiful, enjoyable, meaningful in a forward flow that
providence has set for it so strongly that inimical forces
are doomed for exitinction by nature as it were. The
beautiful, hopeful and meaningful vision of a glorious
Indian Renaissance held by Swami Vivekananda, Sri
Aurobindo, Tagore, Netaji, Swamy Dayananda and millions
of mantyrs has been frustrated by false men, usurpers,
‘men of straw’ in the past sixty years.

Let us wake up to the dangers and defeat these short-
sighted cynical forces. Our only instrument is knowledge.
Na hi Jnanena Sadrisham. That is our faith.



INTRODUCTION

Brief interludes of joy, creativity, relaxation and hopes
of a bright future, in history, in the evolution of man,
somehow, add only to the more general sense of grimness
and the tragic situation of mankind, which is yet to emerge
into a decisive victory over evil, violence, and senseless
power-stiuggles between the blind but strong, Titanic
forces of Darkness and the vision-possessed but weak
Sattvik forces of light. But they are not unimportant for
that reason. A student of history cannot afford to become
a cynic. The comfort or consolation that such interludes,
however brief, are possible at all, must build up into a
sustaining vision and motive-force for the achievement of
that desired, lasting peace, victory, and a life of harmony
based on cooperation rather than conflit, which our Vedic
Rishis entertained, espoused, expounded and expanded in
their literature vouched to us of today. Modern-day sages
like Maharshi Sri Aurobindo tell us that such an age of
‘Supra-Mental’ consciousness, (corresponding to our
conception of ‘Satya’-Yuga) is around the corner, and
Tapas is needed to get it actualised into a reality.
Meanwhile modern versions of Duryodhana, Karna,
Shakuni among our present day war-mongers, people
wedded to the doctrine of ‘kill, conquer, convert and loot’,
under military, commercial, technological expansionist
programmes, pretending to have religious sanctions for
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selfish plots, have to be defeated. Will they be ?

That is the contextual relevance for the rendering of
this part of the story of Mahabharatha in this fiction
form !

The Mahabharatha is a never ending story from an
idealistic view-point. It will never become stale, or
outdated in its message or in its allegorical layers of
meaning, political, social or spiritual. That is the difference
between Western Epics like the Iliad, Odyssey, Paradise
Lost, the Divine Comedy and numerous others and our
National Epic which is an encyclopaedia of Dharma,
Artha, Kama and Moksha concepts and justly hailed for
this reason as the Fifth Veda. The only other National Epic
of ours which nears the Mahabharatha in size, complexity
of meanings and characters as well as quality, is the
Ramayana. These are not merely “tales of Kshatriya war
and love” as many in the West once conceived ! They
are more. They are our eternal lights in the often
enveloping darkness, both self-created and inflicted on us
from outside. We read them everyday for inspiration and
enlightenment. It is necessary that we understand the scale
of enormousness of Evil surrounding us, before we
attempt rescuing Good from its clutches. A critic of
Shakespeare once described King Lear and the Evil
unfolded in it as an ‘Apocalypse’. The description befits
the Mahabharatha, a hundred or thousand-fold times more
suitably, in its scale of representation, on the readers. All
the portrayal of Evil of all Western writers in Drama or
Novel form or in Epic, will come nowhere near the one
we come across in the Mahabharatha. But the vision here
is not that of a tragedy. Good does triumph over Evil.



But we have enough of catharsis in the portrayal of a
Draupadi, a Kunthi or other good characters. This is
because God is a colourful character here unlike in
Milton’s Paradise Lost or Dante’s Divine Comedy. Sri
Krishna’s is a mighty role, colourful, fading into mystical
or fabulous altitudes beyond our final understanding, grasp
or estimate or analysis. This provides the necessary base
not only in this Epic story, but in all vicissitudes of history
for all time, our own time and beyond. This is a unique
feature of our Epic. The God of Christianity or Islam is
a mere ‘vapour’, a mere ‘abstract faith’, artistically a
virtual ‘non entity’ in so far as He does not manifest in
their stories. Here ! What colours!! What romance!! What
fascinating interventions!!! Direct patches of ‘Gospels’
without intermediaries or Messiahs, without room for
misinterpretations or interpolations, in what are called “Sri
Bhagavan Uvacha” can be tallied with similar portions
elsewhere both in the Epic and elesewhere in our Eighteen
Puranas, to ascertain the proper meanings, their veracity,
free from ambiguity. More. You can bring in Vedic
passages also into comparison, confirmation. This
catholicity of views, this freedom to interpret these
passage yourselves is a wonder you will find nowhere else
in the so called world-scriptures. '

Further : you do not require a Verity, a Dowden, a
Wilson Knight, a Saintsbury or a Bradley for interpreting
or construing the proper meanings or imports of the world
of teachings of the Mahabharatha. The characters
themselves mutually interpret such contexts saving you
that labour or need. It is rarely that the text drives you
to a commentary. Even if that happens, it is only to
enhance your appreciation and deepen your grasp. The
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Mahabharatha is a text which you will never ‘finish’
understanding. It is a world of stories, each within another
in continuous, contextual threads, which only an expert
weaver or garland-maker can make. There can be only
one Vyasa in this way !

Story, Drama, Metaphysics, Ethics, Moral Codes,
Public Administration, guide lines, Jurisprudence, sheer
poetry, word-riddles, puzzles, word-pictures-all woven
into delectable poetic mould-that is our text, the
Mahabharatha!

No wonder it has moulded the Hindu character,
morals, national ethos, and given us the definite concrete
shape of our prized culture and nationality, in all these
millenia since it ever came into being. This is, too, the
envy of many other nations and societies. In those days
of lack of mass-communication or public media like our
modem T.V, mobile phones, newspapers or magazines;
how artists and savants of Hindu culture could achieve
this cultural synthesis and national integration is what we
have to wonder at!

A word about the present work : It was an earnest
desire of mine, ever since nature endowed me with the
little literary and artistic talents that I now possess and
my discovery of it, to present our National Epics, the
Ramayana, The Mahabharatha and Srimad Bhagavatha in
"the mould of fiction, in novel form, for easy grasp,
understanding and appreciation of our younger, newer
" generations, since 1947. The year is remarkable, for it was
after our achievement of freedom from the British, that
we relapsed into a stronger bout of self alienation and
colonial mentality gripping us again, instead of our getting
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liberated from it as expected, with Sanskrit and Hindu
values being deliberately neglected by those that began
to rule over us, under abnormal notions of cultural
inhibitions, and artificial ideologies like pseudo-secularism
and aberration against all local, national, time-hallowed
traditions ! To those who ought to be its guardians,
Sanskrit was a dead language and interest in Hindu values,
‘revivalism’ and ‘communalism. Maulana Azad was our
national Educational minister along with Nehru who was
patron to these mischiefs. I read in newspapers in those
days, the fifties, of strange, pervert ‘information’ about
our cultural roots, prevailing in intellectual circles or at
least in circles and cadres that ought to know better ! In
a viva voce at the final I.A.S exam, a candidate is
questioned :

“Do you know the name of the author of the
Mahabharatha ?”

The candidate’s answer :

“C. Rajagopalachari, known as Rajaji.”

Elders of my family who had already developed a
cynical attitude to the coming events in the post Nehru
era, would point out such examples and incidents to prove

their being justified in their cynical attitude! my elder
brother would chuckle:

“Thank God! the fellow at least knew the name of
Rajaji, author of the famous abridged English rendering
of our national, cherished epic!!”

In fact, Rajaji wrote his works on the Ramayana and
the Mahabharatha for this de-Hinduised, anglicised,
‘secular’ class of readers who would infest this country
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thereafter ! That was my surmise. The dreaded thing
happened !

“Why should I not go beyond — beyond simple
narration — or sum up and recreate the orginal in terms
of lively narration admixed with dialogues and descriptions,
with patches of lovely teachings, imports in suggestive
language, so that our new generations would read them
very much like present day stories?”

This trend of my inner urge, forced me to an in-depth
study of the original texts, with all available commentaries
in Sanskrit, and adapted versions in Drama, Champu¥*,
Epic and other literary forms in the few languages I knew,
Tamil, Kannada and Sanskrit besides English. This silent
preparation enabled me to become a succesful discourser
on the Epics since 1961, when I settled at Dharwad, as
a teacher of English literature at the famed Karnatak Arts
college, of Karnatak university, and moved all over
Karnataka in the summer and winter vacations, taking the
epics to all cities, towns and villages, wherever I was
invited, lecturing for days and months together at a stretch!
People thronged in their thousands everywhere, but the
more ‘enlightened’ among my colleagues and ‘patrons’
pitied the plight of an English teacher ‘degenerating’ to
the ‘depths of medievalism’, shunning English culture and
keeping all Western influence like a pair of shoes at my
doors. (I am quoting one of them who pitied me!) I told
them that I had become no Englishman for all my love
and knowledge of or proficiency in English literature, and
even if I claimed so, no Englishman would accept me

* A composition peculiar to Sanskrit literature in which poetry and
prose coexist in lovely intermixture.
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as such! I reminded them of the fate of Nirad Chowdhury
and the contrast in an Aurobindo! after all, in the post
-independent India, it was Nirad Chowdhuri ‘sab’ that
triumphed, while Tagore, Vivekananda, Aurobindo and
other renaissance-savants died ‘cultural’ deaths ! Thanks
to Nehru and the new role-model !!

I was sound in cultural roots that ‘clutched’, (to use
a phrase of T.S.Eliot), and it mattered a lot to learn that
traditional India was in tact for all the ‘cosmetism’ that
apes were introducing and selling among themselves. This
could not percolate into the Hindu psyche - thanks to our
Rishis, both ancient and modern - while the naked
emperor and his gang paraded themselves nude, in
protected areas of Moghul gardens, in their cocktail parties
and noon-time dinners.

My studies and discourses were encouraged without
interruptions, throughout. Then something happened; a
famous editor of a popular Kannada weekly by name
Taranga, met me at the instance of a mutual friend, as
if by accident, though I find a divine dispensation now,
behind the event. It was late in the night. I had just
finished writing a manuscript on the “Characters of the
Mahabharatha”. (I was already an author of twenty or
more books, ten volumes being on the Vedas, “Veda
Samskriti Parichaya”, and the remaining on Ramayana
and Bhagavatha, with constant and insistent encouragement
from eminent poets like Dr. D. R. Bendre and other
luminaries of Dharwad. The meeting commemorated an
immortal moment in my life, as I now look at it from
hindsight! Mr. Santosh Kumar Gulwadi, that editor, took
away that manuscript from me, under an irrepressible lure
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and serialised it in ‘Taranga’ for nearly a year, week after
week. The readers responded with resounding enthusiasm
and welcome. (The book has since been printed and has
run into the fourth print now.) More work was in store
for me as a consequence. At the insistence of Sri
Gulwadiji, I wrote a lengthy serial covering up the events
of the great war of Mahabharatha, covering up the five
great books of the Epic known as the Yuddha Panchaka.
This became an eye opener for the Kannada public, who
were used only to pervert Kanada versions of the Epic,
distorting its characters and events, perpetuating
misinterpretations and deformities on an enormous scale
for some dozen centuries or more! It meant a rediscovery
of the original for a people famished of ancient Hindu
values, as the art of undistorted discourses and depiction
in writing and on the stage, had practically died for long.
Some would not have believed the original or my
representation ! They blamed me, abused me, and were
answered befittingly. All this is in print! more work was
assigned to me by Providence. I am now an author of
a nearly a hundred works on Vedas, the Ramayana, the
Mahabharatha, the Bhagavatha, the literature of the
Alwars and Haridasas, Kautilya’s Arthasastra and works
attending to Semitic attacks on Hinduism as replies and
taking the ball to their own courts (in English); and the
project still continues.

Last year another thing happened by Divine
Dispensation, as I look in retrospect :

Sri H. N. Anantharaman and Sri H. S. Mohan Kumar
of “Smt. Alamelamma Patel Narayana Iyengar Trust” of
Bangalore met me with members of their family at the
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residence of my son in Bangalore. Sri Anantharaman is
a noted builder of eminence at Malleswaram and there
are few who may not know him as a philanthropist and
patron of activities cultural, spiritual or social. He is an
ardent devotee of Lord Kodanda Rama, of Hiremagalur
temple, to whose renovation he has donated liberally and
done the task under his own supervision. He has been
known to me closely for many years, attending some of
my discourses and sponsoring them also. This elderly
gentleman of pious habits took me by surprise by placing
at my disposal a fabulously enormous amount,
importunately ‘commanding’ me to use it to translate any
of my works into English, for circulation among Indians
‘who have settled abroad, and who long to discover and
own their roots of culture. The proceeds would be again
with my just started Kautilya Institute of National Studies
to continue similar work, promoting my works into
English as and when I thought it proper.

At first I declined to accept this responsibility in my
failing health-condition and age, in addition to the pressures
that were already operating on my mind in terms of literary
projects of my own choice. But other friends prevailed
on me and so I bowed down.

Another elderly friend of mine, also pious and equally
well-wedded to philanthropic works of the same kind,
Mr. G. K. Srinivasaiah (a reputed businessman) persuaded
me to pick up this work, whose Kannada version, he
himself had published, soon after its serialisation in
“Taranga’. 1 conceded. Here is now the result in the hands
of the readers.
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Mr. Srinivasaiah fixed up the printers also. My
esteemed friends Sri Umesh Bhat (Industrialist, who is
running five branches in various parts of this country) and
Dr. K. R. R. Rao (of B.A.R.C. retired) and scientist
attached to the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore, after
retirement, have shown great interest in the supervision
and proof-reading of the text and have relieved me of
much pressure in this regard. My esteemed friend (and
ex-colleague at Karnatak Arts College at Dharwad), Prof
A. M. Jalihal and my long-standing family friend Sri S.
R. Sharma (classmate in the undergraduate and graduate
days at Mysore) have also helped me in several ways,
and by continued encouragement.

I must add : My wife Smt Kamala was the first to
read this work, as usual, in manuscript, as and when the
chapters began to be written, and she has also assisted
me in the final proof-reading of the text. Her
encouragement, timely and guarded suggestions have
helped me to avoid overlappings and repetitions and
involuntary errors which are otherwise natural in a
narration of this length and intensity. She has been my
first critic, scrupulous and straight-forward, both in the
reading of my texts and in listening to my discourses and
comparing the two. How lucky I am!

My thanks are due to all these. If in spite of such
care and devotion, errors have crept in, I alone am
responsible and I crave the indulgence of the generous
readers.

A note on the relevance of this work for today and
its justification may not be out of place. I have already
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said something to this effect in the beginning, and what
I add is only for emphasis.

Great men with good intentions can also mightily
contribute to the misery of manind and might escape being
branded as villians in contemporary histories! The examples
of Bhishma of the story, and that of Mahatma Gandhi
stand profound comparisons in this regard in so far as
both committed the same blunders of partitioning the
Nation, and appeasement of Evil. Few seem to have
realised this unforgettable lesson. The character-analysis
of Bhishma is worth examination and attention of the
readers from this angle.

Perpetrators of dynastic rule of those days stand
eminent comparison with those of today. It is odious to
name them in contemporary history.

Eliminators of evil-men were blamed then. They
stand ‘condemned’ in the public court of unenlightened
‘common man’ of today! What Arjuna did to Bhishma,
What Bhima did to the sons of Dhritarashtra, what
Dhrishtadyumna did to Drona, or Krishna to Karna,
Saindhava and a hundred others directly or indirectly has
been done to modern villians of the unfolding Mahabharatha
of today. No more. You may not yet identify or accept
them, as you are too near them, or as they are wrapped
up in unrealistic praise or disproportionate contempt for
which history will not forgive you or me. If I say that
the sacrifices of a martyr like Veer Savarkar are greater
and more marked than those of a Nehru or Gandhi, you
are likely to be shocked ! That is the proof of the fact
that we are as yet unprepared to accept Truth as Truth!
When will India accept a Bhagat Singh, Jhansi Rani (or
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even “an ecentric” Nathu Ram Godse ?) Do not get
startled!! Eccentrics are eccentrics whether they are villians
or heroes! Men and women catapulted to positions of
power and mischief do not become ‘honourable’ just
because they hail from much advertised family-
backgrounds! Nor do such become mean or undesirable
if they hail from humble backgrounds. Have we paid yet
our dues to an Ambedkar or a Netaji ? If you hold a
pervert view of contemporary history, you can only fool
coteries around you; not the history or the forces they
generate! Think of the ‘tragic’ circumstances of Ganhi’s
death, Mrs Indira Gandhi’s death or Rajiv Gandhi’s
assasination. Did they not generate those very forces that
took their toll, whether consciously or unconsciously?
They say that history simply happens, leaving neither a
lesson for a future, nor arising out of rational facts or
courses! Nothing can be more irresponsible than this, if
you are an intelligent student of life or history.

You have your Shakuni-s and Karna-s today also, in
plotters and casteists. Organisers of political murders, and
managers of disinormation campaigns, promoters of
communal disharmony for selfish ends are all still in our
midst.

The dialogues and descriptions of this narrative are
so designed as to enable you to discover them for
yourselves, as the art-form here forbids me to identify
them openly. There were Arjun Singhs, V.P Singhs, Laloos
and various brands of traitors, both local and imported,
then too, to suit those firm in saddles of power, suffering
yet from a persecution mania! Why does humanity suffer
and tolerate maniacs and bigots of all kinds in power ?
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We have to find an urgent answer for this from the
Mahabharatha. Does this book of mine help you by some
degree at least ? I wonder !

There is nothing like ‘idle history’ or an idle study
of history! History is a powerful torch in the hands of
responsible travellers on the path to the future, as it is
charged with wisdom-cells made of unalterable facts that
give us meanings from moment to moment. If it is
condemned into ‘academicism’, and to ‘arm-chair reading’,
it can only promote ignorance which we have aplenty
already. They use the phrase, sometimes, that “History will
not forgive you...” “if you do this or that now.” Phrases
like this are not idle-born! History must be a living force
if it can ‘forgive’ or ‘punish’ you. What history can be
more powerful than the Mahabharatha? If my present
work can make you realise this in some measure, my
efforts will not be in vain.

My best wishes are with all those that have this faith
that better futures can be constructed with lessons from
the past.

Mysore K. S. Narayanacharya
23.07.07



FOREWORD

This is a unique literary work by Dr. K. S.
Narayanacharya, the Kannada version of which is well
known to all readers of Kannada literature. We knew the
Acharya for long, his talents in discourses and writing,
and were wondering how to make Indians settled abroad,
our own children, friends and relatives among them,
benefit from his enormous scholarship and amazing talents
of expression in speech and writing. We approached him
with our request, and he kindly accepted our token offer
and has produced this masterpiece. It will be evident to
any reader, what amounts of energy and time have been
spent on this stupendous work which is now in your hands.

The Acharya is an authority on the Vedas, Upanishads,
our Epics, Puranas, the works of Alwars and Acharyas
like Sri Ramanuja and Vedanta Desika, besides being well
versed and versatile in most allied literature in history,
Indology and Hindu moral sciences.

The present work is a minute description of the events
of the Mahabharatha war, day by day, hour by hour to
the finest details, as found in the original, except where
imaginative details are added to make the picture fulsome,
colourful and graphic without violating or distorting the
original.

We are grateful to him and the printers as well as
our other friends who have all made this possible and have
contributed towards its materialisation and success.

Bangalore H. N. Anantharaman
15.7.07
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CHAPTER 32

SRI KRISHNA EXPLAINS
THS SIGNIFICANCE OF
‘LOSS’ AS ‘GAIN’

There were signs of daybreak in the East, though
night was not yet out completely. It was as if the night
was weeping in sympathy, and daylight was afraid of
being ushered in, in view of what happened on the
battlefield.

Sri Krishna was still in his seat as charioteer of
Arjuna. When Ghatotkacha fell with a roaring thud, Sri
Krishna hugged Arjuna, patted him on the back, got
down the chariot, danced, again hugged him, clapped
his hands and exclaimed with uncontrollable joy as if
an achievement had been made by him.

Arjuna did not understand this strange behaviour
of Sri Krishna, which seemed rather misplaced, as it
was a sad occasion to have lost a mighty hero on their
side. What was there for him to celebrate now, that he
did not know? At the same time he could guess that
Sri Krishna must be having very valid and undoubted
reasons for such behaviour, he thought. So he now asked
him : '

Arjuna : “Keshava! What is this strange behaviour on
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your part? I do not understand what is there to
celebrate now at this actual moment of sadness! Tell
me if you have any extra reasons.”

Sri Krishna : “There may be gain in loss, as well as
loss in gain also. It all depends on who gains what,
and who loses what. Think and see if you can
understand this puzzle.”

Arjuna : “It makes no sense to me! How can loss be
gain or its converse?”’

Sri Krishna : “Tell me what we have lost.”

Arjuna : “Ghatotkacha, is important to us as Abhimanyu.
Yes ik

Sri Krishna : “What have your enemies gained by this
our loss?”

Arjuna : “Victory in the night’s battle.”

Sri Krishna : “What use is that victory for its own
sake? Can there not be a need to sacrifice something
to gain that vain victory?”

Arjuna : “Are you suggesting that, conversely, in the
loss of Ghatotkacha there may also be a gain for
us?”’

Sri Krishna : “Replace the shadows with visible
concretes, and you will be nearer the truth.”

Arjuna : (Thinking, seriously) “Well .... I see that Karna
has killed Ghatotkacha with the Aindra Missile....
That means we have lost our hero and Karna, his
valuable missile... Conversely, Karna has got victory
for his army, while we have got none?”
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Sri Krishna : “That is a bad equation! Does not the
loss of that missile mean also a gain for us?
Substitute the vague elements with the concrete
ones, and you will see who is saved on our side!”

Arjuna : “You mean, I have been saved?”

Sri Krishna : “Exactly; it was meant for you, and is
now wasted. You and I will manage other plus
elements and special weapons, as and when
occasions arise. That is what I was celebrating and
not the death of Ghatotkacha, as many may have
misunderstood. This Karna born of a divine element,
by his over generosity in thoughtless moments has
lost his chest-shield, earrings and precious missiles.
All his charity and showy respect for Brahmins and
cows will not save him hereafter. He is now an
ordinary mortal man. Killing him should not be
difficult for you. That is the achievement! You
asked me ‘what is this misplaced excitement at a
moment of sorrow?’! Are you now answered? I
have been eliminating mighty ones for your sake,
one by one.?

Arjuna was puzzled and insisted on knowing
connections among all these that happened severally,
separately in time and space sequences.

Arjuna : “How is Jarasandha connected here? Ekalavya,

' Ati harshoyam asthane tavadya Madhusudana |

Shokasthane to samprapte Haidimbasya vadhena tu || (180-6)
Jarasandhah Chedirajah mahatma mahabhahucsha Ekalavyah
Nishadah |

Ekaikasho nihatah sarva ete yogaistaitaih tvaddhitartham
mayaiva || (180-32)
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I understand. But where does Ghatotkacha come
into this picture?

Sri Krishna : “See, if they were not eliminated then
in what you called ‘several, separate’ contexts, they
would all be here now with Duryodhana against
you?”

Arjuna : “But I had not wronged them?”

Sri Krishna : “They all hated me. You are my close
friend. I am known to stand by you in thick and
thin situations. So when I took your side, naturally
they would have aligned opposite me, that is you.
That you did or did not wrong them is no
consideration. Had I wronged a Pootana, a Shakata,
a Kamsa, a Shishupala or even Jarasandha? They
knew I would be on the side of Dharma, and their
inclinations were towards Adharma. That is enough
reason for hate. Do you understand?”

Arjuna : “You said ‘strategies.” What other one had
you planned for Jarasandha, that I may not have
known till now?”

Sri Krishna : “Oh, you want to know that? Well, listen.
Before we retreated to Dwaraka, my brother was
on one occasion locked up with Jarasandha, in
single combat. That demon threw a terrible mace
at us. That terrible mace flew at us in terrific speed,
tearing the skies in its speed and force. I had a
neutraliser mace with me, gifted to me by
Sthunakarna, a follower of Kubera, and they were
all known as Guhyakas. I threw it at him and his
missile. That terrible weapon fell to the earth with
a deafening thud and killed that Demoness Jara and
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her family. It was she who had given life to that
villain by joining the two halves into which he was
born, cut in two as it were, at the time of his birth,
and so abandoned in a dustbin outside the royal
capital. The death of Jara, made it easy for Bhima
to kill him later on. Any further questions?”

Arjuna : “How about Ekalavya?”

Sri Krishna : “He comes of the Nishada tribe, and

suffers from extraordinary pride. Now you see he
is on the side of Duryodhana, with an ambition of
his own. If Drona had not taken his right hand
thumb used for aiming the arrows, as the ‘offering
for the teacher’ (‘guru-dakshina’) how much more
dangerous could he have been for us now? He is
already dead by my ‘Samkalpa’ or will power. Even
those killed by Bhima - Baka, Hidimba, Kimmira
and others, - were done so at my urge, as the
Indweller of Bhima. They were all Brahmin-haters,
Veda-haters and belong to the same category.
Ghatotkacha too!”

Arjuna : “Ghatotkacha too? But he fought on our side?”

Sri Krishna : “Yes; this time he did so. But left to

3

himself, that was not his alignment of choice. He
had all evil tendencies in him. I know how many
Brahmins he had killed and how many sacrificial
centres he had destroyed. He had broken time-
honoured divine customs and convention.” Dharma
was not respected by him, and you know who such

Esha hi Brahmanadveshi Yajnadveshi cha Rakshasah |
Dharmasya lopta papatma tasmadesh nipatitah ||~ (181-27)
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people are in reality - ‘Dharma-Violators.” You will
ask me, then, why I did not kill him myself earlier,
as I did the other demons. I did not want to wound
your feelings, as he was related to you by blood.
Besides, he was to serve us yet as in the present
case. But do not equate him with Abhimanyu. If
he had not now died at Karna’s hands, I would have
to deal with him at a future opportunity, myself.*
Now two things are achieved; loss of a missile in
Karna’s armoury, and this demon’s death.”

Arjuna listens, but still lost in the mysterious
intentions of Sri Krishna, or the justifications of his
ways, and the historical details revealed by him, looks
gazingly at Sri Krishna, in a mood lacking conviction.

Sri Krishna : “Do you remember what I told you on
the first day of this prolonged war? That all my
Incarnations are meant to protect Dharma, the
Eternal Law, and remove Adharma? Do you
remember your doubts and my clarifications? Good
people may be on your opposite side too, and evil
ones on your own side, in unnatural alignments.
That is the complication of this war of this age.
Dharma is universal cosmic law, that no one shall
violate. Whoever disturbs it will have to go. I shall
come down in age after age to uphold this.® There
is no secret about it, either. It is well known. Now
Karna remains. For the time being, forget him.

Y Yadi hyenam nahanishyat Karnah shaktya mahamridhe |
Maya vm/hyoj.bhavishyat sa Bhimasaini Ghatotkachah || (181-25)

Ye hi Dharmasya loptarah vadhyaste mama Pandava |
Dharma samsthapanartham hi pratijnaisha mamavyaya ||

5
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When his turn comes I shall let you know how to
eliminate him. You will have to do that one-day.
Duryodhana will be looked after by Bhima.”

®

Sanjaya narrated to the blind king Dhritarashtra
how the Pandavas lost Ghatotkacha, and Karna his
divine missile. He regrets and says : “Is Karna so foolish
as to waste that missile over merely a trivial enemy?-
a single target, instead of a whole army? It is like a
fight between a dog and a pig; in the death of either,
it is a ‘shvapaka’® who benefits. The beneficiaries are
the wretched Pandavas! It is all the treachery of Sri
Krishna. Even if Karna had been killed by Ghatotkacha,
they would have benefited.”

Sanjaya : “Do you think Sir, Sri Krishna would have
permitted that to happen at this juncture?”

Dhritarashtra : “That is another matter. But I ask you:
Why did not Karna use that missile on Yudhishthira?
It is like a fruit in the hands of a lame person, taken
away by a mighty rowdy! Was Karna so
unthoughtful? Was Sri Krishna so crooked in his
machination?”

Sanjaya : “What can I say? War is war; tricks are tricks;
winning is all that matters. Can you say that is right
when your son practices it, and wrong when his
enemies practice the same? Sri Krishna believes in
using the same practices of the enemies against
them!”

® an outcaste who has nothing to eat but dog’s meat. The comparison

shows the meanness of Dhritarashtra’s mindset!
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Dhritarashtra : “Karna is intelligent; but should he not,
understand Sri Krishna’s strategies? Why did he not
take out this missile all these fourteen days, to use
against Arjuna? Why did he waste it for so silly
a cause? I was telling him all along — ‘Karna, use
it against Arjuna and finish him.” Why would he
not listen? Sri Krishna is the root of the tree called
the Pandavas, Arjuna being the trunk, and others
its branches. Panchalas are the leaves. If Karna
could kill at least Sri Krishna, the war would have
ended. Why did he not do it.””

Sanjaya : “King, Karna would enter the war-field every
day with that determination only! But Sri Krishna,
Lord of the worlds, who controls the senses of all
living things and blesses them with memory and
forgetfulness, as is appropriate to their Karma
contexts, would take this idea off his mind, and so
Karna never even considered this then. Would he
not protect Himself, this Vasudeva, who protects
Arjuna? See, Satyaki directly asked Sri Krishna,
this same question once.”

Dhritarashtra : “What question?”

Sanjaya : “Karna had this missile, but never even once
thought of using it against Arjuna! How is that?”

Dhritarashtra : “What was Sri Krishna’s answer?”
Sanjaya : Krishna replied : ‘Satyaki, Karna was being

" Itis difficult to believe that Dhritarashtra actually said so! But read
his own words in the original text :

Hanyad yadi hi Dasharanam Karno Yadava nandanam |
Kritsna vasumati Rajan! Vashe tasya na samshayah || (182-26)



Ch.32 - Loss as Gain Explained 549

instigated to use it so, by Duryodhana, Dusshasana
and others in the last four or five days. Ten days
before, while Bhishma was alive, the question did
not arise at all. Karna would promise so. But I made
him forget his resolve all these days to protect
Arjuna.® These four days I have not slept well in
my anxiety to save him. Even occasional victories
of Arjuna have not pleased or satisfied me. I was
always worried about this deadly missile of Indra
in Karna’s possession. Let me tell you this truth.
I have never loved my father Vasudeva, mother
Devaki, or Yashoda, friends and intimate relatives
like you, brother Balarama, or even my own soul
as much as I love Arjuna.’ Rule over all the three
worlds,'® or any other achievements, even if easily
accessible, will not be enjoyable for me without
Arjuna. He is the one supreme object of my care
or protection. Today he has had a new lease of life.
That is what I celebrated as that missile became
wasted.” That was Sri Krishna’s lengthy answer.”

Dhritarashtra : “I can only say this : my son is ruined

10

in three ways - by his own stubborn foolishness,
by bad advice, and by these tricks of Sri Krishna.
Who will save him now against these? Tell me what
further things happened.”

&®

Ahameva tu Radheyam mohayami Yudham vara | (182-40)

Na pita na cha me mata na yuyam bhratarastatha |
Na cha pranah tatha rakshyah yatha Bhibhatsurahave || (43)

worlds of Earth, Skies, and Light
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Yudhishthira felt terribly upset by the news of
Ghatotkacha’s death. He even felt guilty. Sri Krishna’s
explanations did not bring him any comfort at all.
He looked at it from other angles :

“When we were in trouble, groping in the dark,
on our escape from that deadly attempt to burn us alive,
it was that demoness Hidimba who showed us a way,
helped us by joining us, by even forsaking her brother
to the furies of Bhima. Now is this the way we treat
her only son, our own family member? I loved him as
I love Sahadeva. Sri Krishna and Arjuna were not near
us when we lost Abhimanyu; now what is the use of
their being near, when in their own presence Ghatotkacha
was killed? Arjuna should have killed actually Drona;
but he killed Saindhava for the only reason that he
prevented us from getting in. I did not like it."! Arjuna
has to account for this and more.”

Veda Vyasa appeared then and persuaded
Yudhishthira with reason and wisdom.

Veda Vyasa : “Child! Do not see things with a clouded
mind. Do not underestimate Karna or this missile
of Indra. It was no easy task, saving Arjuna. Sri
Krishna did the right thing by offering it an
alternate target to waste it. This is for your good.
In another five days you are going to be crowned
as Emperor of all this earth. It unbecomes you to
grieve so at an untimely moment for losses that are

' Alpe cha karane Krishna hato Gandhiva Dhanvana |
Saindhavo Yadavashreshtha, taccha natipriyam mama || (183-46)
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natural in war; and wars are unavoidable as long
as evil exists in life.” '

®

Soldiers on either side were tired beyond words.
They fell asleep where they were, after Ghatotkacha’s
fall, and when war halted. They forgot opposite sides,
and night gave them the neutrality and protection they
needed by impartially embracing all of them.

The Acharya had hardly returned to the camp, with
news of Karna’s victory, and the fall of Ghatotkacha,
when Duryodhana appeared there, as usual, to blame
the Acharya, as routine °‘ritual.’

Duryodhana : “You are here at rest, while my army
is facing the fury of the enemies! You should direct
them at this moment of our small victory and the
enemy’s heavy loss!”

Drona : “I am as sleepless as the soldiers, beyond my
age. Should I order those that are well-armed, well-
equipped and missile-holders on our side, to kill
the innocent on the other side? I have brought you
victory today also. But you are not satisfied. All
right, I shall proceed and rest only when the
Panchalas are dead.

Duryodhana : “To hell with Panchalas! Why did you
spare Arjuna today also?”

Drona : Ask Sri Krishna! It is he who determines
lengths of lives of all, even of you and me.
Do you expect me to curtail Arjuna’s length of life
also?”
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Duryodhana : “So you are a Vedantin when helpless
in arguments! See, today myself, Karna, Shakuni
and others will curtail that Arjuna’s life. You go
on praising Sri Krishna, after that.”

Drona : (with a derisive scorn) “Go, go and achieve
it if you can. I shall thank God if you can return
alive after getting near Arjuna. That is the surest
way to end this war. Fellow, I have told you times
without number, that your chief defect is that you
do not trust anyone! It is this that will surely
destroy you. You said something of a joint attack
on Arjuna. But wait : Push Shakuni, first forward.
Was is not he that brought you to this plight? Let
him also win the war for you, as he won the gamble
then! Fellow, you have to use weapons here, and
not dice. And weapons do not obey one wedded
to untruth and immorality. Wars have to be won
with righteousness on one’s side, also. If God is
against you, your mightiest weapons will be of no
use, let me tell you.”

The Acharya yawned widely in utter tiredness.

It was no use talking to this old man, thought
Duryodhana.

It was announced officially now that the war at
night was over, and soldiers could steal sleep until
daybreak, and till they finished their morning necessities
and dressed up again. Now it was a sight to see in pity.
Soldiers slept wherever they were on horsebacks, on
elephants, on chariots, on the ground - all kinds of
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helpers, arms-suppliers, cooks, doctors, drummers,
bugle-blowers, torch-men, flag-bearers and so on.'?

Sleep was now a grotesque interlude between death
and barbarism, life and peace, eluding all. Remember
it was the war-field where nothing grew, unlike any
other field, agricultural, mercantile or educational where
people prepared for life. Here it was all death and
destruction. They had to kill each other for no fault of
theirs, but for the payer’s satisfaction. Who should keep
an account of such cruel histories? That has always been
the fate of the common soldier. The one hero with a
steel heart at that hour was Bhima. With a remarkable
degree of self-control, even at the loss of his valorous
son, Bhima did some meditation and proceeded for his
morning ablutions.

12 Aswaprishteshu chapyanye ratha nideshu chapare |
Gajaskandha gatha_[chanye sherate chapare kshitau ||

Sayudhah sagadaschaiva sa khadgah parasvathah |
Saprasa kavachaschanye nara suptah prithak prithak ||
(184-38, 39)



CHAPTER 33

VIRATA, DRUPADA
AND DRONA DIE

The Sun rose, anxiously but hesitantly, wondering
perhaps who else among the living heroes were destined
to die and at whose hands, as it were!

Young warriors with nimble feet and quick muscle-
movements, with agile bodies were bathing in Hiranvati,
and offering watery offerings to the Sun god. Some were
still in the waters, standing absorbed in meditation.
Drona was the first to have finished such morning
routines and to be in his chariot, ready for that day’s
war. He did not appear to be tired, though in reality,
he was!

Now ill omens appeared aplenty! The axle of his
chariot broke, and Drona had to ride another. Ominous
birds hovered over him in anti-clockwise direction.
Foxes and dogs were moaning all around.

Drona sighted Drupada and Virata and directed his
charioteer to take him where they were. He now
remembered old wrongs, both avenged and to be
avenged, and threw sharp lances at Drupada and Virata,
simultaneously, and cut off their bows. Virata replied
by shooting ten arrows at Drona. Drupada had a steel
shaft (Shakti) decorated with gold and jewels, and
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worshipped long in his chambers. He now threw it at
his sworn enemy. Drona now threw two more lances,
and Virata and Drupada fell dead at that stroke. The
main stay of the Pandava forces was thus destroyed.

- Drona, however, was still burning with anger and
went on destroying the Pandava forces, chasing now
Dhrishtadyumna. The Kekaya princes prevented that
advance, and fought with him. Drona finished them too,
before long. Three of Drupada’s grandsons were food
for his angry weapons also.

Dhrishtadyumna was enraged beyond words :
“Drona, if I cannot kill you today, to avenge these
losses, let me not reach heavens of my forefathers” -
he shouted, and rushed at him.

Duryodhana was proud of the Acharya’s advances
and the successes of the day. The death of Drupada and
Virata in particular had pleased him beyond expectations.
He came to the Acharya and expressed his admiration,
loudly. Drona did not even look at him. He was beyond
praises or blames of this villain, after all his words of
taunt, all these days. Karna and Shakuni too came there
at the same time to congratulate the Acharya. Drona
relished none of this. He was now directing his chariot
at where Bhima stood. The other two also followed him
without an alternative.

Bhima was at the back of Dhrishtadyumna, rousing
him to greater heroism and vengeance for the deaths
of his father and brothers.

‘Nakula fought with Duryodhana and made him
retreat on another front. Sahadeva was taking care of
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Dusshasana, nearby. Now Karna fought with Bhima
here. On the main front it was now Arjuna rushing
towards Drona, who, however, avoided him and went
for Dhrishtadyumna, who had now been joined by
Nakula and Sahadeva. Satyaki had tired Duryodhana
into a forceful and convincing defeat.

Drona was really, dead tired, for all his brave acts.
The battle had inclined in favour of the Kauravas,
somehow, heavy losses having been inflicted on the
Pandava side. What even Bhishma could not achieve
in his ten days of Generalship, Drona had achieved in
four and a half days - namely the elimination of Drupada
and Virata, and their large armies in part.

Sri Krishna was worried, and spoke to Arjuna :

“Friend, let me tell you the truth for the day : as
long as the Acharya holds the bow in his hands, victory
will elude us. We have to see to it that he renounces
arms, on his own, somehow, but just now; here and now.
Or else, you will have no army left behind you to follow
you to war tomorrow. We have to adopt a strategy.
Remember, this was the very man who gave orders for
attacking your son from behind, to kill him. That did
not seem to be Adharma for him! Why should we not
follow his own tactics now, against him?”

Arjuna : “How is that possible, Sri Krishna, against
a Brahmin, a teacher?”

Sri Krishna : “Had he been a true Brahmin, he would
not be on the war-field. Had he been an honest
teacher, he would not have taken sides. Had he been
still, at least an honest man, he would not be party
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to the cruel orders to butcher your son in such
barbarous ways. He is a demon governed by
nothing, no laws, no principles, and no codes.
Practicing tricks against such a man is no sin.”

Arjuna : “What you say may or may not be true; yet
it is impossible to make him lay down the bow on
his own. Tell me now if there is a way, and then
we can discuss his rights or wrongs.”

Sri Krishna : “You are a proper fool not to remember
the Acharya’s own hints in this direction, on the
first day, when all of you met him before war
started!” ‘

Arjuna : “That is a long time ago by now, and how
do I remember small details in a crafty and cunning
war that is pulling on?”

Sri Krishna : “I am glad you have called this a
‘cunning’ and ‘crafty’ war - two words that I want
you to remember just now. Did not the Acharya
say then that he would relinquish war if he ever
heard a ‘lifetime’s unpleasant’ piece of news?”

Arjuna : “May be! But there is no such news now!
Ashwatthama is still alive! 1 said the war is
‘cunning’ and ‘crafty’ because our enemies have
made it so! What has this to do with what we can
do now?” ;

Sri Krishna : “It has everything to do with our business
on hand. Ashwatthama must die.”

Arjuna : “But he is blessed with immortality - they
say!”

Sri Krishna : “Long life is one thing; immortality is
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another. Do not mix-up. Secondly even if
Ashwatthama lives, it is enough if his father can
be convinced otherwise; a man may be ‘dead’ in
a hundred ways - physical death, eclipsing from
public memory, outliving one’s purpose or meaning
in life, or losing one’s character and name and
fame; becoming a coward and being lost in the
world of ordinary mortals and so on.”

Arjuna : “What is this discourse a prelude for? In what

way do you wish Ashwatthama to ‘die’? Without
his death, how can the Acharya be convinced about
this unpleasant bit of news?”

Sri Krishna : “You yourself said this is a crafty and

cunning war?”

Arjuna : “I said it, but have not practiced it.”

Sri Krishna : “How else did you kill Saindhava? Or

his father? Without resorting to tricks and
cunningness could you have sent Bhishma out of
the battlefield? Let there be no self fooling! Partha!
This is a war with unfair, wicked villains. Whether
I practice tricks for you, or you yourself do so, it
is all the same. I have no ulterior motives of a
selfish nature, except success for the Righteous
forces of Dharma.”

Arjuna : “I am confused! How should I kill

Ashwatthama?”’

Sri Krishna : “Remember what I said, and use Shukra

Niti.”

Arjuna : “I still do not catch your meaning.”
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Sri Krishna : “Whether Ashwatthama is alive or dead,
Drona must come to believe that he is no more.
Make your brother Yudhishthira announce this in
the hearing of Drona. That will give us the result
desired, and hinted at by Drona himself earlier.”

Arjuna : “This makes the task doubly difficult.
Yudhishthira will not agree to speak the lie.”

Sri Krishna : “Then you have to go back to the forests
only.”

Arjuna : “What if someone else amongst us speaks so?”

Sri Krishna : “Drona will not believe. He will believe
only a fanatically truthful person like Yudhishthira,
without even self-interest. Let him serve at least
this one useful purpose on the war-field.”

Bhima, who was listening to this persuasion now
resorted to a plan. He attacked the Malva king Indra
Varma, and killed him. It was well known that he had
a famed elephant by name Ashwatthama. Except this
elephant and Drona’s son there were no other living
creatures by that celebrated name. Bhima killed that
elephant too, and shouted loudly enough for Drona to
hear :

“Ashwatthama is dead”

He repeated it thrice. First time, he felt a little
inhibited for its double meaning, particularly the wrong
and false meaning that Drona was to catch deliberately.
But second time he felt justified that after all he was
speaking the truth, whatever Drona would understand
by it. Third time he had no difficulty at all.
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Drona heard it! He looked at Bhima, untrustingly.
He felt that this cannot be, as his son was blessed with
long life. Even then he felt giddy, and saw that the world
around him went into darkness, in his condition nearing
fainting.

Next moment, he felt a strong urge for retaliation,
and took out Brahmastra for the first time. That deadly
missile killed five hundred heroes of the Matsya
contingent and six thousand among the Panchala forces,
immediately.

Arjuna was desperate now with the boomeranging
of the ‘untruth’, Bhima had uttered! He looked at Sri
Krishna, with guilt-filled eyes. Sri Krishna was
undisturbed.

The sages like Vishwamitra, Jamadagni, Vasishtha,
Kashyapa and others appeared in the skies for Drona’s
view and spoke :

“Drona, what are you doing? Is this killing, part
of your Brahminical duty? The war has been following
an unfair course, mostly because of you. Did Parashurama
teach this? Your time of death has arrived. Throw down
the weapons in your hands, and at least in death, follow
the way of a true Brahmin. You are no ordinary
Brahmin. Your mastery over the Vedas and Shastras is
unparalleled. The first error of yours was to have
entered the war-field in a partisan way. Now the use
of the Brahmastra, whose deadly effects are known to
you! Whom are you punishing and for whose faults?
Entertaining malice or deep rooted hatred for Drupada
is unbecoming of you. Forgiveness should have been
your forte. You have insulted the entire community of
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Brahmins, and among them, sages like us, by your bad
example, bad deeds, till now. Stop at least now, and
die honourably.”

Drona shifted his attention on to the field before
him and saw dead bodies strewn everywhere, and felt
remorse. He was now convinced of what the sages had
said, and felt ashamed of what he had done. Even
innocent men like doctors and material suppliers were
dead in large numbers! There was no count of dead
animals, at all!

He now looked at Bhima again to confirm the truth
of what he had just said. Bhima’s firm profile, and the
way he stood with his mace in victory on his shoulders,
made him entertain the fear, that after all he might be
speaking the truth! Why would the sages accost him
in the skies, otherwise, as never before? He looked at
Bhima again and again; each time he felt that Bhima
was ridiculing him with that announcement. Drona felt
small before his own disciple. He looked at
Dhrishtadyumna, who also was grim in expression.

There was no one else trustworthy to confirm the
truth or otherwise of what he had heard.

Drona left his chariot and was now seen approaching
Yudhishthira!

Sri Krishna, now felt terribly upset and anxious that
this ‘hero’ would spoil all the game plan and strategy
he had carefully worked out so far. Sri Krishna’s chariot
was very near that of Yudhishthira, so that in the hearing
of the Prince, Sri Krishna spoke :

“Now all depends on you. If you allow this
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Brahmin half a day more of life, he will destroy
whatever is left of your army, and bring victory to your
enemy. Win, you must; that is the priority now. He will
ask you whether it is true that Ashwatthama is dead.
Speak as Bhima did. What you say will not be untrue,
and will yield the meaning that is the key to our victory.
Do not fear.”

Bhima rushed to Yudhishthira and said :

“Brother, we are passing through a crisis. Even an
untruth is permitted in such moments, for survival.
Untruth can save us even if Ashwatthama, the man, is
still alive; as for truth, the elephant by that name is
really dead. Tell him what I said is the truth.”

Drona was now still at a distance. He saw Arjuna,
Sri Krishna, Bhima and Yudhishthira together and this
was perhaps an emergency council, in view of the large
number of soldiers killed by him with the Brahmastra!

Sri Krishna said :

“Yudhishthira, do not become a liability to your
own army. Speak what is desirable and needed. The
Shastras permit you to say what is crucial now.”

Yudhishthira was not in a mood! He had no
conflict, no agony; no weighing of pros and cons. His
expression communicated the meaning : “No untruths
at any cost.”

Bhima : “Brother, make the statement; quick, Drona
does not trust anyone else. All depends on you now.
You are not greater than Sri Krishna! He is the
embodiment of Truth and Victory - Dharma and
Jaya. If you fail, all of us will die.”
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Yudhishthira’s self-confidence was now melting
like ice, at these importuning force of Bhima and Sri
Krishna. Again and again he looked at them, waveringly,
almost ready for what he was urged upon to say.

Bhima made one last effort : “Brother, do not spoil
the plan; say quickly Ashwatthama is dead. Drona is
nearing us and he can be here any moment.”

Drona was near enough now; drooping eyebrows,
looking like bushes over shining eyes, which had lost
most of their power, could not match the valour with
which he was fighting that day. The sun was blazing
in the sky. Drona held his right palm, as a cup to shelter
his power of sight and looked at Yudhishthira for a firm
statement : :

At the crucial moment Yudhishthira made a slight
addition to what he was expected to say. He said his
reply in two statements, the first one loudly, and the
second one inaudibly, as if speaking to himself :

“Ashwatthama is truly dead™

“But that is only an elephant™

Yudhishthira’s chariot, at this moment sank into the
earth by some four inches. It was a fabulous chariot,

' Asvatthama hatah
*  Hatah Kunjarah

There is a popular myth that Sri Krishna blew his conch, while
Yudhishthira was uttering this latter part, so that Drona could not
hear it! This is against the original of Vyasa! Even in the Kannada
version of the epic, this myth is absent. It is natural that a hero
in dilemma should speak with different emphasis, the two parts,
as is faithfully described in the original.
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never touching the earth, as long as he was in it, because
of his virtues, particularly his truthfulness. Symbolically
his self-esteem and glory also sank at that moment of
great consequence.

Yudhishthira did not speak any untruths! But, while
the second part of his utterance did not fall on the ears
of Drona, and so he heard only the first part, the effect
was calculated to produce a delusion on the mind of
Drona, and what did not look like an untruth finally,
did produce the result that only an untruth could
produce!

The army knew that Ashwatthama was alive! Those
that knew this, condemned Yudhishthira, while others
stood stunned in skeptical states of mind. Yet others
suspected some foul play, while most could not fathom
the mystery of what was happening.

Sri Krishna heaved a sign of relief! Bhima beamed
a smile of satisfaction. Arjuna looked at Yudhishthira
with contempt and would not face Sri Krishna.

Here was Drona fainting, and on earth, with the
bow and arrows rolling away from his hands. That was
only for a brief moment. For in the next instance, he
rose up miraculously and ordered his chariot to be taken
near Dhrishtadyumna!

Sri Krishna was surprised : What was the plan of
this wicked Brahmin now?

Yudhishthira sent a large contingent of army to the
aid of the Panchala Prince. They all surrendered to
Yudhishthira’s orders so totally, that Drona simply could
not escape now, as if in a death trap. Drona realised
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this; and again looked at Yudhishthira’s face. He was
torn between vengeance and renouncement of arms.
Yudhishthira said nothing again. The earth trembled
then and a wild wind swept away the Kaurava forces
in dust and din. Drona looked at his weapons, which
now appeared to be burning with demoniac lustre. The
horses of his chariot were shedding tears. Drona felt
his enthusiasm for war sinking in him.

The sages again appeared in the skies and
continuously implored him to lay down arms and retire.
Drona felt profoundly disturbed. He had, by the end
of the day, destroyed some twenty thousand horsemen
and ten thousand elephant brigadiers, and countless foot
soldiers. This was in addition to the havoc created by
the Brahmastra. Dhrishtadyumna stood totally
weaponless, and anything might have happened to him
had not Bhima been there to protect him now.

Bhima looked at the Acharya with rage, in a gaze
that made Drona stand fixed, with no longer any desire
to fight. Bhima gave a vent to his anger :

Bhima : “You villainous and fallen Brahmin! You were
once our teacher and the object of our veneration.
But you have lost it all, by this your conduct in
the war, the side you have taken, and the mean
tricks practiced by you to bring victory to villains
against us, who have not swerved from sworn-
codes of morality. If we had resorted to evil
methods like you, this war would have ended some
thirteen years ago, in the Gamble Hall, without
millions having to die on either side. You could
not realise even so much, as a Brahmin. They say
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Non-Violence is the greatest duty of a Brahmin.
As for us, violence permitted by Dharma, to protect
our subjects, is our bounden duty. The position
cannot be exchanged. You had the honourable
additional duty to protect all souls under the Sun,
in addition to respecting the four-fold social order
and their respective obligations. You are not
unintelligent or unlearned not to know all this, and
to learn it from someone like me. But you have
betrayed yourself, the Vedas, the people, and your
God-prescribed duties. There are outcastes who kill
dogs, cook their flesh and eat. Tell me, you
wretched Brahmin, if there is any difference between
such a fallen man and yourself? Did you have to
nurture hatred for a single individual, Drupada, for
so long, just to bring up your son, or live by an
honourable livelihood? Where was the compulsion
for you to sell yourself so totally to Duryodhana,
as to obey all his evil commands? Did you ever
examine in your mind if there was a better alternative
still open to you? See: you have violated all your
codes. We are doing only our duties. Tell me
whether I should kill you or not, or why I should
show mercy to you ! Ashwatthama is dead as
Yudhishthira has announced. For whose sake do
you still want to live or fight? Have you still any
sense of shame or honour left in you? If we fight
with our enemies, it is for a right cause, as even
your corrupt conscience would tell you. But tell me
what cause do you have to fight with us, your own
disciples, who have not only not wronged you, but
have honoured and fulfilled your desires, as even
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our enemies know? It is because of your intelligence
that our enemy is emboldened to fight us. If you
had played your expected neutrality, perhaps, the
war would not have taken place. You do not believe
even Yudhishthira. Fie upon you!”

Drona was thoroughly exposed and humiliated now.
He had no answers for any of the questions of Bhima,
and he felt justified in being rebuked by Bhima in words
of justice and measurement. He laid down all arms
finally. He announced his decision.

Drona : “Karna, Duryodhana, come here and know my
vow : I shall not fight any longer. You can fight
the war to the end if you so desire. But I pray to
God that victory be unto the Pandavas.”

Drona spread arrows for a seat, squatted on them
in a cross-legged posture, meditating on God, by
chanting the Holy Eight-syllabled Manthra and breathed
his last by the Yoga method, by Pranayama.

Just at that very second, Dhrishtadyumna jumped
from his chariot, rushed to where Drona was squatting,
and with one stroke of the sword held in his right hand,
cut off Drona’s head, while holding his tuft of hair in
the other, for a firm grip! Many did not know that Drona
had already discarded his mortal coil, and thought that
Dhrishtadyumna had actually killed the Acharya. Yet it
was gross dishonour for a teacher in his last moments!
One view was that Dhrishtadyumna was but fulfilling
the oracular prophesy and so there was no impropriety;
fewer yet could tell whether Drona deserved this fate
at the hands of a former pupil. Dhrishtadyumna had cut
off Drona’s head; whether the Acharya was still absorbed
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in yogic brace, or really dead, or dying in his last
moments no one could say.

Wonder of wonders happened then : A light of
super-effulgence emanated from Drona’s body, competing
with the Sun in the skies, as it were, in brightness and
disappeared into the air. Only five persons could see
it. Sanjaya, Kripa, Arjuna, Sri Krishna and Yudhishthira.
If you discount Sanjaya who was not actually there on
the battlefield, you could include Bhima.

This scene made them stand up in reverence for
the departed soul, and soldiers on either side paid their
last respects to a mighty hero.

Dhrishtadyumna stood stunned in silence. Those
around him, in his own army, were blaming him in open
harsh words. The ‘murderer’ stood without a reply or
remorse, unfazed by criticism even by his own camp.

Anyway, another CHAPTER of war was over.
®

Ashwatthama was away when all this happened in
the main front. He raved in fits of anger when he knew
of it, and wept for the deplorable, demeaning way his
father had been killed. He would not believe it at all.

“Did Yudhishthira utter that lie that I was dead?
Did he descend to this mean depth? Could my father’s
own disciple kill him without an iota of gratitude or
respect? Was it proper to attack a person in Yogic
practice?”

He went on asking people around him.

Duryodhana was too deeply filled with sorrow for
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his own reasons to answer these questions. Tears were
his only answer. The running army of the Kauravas was
no sight to bear for Ashwatthama; he felt further
humiliated.

Ashwatthama did not weep! He exploded like a
fire-filled mountain and asked for more details : It was
Kripa who had the composure of mind to tell him all
about the circumstances.

“Boy! Yudhishthira uttered that lie in my own
hearing. It was Sri Krishna who instigated him to do
so. Bhima cursed your father in words no one can
imagine, repeat or entertain. The sages in the sky told
your father to lay down arms. Your father obeyed, sat
on a seat of arrows, in trance. It was then that
Dhrishtadyumna cut off your father’s head, shamelessly
and dishonourably, by dragging him by the hair-tuft on
his head. But your father had already breathed his last.
It was his body that was rudely dishonoured in the view
of all. Had he not renounced arms, even gods could
not have touched him, let alone defeat him.”

Ashwatthama : “How could Yudhishthira agree to tell
this shameful lie?”

Kripa : “At first he would not agree. But Bhima gave
some scope by creating an excuse. He killed Malava
king Indrasena’s famed elephant, which also bore
the same name as yours, and urged him to say this
at least, that Ashwatthama - the elephant - is dead.”

Ashwatthama : “How could this confuse my father?
It was a mere elephant?”

Kripa : “Yudhishthira did not say it all in one breath!
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He broke it into sentences : like -
“True, Ashwatthama is dead.
But, that is only an elephant.”

The first one he uttered very loudly, but the second
one in inaudible whispers; so, confusion was created
deliberately. It was this that did the harm.”

Ashwatthama was now uncontrollable in anguish
and shame. He shouted :

“This is deceit! This is evil, unbefitting the Pandavas.
They have followed barbarians in this foul act. If my
father had died in the routine course, it would have been
another matter. But now, touching the hair of a holy
Brahmin while still alive, is an unforgivable sin. It is
an act of disrespect to the entire Brahmin community.
I curse myself for not being near my father to protect
him at his last moments. Dhrishtadyumna shall pay
dearly for this. Yudhishthira too.”

So saying Ashwatthama drew out Narayanastra,
which no one had used in this war so far. Drona had
obtained it from Lord Narayana himself after being in
yogic presence in the Himalayas for long. It was a
difficult penance and the supreme Lord would not yield
to anyone easily. Drona might have asked for immortality.
(Neither Dhruva nor Prahlada also had asked for it
earlier, though in his presence for various reasons in
varied circumstances. The mysterious power of the
Lord, Maya, deludes us from this highest goal by
offering minor temptations as hurdles, to test the
eligibility of the candidate). Drona was full of the
Kshatra spirit - improper for a true Brahmin - and so
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asked for this Narayanastra®. God granted it, but offered
some limitations and conditions for it to be used : “You
cannot use it without weighing the consequences. You
or anyone to whom you teach it have to follow this
caution or else even those that ought not to be killed
will die by its misuse. For, there is no anti-missile
against it. If the targeted ones surrender to it abjectly
and throw away all weapons, and prostrate, it will spare
them.”

Drona had to teach it to Ashwatthama in a difficult
moment. He had prescribed the precautions too. But
now in his fury Ashwatthama forgot them or belittled
them : He said : “Let not a Pandava live hereafter; let
the Panchala race be erased from the earth”, and threw
it on the Pandava army. The Kaurava army roared in
joy expecting the war to be over in a few minutes.
Drums, kettles sounded and bugles tore the skies in
deadening sounds.

The Pandava army was already in sorrow at Drona’s
death in despicable circumstances, its leaders being torn
in their opinions, disagreeing with even Sri Krishna’s
strategy; this jubilance in the Kaurava camp added to
their anxiety. See this picture of confusion in Arjuna’s
words..

Arjuna : “Brother, Yudhishthira, you should not have
uttered that cursed lie! After all Drona was our
teacher. Dhrishtadyumna should not have killed him
like a slaughter-animal. Ashwatthama will avenge

3 Bhagadatta, before, possessed Vaishnavastra, a variant of it,
acquired from his father Narakasura; it had similar conditions too.
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this by let-losing a deluge! This situation is akin
to Lord Sri Rama’s killing of Vali from behind a
tree. The infamy will live imperishably long after
the perpetrators and the victims are no more. Drona
had placed in you unfailing trust, and you have
betrayed it! You are a traitor. You may justify that
you confirmed the death of no more than a mere
elephant of that same name. It is a thin false cover,
for a calculated untruth for a vile, selfish purpose.
It is the falsehood that disarmed Drona and killed
him. How can you escape blame now? You are the
proper instrument of the Acharya’s death. Do you
remember how much the Acharya loved you,
though we had nothing to offer him, and it was
Dhritarashtra who maintained him ? He loved us
more than his son or his benefactors or patrons.
I should have killed Dhrishtadyumna before allowing
him to do that mean act. What ignorance covered
me, I do not know.”

Arjuna was in the same identical mental condition
as on the first day, before Sri Krishna taught him ‘Gita.’
The same delusion, the same forgetfulness of convictions,
the same aimless sorrow, the same morbidity and
cynicism were there. It was now Bhima’s turn to attempt
to bring them back to senses, and the world of
practicality, ethics, morality and duty and social as well
as individual responsibility. Sri Krishna was watching
the patient in a relapsed condition of disease and the
new ‘doctor’ administering to him the old medicine in
new dosages.

Bhima : “Arjuna, can you lose your conviction for a
silly reason? Are you a recluse in a forest hermitage?
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In a cave? Why are you blaming Yudhishthira?
If you had finished this wretched Brahmin on an
earlier occasion - there were plenty of opportunities
for you to do so - would we be blaming each other
as now? You and I are Kshatriyas by birth, with
a God-entrusted duty to protect the innocent, pious
and good persons from the evil ones. What else
do you or I have to do in life? Can we go on
forgiving all as ‘innocent’, indiscriminately, like a
woman? How will good people get on? Ultimate
Good for us is through action and duty alone - not
inaction, confusion, loss of conviction and vision
when Good and evil fight! Why are you speaking
like a fool? Are you not an extraordinary hero?
Does this ignorance befit you, or this argument in
favour of inaction? You are Incarnate Indra, and
are bound by Dharma. Or else how did you tolerate
our enemies all these thirteen years? Was not
Dharma, our word and our honour that bound you
and me to this endurance of all unspeakable
suffering? Now why do you target all this in a
moment of misplaced, unbecoming pity for the
Acharya? Can we go on pitying all dying or dead
men? Do we not have things to learn from them,
and our right to criticise them for our benefit,
without malice or favour? Should you not remember
all our earlier occasions of humiliations at the hands
of these unworthy or worthless fellows, our enemies
and their supporters in silence, Bhishma, Drona and
Kripa? When Draupadi was sought to be disrobed,
why did you not pity her or kill our enemies? Is
Drona more worthy of compassion than Draupadi?
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Tomorrow you will pity Karna, Duryodhana and
other devils too! Do you want to forget all our
sufferings? Was it proper for us to wear forest
garments like Brahmins, at the instance of our
enemies? Were we born to rule or live like animals
in forests? I have tolerated all this out of my respect
to Yudhishthira! Now the only good and sensible
thing that this unfortunate brother has done for the
first time in life is to fell Drona with a seeming
untruth? Instead of congratulating him, why are you
blaming him? You must actually celebrate it! Do
you remember your words to the blind King
through Sanjaya? ‘We are ready for war’ - You said.
This is war, and anybody can die in it. You are
now indulging in splitting our own units while we
are striving our best to achieve success. Would
there be success without Drona’s fall? Drona is an
‘adharmi’, an evil doer, the moment he opted to
join Duryodhana. Why can’t you see this? The
teacher in him is a thing of the past, and countered
by this choice he made. Do you expect a teacher
to fight against pupils, if he is still a teacher? Your
criticism is an indirect accusation against Sri Krishna
also! Instead of praising him for a timely, friendly
advice, you are praising this fool of an ass,
Ashwatthama - short tempered, rash and a braggart.
Does he equal Sri Krishna in a fragmentary virtue
even? Why do you frighten ? You are like
Hiranyakashipu blaming Lord Narasimha!”

Dhrishtadyumna supported these arguments of
‘Bhima.
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Dhrishtadyumna : “Arjuna, cool down, and think
calmly. I have not killed a true Brahmin engaged
in his God-ordained duties of teaching, learning,
conducting sacrifices, leading such practices for
others, receiving charities, making them and what
these six duties comprehend among themselves.
Drona is ‘fallen’ - bhrashta - a fellow who has
given up what is proper for him. He chose to fight
like a warrior, came on the war-field, joined evil
forces, and stood against us! What is my duty? Is
this a school, a forest Pathashala, where a teacher
is expected to be revered by pupils? When he
challenges us to fight, we have to fight; fighting
is for achieving victory; in this course naturally
unavoidable for me, I had to fell him and I have
done my duty; and for your sake! Did any one use
the Brahmastra till now, although situations so
warranted time and again? Should this ‘Brahmin’
use it against innocent people? Let alone
Brahminhood. Do you see in him minimum qualities
of at least a normal human being? You accuse me
of treachery to a teacher! Well, do you remember
the oracle, which said at the time of my birth, that
I was destined to kill Drona? I am the instrument
of God, and no more, chosen so, long, long ago.
A similar oracle had also predicted Kamsa’s death
at Sri Krishna’s hands! Do you blame Sri Krishna
also? You and I and all others are all agents and
instruments of God. Mutual blame does no good
to anyone now. This wretched fellow killed my
father, children and grand children in your presence!
Why did you not blame him? When you killed
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Saindhava and threw his head elsewhere to destroy
another soul, you did not think it improper or evil!
Are there different standards for you and me?
Bhagadatta was your father’s friend too. Yet you
killed him! Why? Because relations are immaterial
in war. For your foul criticism, I should have killed
you too; but I have spared you as you are the
husband of my sister. Do not misuse liberty or
friendship*. An elephant bends down on forelegs
for a known rider to act like a ladder, so that he
may climb on its back. Should the rider misuse this
goodliness to kill that very elephant? This is a
crooked Brahmin, in the guise of a pious, respectable
one. He has resorted to evil tricks against us many
times as evidenced in your son’s butchery! We have
to use such tricks against him, when it is our turn.
Sri Krishna, Yudhishthira and myself have done no
more than this.>”

Sri Krishna was listening to all this with patience,
while Aswatthama’s Narayanastra was fast approaching
the Pandavas.

Sambandhat avanatham Partha, na mam tvam vaktumarhasi |
Svagotra kritasopanam nishannamiva dantinam || (197-41)

Tatha mayam prayunjanam asahya Brahmanabruvam |
Mayayaiva vihanyat yo na yuktam Partha tatra kim ||
(197-27)



CHAPTER 34

KARNA AS NEXT GENERAL

Ashwatthama shouted : “You, Yudhishthira, you are
responsible for my father’s renouncement of arms,
by your lie! After all, my father was doing his
rightful duty in a straightforward war. You fools,
had no courage to stand before him in a straight
war! You will reap the consequences of this evil
act here and now.”

Thus speaking, Ashwatthama had thrown the
Narayanastra. It began to burn to death even the
Kaurava army that stood between him and the Pandava
army. But the Kaurava army circumvented the missile,
as if by advance notice and ran in different directions.
It was the unfortunate Pandava army that had no prior
notice or preparation and so stood exposed to that
missile helplessly. The Sun was eclipsed as it were, and
a darkness of unimaginable magnitude descended on the
earth, while the Pandava army felt the brunt of it like
an ocean exposed to the raining of stones. With
opposition mounting, the missile grew stronger.
Yudhishthira said to Sri Krishna : “Friend, after crossing
oceans of the magnitude of Bhishma ' and Drona, we

I Bhishmadronarnavam tirthva sangrame bhirudustare |
Nimajjishynami salile sagare Drowni goshpade || (199-29)
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are now getting drowned in a roadside ditch called
Ashwatthama! What is this irony? Find a way to save
us!”

Yudhishthira was so crestfallen that he forgot that
surrender was the only way to conquer this missile. So
he ordered Dhrishtadyumna, Satyaki, his brothers and
all others nearby, to run. He said this to Sri Krishna
also!

Sri Krishna stood smiling without moving. But
Yudhishthira relapsed into his usual defeatist refrain :
“Krishna. Enough of this war. I shall immolate myself
with brothers in fire, for having started this wasteful
war!”

Sri Krishna : “When are wars productive? What do
they produce except victory, if fought fairly, for the
Right?”

Yudhishthira : “Where is fairness here? I am
instrumental for the Acharya’s foul death. Even
Arjuna blames me, you see? I simply followed you,
and your instruction, with implicit trust that your
advice is always the best course to follow. Why
does not Arjuna understand this? I am also
responsible for the death of Abhimanyu. I should
have avoided sending him unprotected into . the
midst of those merciless wolves. I have blundered
throughout. I played that shameful gamble and got
all my brothers and wife into that dreadful crisis.
I couldn’t even answer that question of Draupadi
whether it was proper, or in order, for me to pawn
her away, after pawning myself earlier! I was thus
responsible for her humiliation and disrobement.
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I gambled away her sons also... So let there be a
final expiation for all this chain, in my death by
burning myself into ashes.”

Sri Krishna : “Brother, this is no time for sorrow or
gossip, or review of the irrevocable past. Just lay
down your arms and fold up your hands in
reverence. The missile will cool down.”

All the Pandavas, and their army immediately
obeyed - excepting Bhima!

Bhima had no intention to disrespect the missile.
But his anger on Ashwatthama blinded him to that
urgent necessity. So he went on fighting with his mace,
that impossible missile. He shouted also :

“Do not surrender like cowards. I shall defeat the
intentions of this wicked son of the Acharya. There
might be no countering of this missile so far. But there
is now Bhima, the invincible. Arjuna, do not lay down
your Gandiva. If you do so, it will be a blot on you
for all time to come, like the black marks in the moon,
for all his beauty and splendour.”

So saying Bhima began fighting the Narayanastra.
Arjuna did not care for Bhima’s impulsive advice. He
shouted back.

“Bhima, my vow is well known that I shall not
lift my bow against Brahmins, cows, and Narayanastra.
I shall not break it now.”

Bhima : “Then go to hell with your vow! But I shall
not rest contented with a cowardly surrender.”

Arjuna was worried about Bhima’s obstinacy, and
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in fear and confusion, he too forgot his vow and used
Varunastra against that missile. But it chased Bhima,
and fell on his very head. It began to burn him
immediately.

Sri Krishna and Arjuna now ran to him, took the
mace out of his hands, and disarmed him of his other
weapons too and appealed to him to fold up his palms
in reverence. Bhima was still roaring with anger :
“Leave me alone, I shall still teach this scoundrel a
lesson.”

It was obvious that Bhima was not really confronting
the missile so much as the villain that had engaged it.
Surrender thus, meant, in his misunderstanding, surrender
to villainy! Bhima had never before behaved so rudely
or shown disrespect to Sri Krishna or a missile in his
name. So it required some more persuasion.

Sri Krishna : “Bhima, don’t you listen even to me?”
He pulled Bhima out of his chariot.

The missile was now diffused; it calmed down and
disappeared, but not before it destroyed an entire
division of the army, (one ‘Akshowhini’ so to say) to
the credit or discredit of Ashwatthama, for the day. The
quarters were now clear of clouds and mists, and a cool
breeze began to blow, cooling the army scorched by
the missile’s heat and radiation.

Duryodhana was disappointed that the Pandavas
still remained alive, against his calculation, and that Sri
Krishna had warded it off cleverly to save them. He
said to Ashwatthama : “Friend, use it again.”
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Ashwatthama replied : “I could use it only once in
my life, a condition that my father made me abide
by, when he taught it to me. So I cannot violate
it. If Sri Krishna had not intervened, your enemies
would be dead by now. It is he who knew its only
limitation - surrender as counter - and used it
effectively in favour of the Pandavas. What more
can I do?”

Duryodhana : “Then use your next best, for our enemy-
army is realigned and marching against us in
determination.”

Ashwatthama did not care; he did not even reply.
The war drifted without direction or result, for the
Kaurava army had no General to direct it now.

Meanwhile, by the way, Ashwatthama assumed
powers to kill the Pandavas by the use of a missile like
Narayanastra, and advanced against the enemy; many
in the Kaurava forces thought that he had been named
the next General, pending formalities! He now used the
Agneyastra - the Fire Missile. But it also failed to hurt
the Pandavas, although it worked havoc otherwise on
a great scale. Sri Krishna and Arjuna remained
unperturbed. Veda Vyasa came to Ashwatthama and
said :

“You great fool! Here is Narayana, beside Nara.
You are using Agni Missile, while Agni is only one
of the killing agents of Rudra. This Rudra is an aspect
of Narayana. How do you expect this to work against
Sri Krishna? Have you any senses? Stop this stupidity.”

Ashwatthama felt ashamed. The Kaurava Princes
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got closeted for consultations as to who should be their
next General.

®

An unseemly wordy duel was going on between
Satyaki and Dhrishtadyumna, now.

Satyaki : “Dhrishtadyumna, it is not fair you killed
Drona in that foul way, when he was sitting in
meditation. You say that Arjuna too eliminated Bhishma
in similar circumstances - but listen, there also your own
brother Shikhandi was instrumental. There was at least
an excuse there that Bhishma wished it to happen like
that. What excuse was here, for you? Shikhandi - I shall
grant - was born for vengeance against Bhishma. What
reason did you have, here? If ever I hear you justify
the unjustifiable, I shall kill you. A Brahmin-killer
cannot be purified in this life. You are his disciple too!”

Dhrishtadyumna : (turning to Sri Krishna) “See,
Sri Krishna, just because I listen in silence, this villain
is making all sorts of accusations against me. He talks
of forgiveness. But what is our context? Whom should
we forgive and for what? Remember yesterday? You
also advised this fellow some silence. You fellow
Satyaki, how did you kill Bhurishravas? Apply your
own standards and see where you stand. Did you not
fight with Arjuna himself? Do you now teach me respect
for a preceptor, which you did not follow? It was my
sister who was humiliated before all elders like Drona!
What did this old man do then? Would you have spoken
to me like this if Draupadi was your own sister? Why
have you not opened your mouth against the perpetrators
of evil, earlier? Even once? Did you condemn when
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Shalya was drawn to that side by easy tricks? Where
were you when they killed Abhimanyu in unprecedented
barbaric circumstances? We are paying them in their
own coin - that is all. Rightness or otherwise are no
considerations here, or hereafter. Just mind your business,
and do not divide our army and its leaders at this crucial
moment. You are expected to fight the Kauravas. Do
not talk of ‘Dharma’ that leads to cremation-grounds,
nor go back to Dwaraka like a coward, shielding one’s
life.”

Satyaki raised a mace to kill Dhrishtadyumna. Sri
Krishna intervened and pushed Bhima between them to
stop hostilities. Bhima consoled both. Sahadeva too
joined and prayed : “ Friends, we depend heavily on
you both for victory. What is this you are now doing?”

Drona, thus, even in death, divided his ‘enemies’
in mutual hate, which did not blaze, but generated a
lot of suffocating smoke, smouldering slowly! Drona
helped none !

®

It was the sixteenth morning since war had started.
The question was who shall lead the Kaurava army as
General next. Ashwatthama collected a consensus and
conveyed to all assembled.

“Friends, elders say that means for success must
be achieved through five sources: friendship, diplomacy
or strategy, ability or efficiency and experience or
expertise. But all these depend on a sixth factor - namely
God, or Destiny, and fate or fruits of Karma - as elders
say. Unfortunately, this sixth factor seems to work
against us. That is our experience so far. Otherwise, how
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would Bhishma and Drona fall so easily to mean tricks
of our enemies? Now our only choice is Karna; only
he can bring us victory through his loyalty to us, his
unquestioned valour and inheritance of war-lore from
Parashurama.”

All accepted the same and war-drums greeted this
decision loudly. It was not questioned by anyone, not
even Shalya, who might be the only rival.

®

There were no special features in arrangements on
either side. Not much army was left as compared with
what prevailed on the starting day. Not much enthusiasm
too among those that lived, as either side had lost
important leaders like Bhishma, Drona, Virata and
Drupada, without yielding definite results in any inferable
direction.

Karna had formed the Makara Vyuha, and the
Pandavas offered the half-moon Vyuha as a counter
challenge.

Bhima killed Kshemadhurthi, an important hero on
Duryodhana’s side. Draupadi’s son by Yudhishthira,
Prativindhya, scattered the Kaurava forces, and made
them run for life. Ashwatthama had to bear the fury
of Bhima, and run away at last. Arjuna chased him and
tired him in a long drawn fight, but at last allowed him
to escape out of consideration as his teacher’s son.

But Ashwatthama, who, so ran away out of Arjuna’s
mercy began to destroy the Pandyan army on the side
of the Pandavas, without any consideration, at all.
Sahadeva fought with Dusshasana, while Nakula engaged
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Karna. Yudhishthira was successful in forcing
Duryodhana to an unwilling retreat. Satyaki attacked
Karna and destroyed a large segment of the Kaurava
army.

It was evening time and the war was to come to
an end soon. It was a very tiring day for both sides,
and with no decisive moments for either, although the
Kaurava army had suffered large losses in terms of
numbers, and the Pandavas had avenged the use of
Narayanastra, and its consequences, in the hands of
Ashwatthama on the previous evening.

Duryodhana was worried as ever. Karna had ‘wasted’
a full day without proving his tall claims or fulfilling
any of his promises. On the other side, Arjuna had
‘finished’ off whatever had remained of the ‘suicide
squad’ of the Trigarthas, and of Vinda and Anuvinda
of the Kekayas. The Kauravas had killed the brave
Pandyan King under the leadership of Ashwatthama, no
doubt. But that was no match for the losses they had
suffered. Here were the Pandavas victorious and had
wiped out the Elephant brigade of the Pundras, and the
princes of Anga and Vanga. Karna had attacked the
Panchala army with small successes. At the end of the
day, Satyaki had defeated Karna and made him run away
in shame. Arjuna had destroyed lots of The Kaurava
forces. How could Duryodhana feel enthused? What had
happened to Karna? Why did he not fight even like a
common hero, let alone like a General?

The night council started with an ominous silence.
At last, Duryodhana began :
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Duryodhana : “Friend, Karna! I have trusted you now
as never before, and as I did no one earlier. But
today you too let me down. A day is wasted in
full, and our army got exposed to the full fury of
the enemies. What shall we do?”

Karna was stung! He did not understand this last
question or the suggestion behind it. What was there
‘to do?” Did he mean replacement of leadership? Did
he mean rapprochement? Did he mean an ignoble ‘run
away?’

Karna : (hissing like a furious serpent) “Friend, I could
not keep any of my promises, today, true - But the
odds are heavy against us; against me in particular!
I realised it just today.”

Duryodhana : ‘Odds’? What do you mean? Why only
‘today’?

Karna : “Please do not misunderstand me; have
patience, listen, and then see what you and I can
dovr

Duryodhana had certainly no ‘patience’ now, as he
thought this was a mild preamble or excuse for
‘something’ not to be relished, or a wish to retire like
Bhishma and Drona! He looked at Karna blankly :

Karna : “What I mean is that I do not have as good
a charioteer for me as Sri Krishna is for Arjuna!
What skills, what strategies, what diplomatic moves,
what sense of timings, tactics and presence of
mind!! I do not mind a hundred Dhrishtadyumnas
or mere Arjunas. But this rare combination, in any
case, is beyond me to break. It is an envy. See how
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the two wasted Aswatthama’s Narayanastra? What
is the use of heavy and powerful missiles in my
possession when the enemy is so skilled and
protected, well advised and ready to waste my best?
Can you get me a charioteer like Sri Krishna?”

Duryodhana : (Relieved to some extent that Karna was
not pleading excuses as he had feared), “Friend,
remember we have wasted sixteen precious days!
I waited for this moment of your Generalship. It
has come. It must not go unfulfilled in impossible
excuses or demands. Where can we find a match
for Sri Krishna? I feared a Sri Krishna with
weapons in his hands, and so in my bargain asked
for his army of Yadavas to be on our side,
imagining that a neutral Sri Krishna would be
harmless. Even when he assumed the role of a
charioteer for Arjuna, I ignored the dangers he
would create by advices not in my interest or by
violating norms that are taken for granted! Are you
joking at this moment of my helplessness? How can
I find you another Sri Krishna?”

2

Karna : “Listen to me fully, please ....

Duryodhana : “I have been listening and listening and
have become deaf by now. Could you waste your
Indra - missile against that mere ruffian Ghatotkacha,
so thoughtlessly? I do not know what will happen
to other missiles too! Friend, how many more
‘tomorrows’ will have to be hurriedly consigned to
the load of ‘yesterdays’ without actually becoming
‘todays’ in-between. Is there no gap? Or should that
gap merely be filled with waste or rubbish? Do you




588

Those Eighteen Days

simply belong to the ‘tomorrow’ that may never
materialise, or the ‘yesterdays’ that do not reappear?
Do we have nothing to do with the ‘present’
todays? Talk, friend of the immediate, today, now,
this moment!”

Karna : “Friend, you are understandably impatient; but

understandably over-anxious, and impetuous. We
cannot have any and every thing in our own way,
always. Reverses are to be taken as challenges....
See I have a divine bow called ‘Vijaya’, which
means ‘victory.” Indra used it once, and achieved
victory over demons, as it was made by Vishwakarma
and presented to him for that very purpose. I am
no inferior to Arjuna in aiming, targeting, in missile
power, in the many niceties of archery, in might,
in valour, and in many other ways : I am a direct
disciple of Bhagavan Parashurama, whereas Arjuna
is only a grand-disciple, and his expertise is second-
hand, whereas mine is first hand. My bow is also
known as ‘Bhargava’ as it was handled by my
teacher for some time. It was my Guru that gave
it to me. But there is now one handicap....”

Duryodhana : “What is it, if I can remedy it?”

Karna : “I told you... I do not have a charioteer like

Sri Krishna, unlike Arjuna.”

Duryodhana : “Where can we find a second for that

arch-mischief-maker?”

Karna : “He may be an ‘arch-mischief-maker’ for you!

For Arjuna what an able guide, helper, adviser and
strategist? There is one nearest substitute on our
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side too. If you can persuade him that will equal
the chances between me and Arjuna.. Will you try?”

Duryodhana : “Is it true? Why did you not tell me
so beforehand? I shall try to provide him for you...
Who is he?”

Karna : “Do not be so self-confident! Such an one does
exist on our side indeed. But it may be difficult
for you to persuade him in to this role.”

Duryodhana : “Never mind... I shall get you anything
as long as it is available on this earth. Name him.”

Karna : “It is Shalya, the Madra prince! He is very
proud, caste-conscious and may not think much of
me. But he possesses all the qualities of Sri
Krishna.”

Duryodhana : “Is this all? Anything more?”

Karna : “There are two more things that I do not have,
but which you cannot provide me with: a quiver
of arrows that never becomes empty, which is in
Arjuna’s possession, and as endowed by Agni; and
a chariot that no arrows or missiles can destroy,
also a gift of Agni, along with immortal horses.
Can you give me these two? No, you cannot; so
I am not asking for them. It is enough if you can
persuade Shalya to the role of a charioteer for this
war with Arjuna.”

Duryodhana : (Doubting for a moment) “Surely I shall
try... but are you sure it will solve your problem?
How do you equate him with Sri Krishna?”

Karna : “You try, please. It may solve my problem.
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Sri Krishna and Shalya are both equally mighty
warriors. Both have studied “Ashwa Hridaya”
(the science concerning the classification of horses,
their training, their selection, and the science of
knowing and the art of commanding them to quick
and different commands etc.), under eminent experts.
They are equal in power of single combat also, and
in a variety of ways. In the wielding of Mace,
Shalya is equal to Balabhadra; Sri Krishna is known
as Gadadhara !. If Shalya somehow agrees, think,
you are lucky and that this war is over, as I shall
kill Arjuna, surely.”

Duryodhana was momentarily happy, though still
anxious about Shalya’s possibility of willingness to so
act.

®

Duryodhana : “Uncle, I am in great difficulties, and
it is only in your hands to help me and relieve me
of this difficulty.”

Shalya : “I understand. You have lost Bhishma and
Drona in dubious circumstances. Destiny seems to
be against you, young man. It is still not too late
for peace. What can I do in these odd
circumstances?”’

Duryodhana : “Sir, you too are impatient. I have not
come to you for a discourse on the advantages of
peace or rapprochement with the enemies. Bhishma
or Drona are no more to be lamented. I am not
daunted by the adversity of destiny or reverses on
my side. I have come to ask you for immediate
help...”
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Shalya : “Help? Immediate? But you have crowned
Karna as your present general? What is my special
need now?”

Duryodhana : “You have to function as his charioteer
to equal the role of Sri Krishna as Arjuna’s
charioteer. That is all the help I require of you
immediately.”

Shalya : (Taken aback, though flattered being equated
with Sri Krishna) : “What! You want me to serve
that Sutaputra?’ He is arrogant, boastful and beyond
advice and beyond persuasion. He will not cooperate
with me if I guide him, on the spot, taking decisions
on suitable strategies to be followed. Moreover,
I am a high Kshatriya, having my own reputation
and status, hard earned by my valour and victories
severally. What is this Karna’s achievement? He is
unfit to become even my charioteer! Now you want
me to serve this mean fellow?”

Duryodhana was struck into silence for sometime
by this outburst, which was not totally unexpected. But
not in these foul terms of firm contempt, almost totally
spurning his request, once for all! What was there more
to speak or implead? In what words to persuade an
equally foul-mouthed braggart? It was not as if
Duryodhana did not know the nature of either of the

2 ‘Suta’ in ancient India was a caste, born of a Brahmin mother
and Kshatriya father; they were not a despicable people, as is today
misunderstood. They had access do all the knowledge of a
Brahmin, had performed high offices in Royal courts, like
Sumantra of Ramayana. There was also Suta Pauranika, an
illustrious disciple of Vyasa.
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two heroes he wanted to bring in the same nature of
either of the two heroes he wanted to bring in the same
chariot. But necessity required them to cooperate in that
way, as there were no more heroes of that stature left
on his side, to undertake united efforts at this crucial
hour. Shalya must be persuaded somehow! But how?
Duryodhana made one more effort, now, using his little
knowledge of ancient Pauranic love as he had heard:

Duryodhana : “Uncle. It is difficult to talk to a person
like you, who has forsaken his own nephews, in
my favour, for the sake of truth, the word given
to me. Truth, honour, chivalry are dearer to you
than your own life or comforts, or even temporary
benefits that vulgar souls seek. Now if you do not
see my point, or appreciate in which context I am
make impossible requests to you, I am only
unfortunate! You are an equal to Bhishma or
Drona! Did you not work under their command?
Did it demean your status?”

Shalya : “Do not compare this low-born Karna with
those stalwarts! That is another story all together!
Bhishma is elderly, and divine; an unquestioned
hero in his own right; an illustrious disciple of
Parashurama. Drona had impeccable character; he
was the preceptor of a good many heroes who have
been fighting here or just been dead on both brides!
He is also elderly to me, and respectable by
hundreds like where does this Karna stand?”

Duryodhana : “Is Brahma superior to Rudra or no?”

Shalya : “What irrelevant things of mythology are you
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talking? What has that to do with your present
problem?”

Duryodhana : “Uncle! Things that appear to be
irrelevant gain relevance if we see them in the right
perspective. Tell me the answer to my simple
question. You know it.”

Shalya : “Well, is it such a difficult question to answer?
Brahma is the first creature of God Narayana.
Rudra is Brahma’s child. The father and the son
take care of creation and dissolution respectively.
The relation is that between a father and his son.
You are asking me who is superior. The answer is
obvious.”

Duryodhana : “It is not obvious! It was not so for
Brahma himself on a crucial occasion!!”

Shalya : “What is this new story you are now telling
me, that I do not recollect to have heard? When
was there a confusion in this regard?”

Duryodhana : “The context is in the Vedas - that of
slaying the Tripurasuras - Taraksha, Kamalaksha
and Vidyunmali - by Rudra. These demons had
obtained a boon that they should be unconquerable
until a Divine Warrior, driven by a greater, superior
Divinity them himself should fell them in a line
with one single throw of a javelin or an arrow, one
only, when their wandering citadels came in a
straight line, in their natural courses of moving
orbits! The fellows presumed this to be a sheer
impossibility and so took it for granted they were
blessed into immorality. The gods were oppressed,
not to speak of the fate of human and other beings.



594

Those Eighteen Days

The gods represented it to Rudra, the war - god,
and the General of the Divine army. Rudra desired
his father, Brahma, to drive his chariot. The earth
agreed to be that chariot, the Sun and the Moon
its two wheels; Indra, Varuna, Kubera and Yama
agreed to play to horses to draw it. Dharma, Tapas,
Truth and Artha acted as bridles. The Samvatsara,
the year as Time - was the Bow, and its string.
Mahavishnu himself sat in the tip of the arrow and
became a mere instrument in the hands of Shiva-
Rudra. Now tell me uncle, whether Rudra alone
achieved victory? By playing the role of a charioteer,
did Brahma go down in the world’s esteem?
Or did Vishnu lose his pre eminence by becoming
a mere instrument of his own grandson? You are
now Brahma; Karna is Rudra. The Pandavas are
the Tripurasuras. Kindly agree and save me.”

Shalya : (Thoughtfully, still worried, and shaken in self-

esteem a bit) “Well, you have tied my tongue in
a way. Still there are things to be sorted out. One :
is this your own idea or Karna’s suggestion? Two :
I have conditions to offer if this is to materialize
at all, if I am convinced that this will really be
for your good.”

Duryodhana : (Gladly) “Uncle, Karna has lots of

respect for you. Think, why he chose you of all
people on our side. He would himself have spoken
to you. But he is hurt that even cultured people
call him ‘Sutaputra’ and so did not feel like
approaching you out of inhibitions and hurt
sentiments. Tell me uncle, whether valour or powers
are bound by caste?”
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Shalya : “That is fine. It is not caste I had in my mind
for my reservations about him. It is his excesses
like boastfulness, thinking too much of himself,
taking independent decisions rashly etc., that I do
not like. That brings me to my second point of
reservation. Will you make him agree to my
conditions?”

Duryodhana : “Uncle, do not be too rigid at my
moment of need and go on adding impossible
conditions. If they are reasonable, I can persuade
him, or he will himself agree. Any way let me know
them.”

Shalya : “Do not feel upset, or suspect me of offering
objections out of unwillingness to help you. Let me
say for arguments’ sake that I agree to your
proposal. Do you think Karna will really face
Arjuna? I will have to make him face Arjuna, and
stand firm in aim or choice of the missiles.
Remember how he wasted the Indra Missile against
Ghatotkacha? That should not repeat. Does not
Arjuna accept every suggestion of Sri Krishna and
obey? A similar understanding is needed between
him and me. I want him to avoid impetuosity, and
weigh consequences. If he overlooks, I have to tell
him what he must aim at, what weapons to choose,
and use them when. I may also have to take him
to retract if his life is in danger, or lead him to
proper quarters for easy fight with exultant enemies
in unexpected moments. He must not question me
about these things, for there is no time for arguments
in war. Quick understanding is all that is needed.
I shall not be a mute charioteer, Party to all his
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foolish movements or acts. Being elder, experienced
and sounder in judgment, I have a right to guide
him. He must obey without murmur or malice, and
understand my suggestions with an open heart. Can
you make him promise these? I doubt whether the
arrogance of your friend will permit him to agree!
He will see it as his humiliation, perhaps.”

Duryodhana : “Uncle, what you say is reasonable, and

is unquestionably in my interest. Why should Karna
reject these conditions? I shall speak to him and
see that he agrees.”

Shalya : “Oral agreements are easy to make as well

as break. It is the ‘Swabhava’, temperament, mental
habit, or make up of a man’s psyche that is not
easy to mend. For all your liberal promise, I doubt
whether this arrangement can work for long. Do
not think I am discouraging you or doing any
negative thinking right at the start. When we plan,
we must count the negative points also to take care
of them. If the arrangement can work, nobody will
be happier than I; first speak to him and then let
me know. Be quick.”

Duryodhana : “I shall be quicker than you expect, with

a positive result.”

Shalya : “Do not commit on behalf of someone whose

nature you may not know well.”

Duryodhana : “What is this misgiving, uncle, after all

I have said, to all of your doubts? Do you not
believe me, still?”

Shalya : “I believe you. But I am yet to understand

'95

your friend or his intentions about you
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Duryodhana : “His ‘intentions about me? What do you
mean? Is there something seriously wrong that
I do not know or count?”

Shalya : “If Karna is so good and trust - worthy a friend
of yours, tell me why he did not lift up his bow
against your enemies, during Bhishma’s leadership
of ten days? Is this predictable temperament? I want
a firm answer! Was not Bhishma your well-wisher?
Why did Karna let you down? A similar thing
should not repeat it?”

Duryodhana : “Sir, there is neither time nor patience
to rake up the past for solutions that are too late.
It is all over. Why talk about it?”

Shalya : “It is not over! Habits and temperaments are
not matters of the past. If patient remedial
precautions are not taken, the past goes on repeating,
tirelessly, robbing the present of its power to create
meaningful futures. It is the man that must change.
Bringing the different people together is not difficult.
Making them an understanding, cooperative pair
requires self-adjustments. Tell him this in advance
with all your forcefulness. Or else....”

Duryodhana : “Or else?...What?”
Shalya : “I have to quit in the middle abruptly.

Do not misunderstand.”



CHAPTER 35

KARNA BRAGS, SHALYA HITS
BACK AND INSULTS

It was now the seventeenth day of war. Arjuna
sighted Shalya leading the chariot of Karna and burst
out into uncontrollable laughter, against his normal habit
of self-control! Sri Krishna was surprised and turned
back at him as if to inquire what was so funny or
ridiculous in sight.

Arjuna : “See there ... The impostor claiming to be
a counterfeit Arjuna on the other side, and his new
‘Sri Krishna’, in a counterfeit Avatara, of Shalya!
That is what the braggart has been telling all in
the opposite camp. Today Karna will kill you and
me to end this war! What more grotesque
combination can we expect to see in this
unentertaining war?”’

Sahadeva and Nakula arrived there, stuck aghast at
this ‘wrong’ their uncle had inflicted on them. They
approached Sri Krishna and Nakula said :

Nakula : “Krishna, I cannot believe that our uncle is
really serious about joining the enemy camp or in
his intention to harm our cause or destroy us.
Something has gone wrong somewhere. Deceit has
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been used against us; or we have not approached
him properly perhaps. What is this ridiculous
combination of Karna and our uncle, in the same
chariot?”

Sri Krishna : “(Very thoughtful for some time, and then
in a slow pace, as if weighing words) “Do not
worry. This will not last long; he is now no longer
your uncle, either. That relation is a past factor.
Moreover this is also for your good only.”

Sahadeva : “How?”

Sri Krishna : “Among physical elements also there are
matching combinations, as well as mutually
destructive combinations. Wind and fire go together.
Water and fire do not! Understand?”

Sahadeva : “Karna is a braggart, and so is our uncle.”

Sri Krishna : “That is it. So both of them will mutually
get eliminated by their own acts and words, before
long. Instead of one enemy, you will get rid of both
of them, without much of your effort. This, I think,
is for your good.”

B

Karna’s chariot was entering the battleground in
initial rolls, with his own army making way for forward
movement. Shalya was grim in face and gruff in attitude,
without looking back even once.

Karna began his bragging, as usual : “Mr. Charioteer,
you will first take me to where Arjuna is stationed
on the other side. For I want to kill him first and
show to the world who I really am. After that, take
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me to Bhima’s place and of others also. Let Arjuna
see a bit of my skill in archery before dying.”

Shalya became terribly angry with this empty boast;
he turned back and said!

Shalya : “Fellow, I do not like these impotent words.
First, listen to the sound of the bowstring of Arjuna.
It will be an appreciable task for you to remain
rooted in your chariot, then or afterwards. Similarly,
‘enjoy’ the scene of Bhima riding on an elephant
with his mace in his hand, resting on his right
shoulder. If you cannot run away at this, let me
then advise you suitably. Now you shut up your
foul mouth, and move on, until you reach, at least
one hero on the other side; otherwise our own
soldiers will laugh at you and may even ditch you
and run. Let us not start an unworthy wordy duel
right now even before the day’s war starts.”

Karna did not like these words, sprinkling cold
water, as it were, on his fire of enthusiasm. But the
words were so very reasonable that he had nothing to
retort against them, and had to keep silent, swallowing
his anger for the time being.

The chariot advanced some more distance and
Karna relapsed into his habituated boastfulness.

Karna : “Warriors on our side, listen to my vow. Today
even god Yama cannot save Arjuna from my arrows.
For I am determined to end him. Even Varuna and
Kubera, together will not protect him. I shall kill
even gods if they rush to their help - the help of
all the Pandavas.”
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Shalya turned back in uncontrollable anger and
chided him.

Shalya : “Fellow, what is the use of these words,
sharper than your arrows? Even weapons do not
move quickly! They take time, opportunity, position,
aim and propriety unlike your cheap words. Is there
any comparison between you and Arjuna? See his
self-confidence and your inner tumult and
discomfiture, which you try to hide in your bragging!
Can you kill him with this mental make up? Shall
I drive home to you this truth? Remember the
occasion when Arjuna took away Subhadra for wife
from Dwaraka with Sri Krishna’s consent and aid?
No Yadava army could do anything to him. Have
you ever done a thing like this? Arjuna defeated
even Rudra in single combat and obtained a missile
in his name from him! Which god have you
defeated, where and when? Tell me. Arjuna burnt
the Khandava forests and fought Indra, alone, to
defeat him. Could you ever dream of it? Let all
these be : you egged on your friend Duryodhana
to humiliate the Pandavas in the forests, under the
pretext of ‘counting of cows’ - Ghoshayatra - and
the result was his capture by the Gandharvas! When
he cried for help and release, while being taken to
that world as eternal prisoner, where were you,
fellow? You were the first to run towards Hastinavati!
Was it not Arjuna that got your friend released from
Chitrasena’s captivity, by mere application of
friendlessness and diplomacy without the use of a
single arrow? Am I telling truth or concocting
stories? In the Virata capital-outskirts too, during
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the ‘cow-capture’ - ‘Gograhana’ episode also, you
were the first to run for life! Arjuna defeated all
the Kaurava forces alone, including Bhishma, Drona,
Kripa, Ashwatthama and your blasted self.
Remember? You had not a single rag on your body,
and you ran naked, remember? If you want to save
your life, still, first run away from here, instead
of this bragging, which will save none, and fool
nobody! But if Arjuna spots you, you are sure to
die this time, as he will not forgive you as the
instigator responsible for that unforgettable episode
in which Draupadi was sought to be disrobed! Run,
here and now and stop this bragging.”

Kamna could contain no more at this unashamed
praise of Arjuna, and discouragement to himself, although
Shalya was only full of facts. He forgot his promise
made to Duryodhana, just a day before; but with
remarkable poise made an attempt to answer Shalya :

Karna : “Friend, it is improper for my charioteer to
praise my enemy, while in my chariot! You and
I are but serving Duryodhana, out of our free will,
and you are on my side, not Arjuna’s. I shall not
tolerate a repeat performance of what all you have
said. Silently drive on obeying my orders.”

Shalya pocked this insult and drove on, for some
more distance. Silence fell on either side, for some more
time. Now Karna was on the field. Again, Karna forgot
his word with Shalya and began with this outburst :

Karna : “Heroes and soldiers on our side! Hear from
me this announcement : He who shows Arjuna to
me, will be rewarded with cash, jewels and
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ornaments and costly clothes as much as he wants.
Arjuna would have hidden himself somewhere on
hearing that I have vowed to kill him today. So
this announcement. One who shows me Arjuna will
get hundreds of cows and villages to rule over as
gifts too.”

Duryodhana heard this and felt for a moment as
if Karna had already killed Arjuna, and felt exhilarated!
He shouted with joy.

Shalya felt terribly irritated at his advice being so
flagrantly thrown to the winds, even before entering the
arena; and this, for a third time! He retorted :

Shalya : “Karna, there is no need to waste the
exchequer for so silly and trifle a reason. I shall
myself directly take you to Arjuna in a moment.
That is not the great thing. Arjuna will not hide
himself as you imagine. Since boyhood, you have
squandered money given by others to you in the
name of wasteful charities, earning titles from your
gullible admirers and flatterers. They will take you
nowhere or stand by you in the hour of your need,
which may be any moment from now on! That will
be now an achievement if you can save yourself,
and not spotting Arjuna. Wait. Arjuna himself will
appear before you, in a moment. He will already
be searching for you. You think that foxes can kill
lions! Can this happen? Can you kill Sri Krishna
and Arjuna? Why not silently fight to your best?
Why do you immolate yourself in the fire of
Arjuna? You are trying to swim with a stone around
your throat, in an ocean disturbed by whirlwinds!
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My real duty is to find you a good protector, now;
my job is to save you, and so these words of
friendly advice. Take the army with you and do not
rush in a foolhardy manner. If you live, it will be
in the interests of Duryodhana also. Generals
cannot be found everyday at will. Trust me and
follow my advice.”

Karna forgot himself and all promises, all propriety,

and his present responsibilities. He shouted venom at
Shalya :

Karna : “You enemy in the guise of a friend! Do you

frighten me in the name of advice, in sweet words
that are poisonous for me and my trusted friend
Duryodhana? Do you think I am dependent on you?
My announcements are backed by my valour and
missile power, not your help or guidance. Who are
you to tell me what I must or must not say to
enthuse my soldiers? These words were meant to
boost the morale of our army - which simple thing
you cannot understand! I shall find Arjuna, myself,
even without effort or your guidance. Nobody can
make me swerve from my oath. What I have said,
is said once and for all.”

Shalya : (Coolly) “You will regret for all these

ill-considered words of rashness and fury. A child
in the lap of its mother, in the proverb, asks for
the moon; and the mother is helpless, which the
child does not understand! Don’t be that silly child
now. I am not praising your enemy. We must gauge
the enemies properly and have true estimates of
targets, which may or may not be within our reach.
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In fact, you should have a full grasp of the nature
of the person with whom you are fighting now!
Boastfulness makes you over-estimate yourself, and
under-estimate your enemy. Miscalculations of this
kind are fatal. It is my duty as a charioteer to advise
you in such matters in your interest. Do you think
I am your enemy, for this act, which is free from
blame? You should be really thankful and not
malicious.”

Karna : “Fellow, only a virtuous man can really
understand another virtuous man. You are seeing
only evil things in me! What good qualities do you
possess to see my virtues? In fact, you are the really
boastful fellow, the braggart that you seek to see
in me! You should have advised me only if I had
asked for it. You go out of your sphere of duties
to frighten me under the guise of a charioteer.
Do you think I am unaware of Arjuna’s armoury
or potentialities? Do I not have the famous Naga
missile? ! T have got a special quiver made for it,
and am worshipping it daily, counting my right
moment of its use. Let me see how Sri Krishna,
with all his cunning, will save Arjuna from it.
A hundred Arjunas and a thousand Sri Krishnas
shall come today to receive my arrows and see what

! This was a deadly missile of the Naga Chief Takshaka, bestowed
on Karna, to kill Arjuna. During the Khandava - burning episode,
Takshaka lost his wife and daughter in law, though he himself
had escaped somehow. The atrocities of Nahusha and Dhritarashtra
on Naga Women were already there fomenting communal hatred.
Now Takshaka had empowered Karna with this poisonous missile
for the sake of revenge.




606 Those Eighteen Days

2

kind of a unique hero I am. I shall kill them all
today.? How can you understand my valour as you
hail from an uncultured country? You seem to be
terribly afraid today, as you have never seen a war
like this or participated in it. How can I take you
for a cultured warrior? The tradition of Kings of
Madra province is known for its treachery. They
have never trusted friends, but always betrayed
them at the nick of the needed moment. You are
no exception. Otherwise, would you have let down
your own nephews to be here? What harm have
I done to you to deserve this ill-treatment at your
hands? There is no end to the chain of evil acts,
which you have just begun. Shall I tell you more?
Leave aside your foul tongue; people in your
country are indiscriminate in sex-satiation. Who
does not know it? Father, daughter, son, mother,
brother, sister, mother-in-law, father-in-law, daughter-
in-law, uncle, son-in-law, grand children - have all
no inhibitions in enjoying each other in acts of
copulating, with no moral codes to restrain them
or customs for preventing them from these. The
people of your land enjoy even servants and maids
as a matter of right. Their lust is unparalleled! Why
do women folk in your country prefer always to
move amidst men of all sorts? They want someone
to satisfy them; it does not matter who or his
background. How can I expect cultured behaviour
from you? Even in food matters, your folk have

Vasudeva sahashram va Phalgunanam shatani va |

Ahameko hanishyami Joshamasva kudeshaja ||
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no discrimination - any kind of meat will do, pork,
mutton, beef, fish, fowl or even dog’s flesh.
In drinks too! Liquor or beverage made of rice,
wheat, or rotten fruits - anything can intoxicate
your men and women into shameless sex-acts in
public streets, amidst shouts, screams, and excited
babblings, in nude acts of a hundred varieties.
How can we expect Dharma from one hailing from
that country, king or layman? Gandhara people,
your neighbours are equally brutish! Warriors in
your country perform roles of Brahmins, to deprive
them of their legitimate livelihood. These Brahmins
in turn have all taken to menial service to become
Shudras. The folk are so degenerate that if there
is a case of snakebite, they resort to magic and
occult practices for relief better than medical
treatment. How can one born among them like you
have sense or presence of mind? Drunkards, while
drinking, touch each others’ buttocks and sing, even
among women :

“Husband, I shall donate;

Son, if necessary, I shall give you;
Take from me what else you like;
But not this cup of liquor.”

Fellow, these women wrap themselves in rough
woolen sheets that can be dropped at will! Coming from

3 Suvirakam yachamana Madrika karshati sphichow |
Adatu Kama vachanam idam vadati darunam ||
Ma mam suvirakam kaschit yachatam dayitam mama |
Putram dadyam patim dadyam na tu dadyam suvirakam ||

(Suviraka is a variety of local liquor of Madra in those days.)




608 Those Eighteen Days

such shameless country, you make bold to advise me?
I have tolerated you so far, for the sake of Duryodhana
and Dhritarashtra. Or else I would have killed you.”

Karna could not have bettered himself in raillery
and in the choice of the most abusive words, and
accusations! This was not a moment’s composition, but
a product of long premeditated contempt, observation
and composition of invectives. The escalation was
unparalleled - from personal abuse to society, nation,
and customs and manners from a sweeping angle of ‘no-
holds-barred.” The irrelevancies were obvious and too
indecent even to hear or translate, reflecting on Karna’s
own tastes and culture. There was no need for this
far, if it were merely a question of disagreement! But
Karna’s relish of gossip and sadistic satisfaction in
hurting others, and picking up only negative things in
others were all demonstrated here plentifully. Shalya,
though sharp - tongued, was still within limits of facts,
care, duty, and relevance. Karna exceeded all this!

Shalya now found an occasion to hit-back in
equally foul terms, with his resourcefulness in similar
black spots in Karna’s cultural background and social
set up.

Shalya : “You bloody idiot! You are mixing up issues,
and seeing things other than what you ought to.
My advise to you was my duty, and in the interests
of our army, our cause, our success, for which you
and I are instrumental and even responsible.
Boastfulness will destroy your focus, and waste
your energy. Had I not been your well-wisher,
I would not have accepted this mean function of
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a mere charioteer. And I did so on Duryodhana’s
importunate requests and persuasion, in spite of my
knowledge of your ways of thinking of things on
which you and I have radically different views.
Why bring in my country, my folk, their weaknesses
and pleasures of a hundred varieties? Shall I reply
to you in your own language? Do I not know of
your people, their vulgarities, inhumanities,
weaknesses and so on? Why do your people throw
a patient outside their villages, towns and cities
without getting them medical aid? Are they human?
Why do your people sell away their wives and
children like cattle? Is this culture by any standards?
Nude dances of drunkards are a practice amongst
you also! Good and evil practices are everywhere!
All are experts in criticising others only. You are
half a hero, as Bhishma counted correctly on the
day before the war started, as you are not self-aware
of your own defects, your own potentials, and not
rooted in self-confidence on a basis self-
examination!*. What use are missiles in the hands
of one like you? You do not even trust me! That
ought to be the first requirement to be fulfilled by
you! A good charioteer is expected to be an expert
in the study of situations before him as they crop
up when and where. He must share this knowledge
with the hero in the chariot, and guide him too.
He must know the proper use of weapons, missiles,
their turnings, targets, and tactics of delicate use
for sure success. He must know the conditions of

¢ Paravachyeshu nipunah sarvo bhavati sarvada |
Atmavachyam na janite janannapi cha muhyati ||  (45-44)
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his horses from time to time, and of the chariot
too. Dangers ahead will be first known only to the
charioteer, and not a blind person like you. If you
are determined to die pitifully, I cannot help. Go
to hell.”

Karna : (cooling down somewhat) : “Do I not know

the greatness of Sri Krishna and Arjuna? Do I not
know my limitations too? Should you remind me
of these when I require encouragement from you?
Is this the time for you to tell me of my drawbacks
or weak spots? Or to praise the enemy? I learnt
warfare from my teacher Parashurama, by professing
a lie that I am a Brahmin, and he cursed me when
he came to know of it! It is eating into me, like
your untimely condemnatory words! I also killed
a Brahmin’s cow, inadvertently during a hunt, and
that Brahmin also cursed me saying that my
missile - knowledge shall be of no use to me at
the moment of my need and that the wheels of my
chariot shall get stuck up in a mire of blood in
the last moments of my life. Should you add to
this itching awareness already in me? Let that
moment come, we shall then see - that is how
I have taken these curses. You are no well-wisher,
obviously. How can old habits die? Your own
background, food habits, social set up, evil practices
are speaking through you to reveal themselves. All
sorts of uneatables, you and your people, eat.”

This wordy battle continued even right into the

battlefield, which the chariot had reached by now. The
abuses were now loud enough for even the Pandava
army to hear! There was laughter there, on seeing this
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new and unexpected combination !! They were comparing
with all kinds of known and unknown oddities. “It is
like a dog being driven by a fox into a field of caresses!”
- said someone!

Here was Duryodhana with folded hands appealing
to both to stop this unwanted entertainment to the
enemies, at self-cost. Karna and Shalya, sulked, withdrew
into their spaces, for the time being.

®

Karna was thus unspeakably gone down in his
enthusiasm to fight, even at the start of war, on that
morning. Shalya for his part, was waiting for an excuse
to get out. War started in this low mood in the General’s
count, on that seventeenth day.

The opposite camp formed Vyuhas of their choice,
and now the war started. In his highly disturbed mood,
by the taunts and accusations of Shalya, Karna found
a target for his anger in the Pandava forces, and he
began to destroy it with reckless showering of arrows
in all directions. Seventy-two heroes on the Pandava
side, known as Prabhachakas were killed by him in no
time. Twenty-five heroes on the Panchala side were
fodder for his weapons soon. Similarly, several thousands
of soldiers of the Chedi Kingdom’ lay slaughtered
elsewhere. Bhanudeva, Chitrasena, Senabindu, Tapana,
Shurasevaka - five more Panchala heroes were also
finished by him. All this happened in a very short time,
soon after the war had started, and it enthused the
~Kaurava forces.

> followers of Sahadeva, son of Shishupala
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On the other side, Bhima killed Bhanusena, Karna’s
son in his own sight! Karna could not prevent it, and
felt that all his other achievements on the day’s start
were rendered null and void by this. Another son of
Karna was being jointly attacked by Nakula and Satyaki.
Karna was now chasing Yudhishthira to capture him.
But he was sent into a swoon after a long drawn fight.
Yudhishthira had tired him so much that Karna could
not open his eyes for a long time. The Kaurava heroes
expressed helpless concern form safe distances. Satyaki,
Yuyutsu, the Pandya king, Dhrishtadyumna, Shikhandi,
Nakula and Sahadeva, Bhima - all now joined together
to corner and attack Karna’s brave son Vasushena, who
held them all together like the earlier Abhimanyu.

Meanwhile Karna woke up and retaliated in his
fight with Yudhishthira, and went on destroying the
Pandava army mercilessly. Rivers of blood began flowing
in minutes, and the Pandava army retreated, whatever
remained of it - at this ghastly sight. Bhima reassembled
the running army and put up a stiff fight with Karna,
and made him retreat.

Six of the unfortunate sons of Dhritarashtra came
in the view of Bhima, just then. Shrutarva, Durdhara,
Kratha, Vivitsu, Vikata, Sama, were supported by minor
heroes by name Dushpradharsha, Subahu, Dhanurgraha,
Durmada, Jalasandha, Shala and others Together they
attacked Bhima. Bhima just destroyed Vivitsu with a
single lance; the others ran; Bhima chased them all and
wiped them out totally. Now he rushed towards Karna.
An elephant brigade came to the succour of Karna.
Bhima destroyed this with relish and heroism.
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Kripa had defeated Shikhandi, on another front.
Dhrishtadyumna defeated Kritavarma, to equal the
account. Ashwatthama had put Yuyudhana into a tight
corner, destroyed his charioteer, and rendered him
helpless. But Yudhishthira rushed to his aid quickly and
made Ashwatthama retreat. Nakula and Sahadeva together
tackled, Duryodhana and inflicted heavy injuries on
him. Dhrishtadyumna took on a running Duryodhana,
who had never before run so well to save his life. Karna
had destroyed a large contingent of Panchala forces.
Arjuna had made Ashwatthama run too. The battle was
more or less equal, yielding no results for long.

Duryodhana was angry and disappointed that half
a day more was wasted, with Karna doing nothing
substantially to turn the events of the day in his favour.
He went to Karna and said : '

“You have the Bhargava and other missiles. Why
can’t you use one of them at least now?”

This was improper! Karna also did not think of the
consequences. It should have been used against a
definite target for sure success, instead of being aimlessly
used on the army at large. That was the mistake that
Ashwatthama also had made with regard to Narayanastra.
The Bhargavastra was unique like Pashupatastra or
Nagastra, specially bestowed by Parashurama on Karna,
with heavy words of caution and oath. Karna had
already wasted Aindrastra over Ghatotkacha for petty
success. What was to be expected of this Bhargava
missile?

Karna thought for a while, hesitating, and then used
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that deadly missile, aimlessly, against the segment of
the Pandava army that came on his sight.

The missile did its work by destroying whatever,
came in its sweeping campus. Soldiers, elephants,
horses, stored weapons, suppliers, chariots, spare
Flag-posts, cooks, doctors, messengers, errand boys and
a variety of odd men of services got reduced to ashes
indiscriminately in moments. This was no strategy at
all on the part of Karna!

Whoever remained outside its sphere, shouted to the
skies for help. Mutilated bodies lay in heaps along with
dead ones, with not many to weep for either or even
recognise them, let alone rush to the help of whoever
could be saved! Destruction to no purpose!

Arjuna had not expected this devastation! He
looked at Sri Krishna, meaningfully as if to ask for
guidance, or explanation as to why Karna had used it
at this juncture, and what could be done now or
hereafter to contain Karna’s mischiefs without rhyme
or rhythm.

Sri Krishna : “Frustrated men will do anything. Cynics
need not have purposes in all their mischievous
machinations. This is no time to seek explanations.
See your brother Yudhishthira has returned to the
camp suddenly! This is odd and ominous. Before
he is up to some unexpected, unconscious mischief,
we must meet him, know what he means, bring him
back and then attend to Karna, decisively today.”

Sri Krishna called Bhima, immediately, laid the
heavy weight of responsibility of protecting the army
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and rallying it behind Dhrishtadyumna, appropriately,
in addition to retaliating on the Kaurava army for the
disasters inflicted by the Bhargavastra, and took Arjuna
with him to meet Yudhishthira, to find out his meaning.

Yudhishthira was surprised to see Sri Krishna and
Arjuna at that busy hour where they were required on
the battlefield and felt that the war for the day was over.
He questioned:

Yudhishthira : “What! Has Karna been killed, after all?
Sri Krishna, did the Kaurava army find a new
General? Or have they run away, accepting final
defeat?”

Arjuna explained how Karna had used the
Bhargavastra and demoralised them all.

Yudhishthira : (angrily) “You are a proper fool, Arjuna!
Is all your preparation of these thirteen years at a
waste? Could you not reply to that missile and
diffuse it? Where are your skills? Where is your
vow? Why do you still tolerate that villain still?
Have you nothing in you to finish him once for
all?”

Arjuna was angry, and nearly lost his usual poise
and respectful manners and grace towards his elder
brother! Sri Krishna sensed the impending danger,
intervened and replied :

Sri Krishna : “Brother Yudhishthira, Karna is no matter.
He lives because other things are on our hands. But
tell us why all of a sudden you are back in the
camp ?”
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Yudhishthira : “My sorrow has no bounds today.
We have not much army left; we have already
eliminated major heroes on the enemy side, and still
success eludes us. We are all tired and do not know
how long this war will pull on. I have none else
to help and relieve my mind and enthuse me.
In a tired, confused, heavy mood of dismay,
I returned here, seeking nothing in particular.
I cannot even think of the next step.”

Sri Krishna : “Next step? That’s what we were worried
about, and apprehended some unexpected action or
decision by you unilaterally. Brother, sorrow is as
great an enemy of man as anger or lust or malice.
It makes you lose your vision, purpose and
self-confidence. In that mood anything against
one’s self interest can happen! That’s what we have
come to prevent.”

Yudhishthira : “Krishna, how many more thousands
of innocent men must die for my sake, before some
decision can come of this?”

Sri Krishna : “So, it is the same old song, same old
tune! Who can predict the future for a man not now
here to act rightly? It is all in your hands in a way.
Let Arjuna finish this Karna and let Bhima finish
Duryodhana and Dusshasana here and now. The
war will be over. First fulfill your oaths and then
sit down to sorrow.”

®

Meanwhile the Kaurava Army was caught between
Bhima and the god of Death! It could neither stand nor
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run. Death was the only way out for anyone on whom
Bhima cast his eyes. Karna was totally helpless!
He couldn’t know what weapons to use to neutralise
Bhima or rescue his army. With Arjuna joining Bhima,
the situation became worse! It was like a dry forest
enveloped by unquenchable fire on all sides.

Shakuni ran to escape Bhima as death-trap!
Duryodhana followed him. And this totally demoralised
all his army behind him.

Karna remembered his Generalship, all of a sudden,
and realised the pity of the situation. This had not
happened to the army under Bhishma or Drona! He
could only be angry and fulminate helplessly. He wanted
to do his best somehow.

Shalya was mum totally, rendering no ‘advice’ or
‘guidance’ after the day’s initial, wordy skirmishes.
Karna was too proud to consult him and too shy to ask
for guidance, after all the abuses he himself had heaped
on him. He looked of his charioteer with a fixed gaze,
imploringly as it were, in meaningful silence.

Shalya : “It is a pity you cannot give up your rusticity
and lack of pointed action. You destroyed the
enemy’s army aimlessly, and they are doing the
same to ours; both have lost focus! Should you not
have concentrated on Arjuna, with your Bhargava
missile in your hands?”

Karna : “He was not to be seen at the moment.”

Shalya : “But you announced heavy rewards to your
soldiers to tempt them to show you Arjuna? Has
he been hiding? Is he not standing in your own
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presence, right opposite you? Have you lost
yourself?”

Satyaki now killed Prasena, another son of Karna,
in his own presence! Karna was too shocked to do or
say anything and he forgot why he was on the field!!
He could not remember even one missile’s name to be
used - Agneya, Vayavya, Varuna, Soura.... etc.
Parashurama’s curse had been acting, reminding him
that the end was not far off.

On another front Dusshasana neared Bhima, without
realising that Bhima’s fury was unmatched that day,
with no tangible results yet in his direction. He was
dressed in the costliest of jewels and clothes, as if it
was an occasion of marriage or jubilance or festivity!
Poor fellow!! He did not know that it was the occasion
of his death!

Bhima burst out into a peal of laughter at the sight
of this incongruity, this grotesqueness, approaching him
on his own!

Bhima : “Ah! Death is bringing you here securely, you
fool! Are you ready to celebrate your own death?
Let me remind you of your evil acts one by one,
if you have forgotten them. For I have to settle all
accounts today once for all, and render you heavy
interests on all capitals of crimes. You brute that
dragged my wife by her hair! Come, Come! You
remember my vow on that day? Come, quickly,
near me, yourself. Or else I have to capture you
in my firm fists, which will be more painful to you,
and you may die even before you realise death,
giving me no satisfaction even in your death.”
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Dusshasana : “We shall see who dies in whose hands!

~If you were a man, you would have acted long
before now, to avenge the ‘wrongs’ that you have
tolerated all these years. Does not the world know
you as an excellent cook, and a more barbaric
glutton? Come, kill me, if you can. Why waste
words?”

Bhima : “So, there is no realisation on your part even
at this late hour! I am sorry there is no alternative
for you except to die. Your villainous father is not
here to see this ghastly sight but anyhow he is blind
and so blessed. I shall not wait for him. Your
brothers - whoever still lives of them - Duryodhana
and Kama are anyhow here, and they will be
witness to my oath being fulfilled here and now.”

Dusshasana : “Stop this bragging. You -and your
brothers should have died like rats in a hole long
ago! I relish having attempted the exposing of your
wife naked in public in the royal assembly!
Oh what sensation was it to see her so exposed
in your own presence!”




CHAPTER 36

DUSSHASANA
DESPATCHED TO DEATH

Dusshasana was one of those millions of rough
souls that believed that life is not meant for realisation
of values, or lessons on its way. It is merely an occasion
to ‘enjoy’ at others’ costs. The before- and after- life
never mattered. Where was proof of such things as a
future or a past for human life? This view was in the
blood of all his brothers too. Lots of women, and lovely
women at that, sold themselves and their ‘dignity’
(whatever it meant) for money, fame, position, pleasures
and a hundred other considerations, around them. The
stubbornness of a Draupadi in refusing to disrobe herself
for the pleasure of the Royal court was a challenge to
him and his brothers and friends like Karna. What was
wrong if Dusshasana made an attempt to make her obey,
and provide thereby pleasure for all? What impropriety
had been committed by him in the course of carrying
out the royal command?

This was the mood of this villain till his moment
of death came to him - “What sensation was it to see
her exposed” in the presence of her husbands!

Bhima roared : “You would not have lived to say this,
had not my brother Yudhishthira prevented me from
killing you then and there.”
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Dusshasana : “Enough of empty threats. Do it at least
now if you are a man! Your brother is not here
to prevent you now!!”

Dusshasana had never been ‘inhibited’ by a sense
of shame, of right and wrong, or responsible thinking,
speaking or action. He was as rough as a stone, never
softened by wind, weather or water.

Bhima silently went into action, focusing all his
anguish, anger, power and energies on one thing -
killing this villain as brutally as he could afford, for
all to see on the battlefield. With sharp arrows, he cut
off the villain’s bow, flag-post, and the charioteer’s
head. He struck sharp arrows in the forehead of the
ruffian. Yet this rouge took an alternate bow and shot
some dozen arrows at once at Bhima.

Wonder of wonders! They hit Bhima, and stuck to
various parts of his body, and sent him to a swoon. The
Kaurava army felt enthused and they celebrated it with
loud shouts and blowing of conches.

The Pandava army was scared by this rare feat,
which had targeted their pet leader, and was downcast
for moments. Moments only; for Bhima got up with
no assistance or help from doctors or aides, and roared
in such a loud way that the enemy army felt convinced
that it was Yama, god of Death that had come alive
now in Bhima’s rebirth as it were. Bhima now shot some
sixty arrows at his target. When they were intercepted
and rendered ineffectual, Bhima took out a shaft and
threw it at the fellow. That javelin emitted fire as it
advanced towards the enemy, while Dusshasana used ten
more arrows to waste it.
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Nobody had thought that“the villain had so much
skill or power of archery, even to daunt and dare Bhima!

Bhima realised that his mace was the best to be
used now and so lifted it up and said : “You bastard!
I shall crush you and drink your blood.” With this, he
threw the mace with terrific force and speed. Dusshasana
threw a trident to stop it and waste it. But it failed,
as the mace destroyed it into splinters and fell on the
head of the villain, making him bleed through his nose
and mouth. His chest-shield was now torn and jewels
lay scattered on the earth. The villain rolled on the earth
with a thud. He had lost his chariot, charioteer, horses,
aides and all supporters. The Pandava army was jubilant,
and roared with enthusiasm.

Bhima now caught the villain in his firm hands
and was roaring in anger that had achieved its satisfaction
in the capture of the villain; this created a terrific scene
and petrified soldiers on either side. Fear of an abnormal
type possessed even Karna, in his helpless condition of
mind as the General stood watching that grotesque scene
whose outcome was a foregone conclusion, in the vow
of Bhima, some thirteen years ago, in a turning point
of the history of the Kuru race!

Dusshasana was bleeding with terrible head-injuries,
and Bhima was dragging him by the hair all over the
ground, making loud noises of relish and satisfaction
that rent the skies. The villain repeatedly tried to escape
Bhima’s clutches and run away somehow. Bhima did
not want to kill him all at once, as it would not satisfy .
him! It had to be a prolonged killing, in tune and in
rhythm with Bhima’s pent-up malice, sense of wrong
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suffered over years of suffering, and had to yield him
total satisfaction, as the occasion could not repeat. If
it were possible Bhima would have liked the idea of
killing Dusshasana several times in all the varieties of
brutalities known and unknown to mankind. Besides,
Bhima wanted the watching crowd to be ‘entertained’
as never before in unforgettable flashes of barbarity.

Bhima shouted to the prey in his hands : “You
villain, which was the hand you used to expose my wife
naked on that evil day, on which I wrote your death
sentence?” Dusshasana could not respond as he was
unconscious or semi-conscious. So Bhima dragged on
that body in a circle repeatedly until blood oozed out
of the pores of skin.

Bhima was not satisfied and so threw this challenge:

“You Karna, arch villain, you Duryodhana, King
of the wicked, you Kripa, impotent even in Dharma,
you misfit Ashwatthama! You all, several heroes in your
own right on either side, divisional commanders, and
whoever lives still destined to witness an event that none
other than Bhima can show you, now come and ‘save
this fellow if you can!”

He dragged Dusshasana towards Karna!! Karna
did not make movements either towards Bhima, to save
Dusshasana, or away from him, though in fact
instinctively he recoiled and felt like running away. That
would have shown him as a coward to the world. But
coward indeed he was at the moment as he could not
think of saving the victim by strategy or valour. Karna
remembered no missiles, no formulae and no weapons
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that could save Dusshasana. The curse of Parashurama
had begun operating!

Duryodhana felt that all was over, and a strange
kind of fear possessed his mind. Yet he wanted his
‘resourceful’ friend Karna, to do something to save his
dear brother! He looked at Karna’s face as if to beg
of him the life of that villainous brother! He dared not
look at Bhima, nor attempt saving him himself.

Bhima held his sword in his right hand, throwing
Dusshasana on the ground, with his left foot on the
throat of the villain, so as to prevent his breathing. The
villain’s stomach went on swelling, with breath stuck
up in the throat, and eyes bulging in a ghastly manner
staring at the sky blankly.

Bhima : “Fellow, you once described my wife Draupadi
as a cow, not ‘wedded’ to any particular ‘bull’, so
as to suggest the vulgar sense that she was a
prostitute for us, the five brothers. You did this
several times in that shameless assembly both
during her humiliation, and at the time when we
left the capital on the mission of exile. You widow’s
son! You bastard, repeat it now if you have the
courage or breath, let me see! Which of your hands
was it that touched the hair of my wife as you
dragged her like a butcher dragging a cow to an
altar of a cruel goddess? It was anointed with holy
waters on the occasion of Rajasuya by no less a
person than Sri Krishna, just a few days back, and
you defiled it with that foul hand publicly! It needs
to be taught a lesson; so lift up that hand, if you
still have the courage.”
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Dusshasana was enjoying, still, the scene of Bhima’s
anger and anguish, at his cost; that is to say, that he
could still be the source of so much agony for Bhima,
after thirteen years! Vulgarity so possessed him till this
last moment, making him a blot on humanity in his
conduct. Could people remain so unchanged and
condemned to a behaviour of which even animals would
be ashamed? This was a demonstration for all to see
and wonder - a philosophical moment on a war-field!

Dusshasana, even in that pitiable situation raised up
his right hand, to the extent his breath permitted,
as if to reply : “yes; this was that hand! So what?
I shall use this hand again and again to humiliate
your wife, if similar situations arise! I am not in
the least repentant or apologetic about it. Do what
you can!”

He also said something to this effect by making
incoherent sounds from a throat that was stuck up, so
as to convey his meaning to the people around him,
to enrage Bhima further.

The Kaurava army clapped in vulgar pleasure,
gaining some breath, some inspiration, some ‘strength’
from a totally demoralising situation, showing to what
depths Duryodhana had plunged them in his long rule,
and commanding their ‘loyalties’! This was corruption
of conscience beyond cure, justifying the holocaust into
which the civil war had drawn a society beyond
redemption.

Bhima was further deeply incensed that several
‘Dusshasanas’ still lived on the opposite side! He threw
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away the sword, increased the pressure of his foot on
the villain’s throat, and with both of his hands, plucked
out that hand of Dusshasana, as if he was tearing a
branch of a tree from its stem. Now this pulled-out hand
itself served as a mace in his hand, and he hit the face
of the lying villain so many times that Dusshasana’s
face was deformed beyond recognition, and the hand
and the arm which had served as the mace looked like
a brush dipped in blood, as it was in shreds. Bhima
was not quenched, yet, in vengeance. Dusshasana lay
in total unconsciousness, nobody knowing whether he
was dead or alive after all this ‘operation’ by Bhima.
To prove that the villain was dead, now, Bhima plucked
out his head, turning it around from the trunk of the
body, as if he was rescuing a ball stuck up in mud or
clay, and threw it to the skies!

The crowd ran into whichever direction they found
it safe to escape, expecting that Bhima would mete out
similar treatment to all those who had clapped and
greeted the words of the vulgar hero who was now no
more! Still, they were curious to see what next he would
do, and who else stood the next chance.

Bhima, now tore open the abdomen of Dusshasana,
took bowls of warm blood from there, took them to
his mouth and made sounds to express the sense of his
relishing the blood of the killed demon! This was no
doubt, part of his oath, but none had seriously thought
that Bhima would actually do this, the drinking of the
blood of a cousin. which no cultured warrior would ever
do. While tasting the villain’s blood, Bhima often said:
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“Fellow, Duryodhana, you rascal Karna, see that
I have just fulfilled one vow of mine now. I am telling
you the truth - really the truth, believe me - that all
drinks or juices that I have tasted so far - milk, curds,
ghee, honey or even Amrit, the Elixir of the Naga world,
or even the breast milk of my mother Kunti - do not
match the beauty of this taste, this villain’s blood! If
you do not believe, come and share it with me to verify
what I am saying! Come, come, anyone with daring.”

The earth trembled then, and a thunderbolt sounded
in cloudless skies. The gods of high heavens, the sages,
and celestial saints and other beings trembled at the
sight of this abnormal feat! The soldiers on earth who
witnessed it went into swoon; still others ran for shelter;
yet others were uttering incoherent words and muttering
curses on evil doers, not meaning Dusshasana or anyone
else in particular, out of fear or suppressed mentality.

Karna stood with bent head, as a helpless commander
who could not save a ‘hero’ on his side, being killed
by the enemy so brutally and so near himself and with
no effort on his part to save him or attack the enemy!
Duryodhana was so stunned that he could not chide
Karna, as he did often Bhishma and Drona ! His silence
was more painful to Karna than his vocal condemnation
could have been.

Here was Bhima cursing Dusshasana for dying so
quickly as not to yield him any more sadistic pleasure
to quench his deep-developed hatred :

“You bastard! You have escaped more pain at my
hands in this quick death! You should have died
hereafter; it was your duty to have yielded me full
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satisfaction. You have failed in this account too. None
of your brothers, yet living, can give me that satisfaction
that only your prolonged tortuous death could give.”

Bhima kicked the enemy’s dead body, which bounced
aimlessly all over the field, and uttered words of rare
abuse:

“Call us names now, let me see? Dance around us
in devilish glee as you did at the dice, abusing us, let
me see? Get up if you can and fight with me, repeating
those foul words, let me see? Lift up your hand again,
that I may pull out again, so you can feel the pain again,
let me see? Fellow! You are saved by death, which has
been extremely good to you. Who had thought that you
would die so quickly? A fellow of your stuff should
have had more grit to fight and endure the punishments
of Bhima for long! What will the world think of me
and my valour now?”

Bhima then turned to the skies and roared to the
gods above :

“Ye, gods, you are witnesses to the fulfilment of
one of my oaths today. You shall be witnesses to more
shortly. I have to break the thighs of that other villain
that lives yet. But you have taken away this victim, this
time, without yielding me absolute satisfaction. The old
king, root of all this evil still lives, and his evil
counsellors too!” .

Bhima, again, kicked the dead body of Dusshasana
and took his mace on his shoulder, indicating that the
‘operation’ was over. He then wondered how Draupadi
would have enjoyed that scene, had she been there, and
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what dialogue would have ensued between them...
Bhima went into a lovely trance.'

®

Bhima has sent for Draupadi with the good news
of the villain’s death, and now her part of the oath
remains to be fulfilled. She must soak her hair in the
villain’s blood, and comb it with his teeth and allow
Bhima to make a tuft of it, decorated with befitting
jewels, ‘flowers’ and other ornaments. The gods of
heaven and all the army below, his brothers and Sri
Krishna must be witnesses to this unique event.

Now Draupadi arrives on the scene of the oath’s
fulfilment accompanied by maid-servants, friends and
well-wishing companions. She looks like Vijayalakshmi
- one of the eight forms of the Goddess of Success,
Luck and Victory, in her most glorious Incarnation. All
the army makes way for her with utmost respect and
reverence, and stands apart. She walks like cupid’s
intoxicated elephant in the myth, in grandeur and
majesty, which adds to the loveliness of her personality.
She looks at the victorious husband in contentment and
pride, that he alone among her husbands could achieve
such deserved success and come to her aid to fulfill
her vow! She beams glances of love-laden admiration
at her husband, and that relieves Bhima’s fatigue, and
diverts his attention from the feeling of dissatisfaction

' This next imaginary vision of Bhima is not part of the original
text. Draupadi was then at Kampilya, her father’s capital, and not
on the field. This part of our story is inspired by the Kannada
poet Kumara Vyasa and his celebrated work in Kannada. But this
is no translation.
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that Dusshasana’s quick death had robbed of him. But
his present appearance, his demeanour, and facial
expression frighten even her somewhat! Blood dripping
from his mouth and hands, eyes turned read, with rolling
eyeballs, make him an unusual Bhima, resembling the
Man-lion Avatar of God in many respects, and even
Draupadi for a moment stands stunned in fear! She
turns her back and wants to leave the ghastly scene
behind :

Bhima : “Wife dear, I have fulfilled your vow today,
as well as mine; can’t you feel a sense of relief
and satisfaction?”

Draupadi : “Who is this fellow, headless and armless,
a mere lump of flesh at your foot?”

Bhima : “Can’t you imagine who it is, from my blood-
dripping hands and mouth? I have drunk his blood,
as per my vow!”

Draupadi : “My lord, there are many villains who have
troubled me, of whom so many are dead already.
Of the remaining ones, who is this one whom you
have just now killed?”

Bhima : “Is this not the same villain Dusshasana, who
dragged you by hair, and attempted to disrobe
you?”’ ‘

Draupadi : “Oh! Is this that fellow!!” (Her face
blooms.)

She nears the dead body of the villain and looks
for that severed head that lay at a distance, after tossing
in the air for sometime, disowning the body and finding
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no one to own it, in a mass of pity! She goes to it,
recognises it, and looks back at Bhima, in disbelief!

Bhima : “You still do not believe me? See there, his
pulled out arm that perpetrated dishonour on your
hair and robes. I have hit him hard with this torn
arm, until both are destroyed. See how it is reduced
to a brush beyond recognition.”

Draupadi kicks the head of Dusshasana with her
left foot, and her eyes acquire a fierce look as on that
day of the dishonourable act, and emit fire as it were.
Then she breaks down into tears and hugs Bhima in
joy and fulfilment. Bhima consoles here silently. Then:

Draupadi : “Lord, there are plenty of warriors who
make vows at will and also do not care to fulfill
them later on. One can be brave in words easily
and cowardly in action, under various excuses
including Dharma, propriety and misplaced moral
codes. You are an exceptionally manly hero endowed
with all qualities of perfection. You are indeed like
Rudra. A fiery woman like me deserves to wed you,
and I am lucky too, to have you, and get my pledge
redeemed today.”

Bhima : “What is the use of praising me, my dear, now?
You had to wait all these years, passing through
untold travails, like hiding in holes like rats,
begging, exile, life incognito, allowing the
perpetrators to enjoy all our hard-earned wealth, in
health and happiness? Another more manly husband
would have killed these villains then and there and
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Anyway, sit down, here.... very near me.. I have
to dress you, decorate you and make you acquire
beautifications that other women would shudder
even to think of.”

Draupadi : “Decorations? Beautification, you said?
Here on the battle-field?”

Bhima : “Was it not for that purpose I sent for you,
and you are here now?”

Draupadi : “Is this a saloon for beautification, Lord?
Speak your mind?” (Feels shy.)

Bhima : “My lady, the materials you get here to
decorate you now, you will not get elsewhere in
the world, or at any other time. No other husband
has ever decorated his wife as I am going to do,
now, or will ever attempt to do in future! Come...
see, this is the blood of that villain who humiliated
you! This is your perfumed oil in which I am going
to soak your hair. (Bhima takes it out in bowls of
hands and pours it on her head'.).... You have to
bathe first in this blood, as per our oath.... What?
Do you say that this ritualistic gesture is enough?
That will do then.. Now I must get a comb to
soften, smoothen your hair. (Bhima kicks the
separated head of Dusshasana, and pulls out the
lower jaw of teeth from it and says :) here is your
comb. Come near... (He combs) .... Let no one say
I am not an expert in this art of decoration. My
methods may be unique; so also my tools. Only
an extraordinary hero’s wife can secure this
treatment! .... Now what remains for you is to be
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(Bhima tears out bits of skin of that dead body and
tucks them up in her dress... and acts as if all that
saree is now turned into the skin of Dusshasana.)
Here are going to be the flowers you must wear
on your hair. (Bhima tears out parts of the villain’s
intestine, curls of which serve as garlands made of
red flowers). Have this Tilak on your face now.
(Bhima puts a red mark on her forehead, with the
blood of the villain.) Now let the gods above, and
all living beings on earth see that Bhima has
fulfilled his vows and those of his wife too.”

Bhima sits on a broken chariot-seat, taking Draupadi
on his left lap, and putting the dead body of Dusshasana
on the right, with the rest of the villain’s intestines as
garland round his neck and declares :

“Those that did not have the good luck to live and
see Narasimha Avatar, during that age, shall see it
enacted here and now by Bhima, Kunti’s son! There
is still one marked difference to note. The Lakshmi of
Narasimha of yore, could not bear to see that ghastly
sight, much less participate in it, and so ran away!
My Vijayalakshmi is here now to fulfill that vacuum,
and set the record straight.”

Draupadi enjoys being so decorated by her husband,
and now she appears like Durga or Kali to the eyes
of the enemy army! Bhima consoles her when she
gradually breaks down into tears, after all this detailed
fulfilment of her oaths.

Bhima : “Dear lady, do you remember, during our exile
in the forests, we drank all sorts river waters, pure
and impure, that could never cool me down, quench
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my thirst, and calm my disturbed mind. Do you

- remember how eager, anxiously during summers

I used to drink waters of pools and ponds? Now
after thirteen years, two or three handful bowls of
blood of this bloody fellow here have quenched my
fire of anguish of all these years. They have done
that. Is it not a wonder that blood can quench thirst
rather than water? Remember, it is no ordinary
thirst! Even gods could not give me this satisfaction
that a mere villain could give! What a wonder!
There are some more oaths to be fulfilled like this.
I have to kill all the brothers of that arch-villain
Duryodhana, myself; and I have more or less
achieved this target barring a couple of those
evil-destined fellows. In a day or two more, the
account will be complete. Then I have to break the
thighs of that Duryodhana too! You who have
gathered around him, have no doubt that this Bhima
will achieve them too as truly, as he has demonstrated
his power now, in the act you have all witnessed.
You gods, take it from me, that all your collective
might will not save that dog Duryodhana from my
fury, even if you want to save him. I may do unto
you what I have done here, if ever- if ever - you
so decide to side with evil.. Take care.”

Draupadi, gets up, embraces Bhima, looks at him

amorously so as to thank him for fulfilling her oath,
and then departs with all her retinue, while they hold
covers for her on all four sides.

Bhima pushes Dusshasana’s dead body from his

lap, and again kicks it up in a repeat of welling anger.
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He puts on Tilak on his own face with the blood of
Dusshasana, with his finger. He now beams a diabolic
smile of satisfaction on all gathered around, gets to his
chariot, washes himself from a vessel of pure water
there, removes all blood marks on himself and applies
the costliest natural scents stored there, and gets ready
for the war for the rest of the day. He shouts loudly:

“You, Duryodhana! I shall still bestow on you one
more opportunity to stop this war and the unnecessary
slaughter of innocents for your sake : Surrender yourself
peacefully to me, submit to what I have to do to you
as per my oath, and return our kingdom to us. I shall
anyhow fulfill my oath, have no doubt about it. You
Karna, Kripa, Ashwatthama, all similar women dressed
in men’s clothes, come now near me, if you dare!”

Bhima stands there for sometime, as if expecting
Duryodhana to surrender to him.

®

Bhima wakes up from this lovely vision now!
While still he is recollecting its most delectable moments,
ten more brothers of Duryodhana approach him to
avenge the killing of Dusshasana. “Unfortunate souls!”
- says Bhima to himself.

Those fellows tried to put up a brave fight, and
covered Bhima with their sharp arrows from all
directions. But Bhima overpowered them all, standing
before each of them, in quick, nimble movements. With
a steel helmet as head cover and a coat of steel for
the chest, Bhima stood firm, unmoved by any of their
weapons. He looked like the god of Death to them, and
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gradually their enthusiasm cooled down, and they
became food for Bhima’s unabated fury in no time.
Their army ran away in disarray.

Karna was again a mute witness! Duryodhana
observed this with shock and dismay and in
uncontrollable anguish spoke to him : “Friend, I had
banked upon you very heavily! But you have ignored
the safety of even these few unfortunate brothers of
mine, as Bhima went on devouring them! I am most
unfortunate.”

Duryodhana broke into tears. Karna had no answer.
He was no match for Bhima in strength, strategy, or
unconventional warfare. Nobody expected Dusshasana
to die that way, not withstanding Bhima’s cruel oaths.
Karna stood with no attempt to answer!

‘Bhima now observed this and roared to him :

“You son of a ...... tch! Come, come ..... Let me
despatch you also into the world of Death. I have other
important works to attend to. Come, come let us end
up all war today once for all.”

These words stung Duryodhana and Karna further,
as they were already too depressed at the way defeat
was staring them in their face everywhere.

Shalya now told Karna, at last, after a studied long
silence :

“Friend; this is no time for grieving, but action. In
war, it is natural that human lives are the pawns, in
this gamble. Death and loss are unavoidable both in
victory and defeat. Have presence of mind and attend
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to the immediate next step. See Bhima is dispersing
your army with his mere stare. Your duty is to gather
that fear-stricken army and infuse them with some
confident action. You catch hold of Arjuna and fight
with him. Let there be a diversion to this ghastly death
of Dusshasana, which we cannot help now. You seem
to possess the Naga missile! Take it out now. This is
the time for it or else you will all die, and your
opportunity to use it will never come, perhaps.”

Arjuna himself came on the scene, taking over from
where Bhima had left and attacked the dispersing army
of the enemy with a remorselessness that Karna could
not match. It was noon time.

Ashwatthama got down his chariot and neared
Duryodhana, on foot. Duryodhana looked at him in
perplexity, wondering if he had any plans to save the
army.

Ashwatthama : “Friend, do you trust me?”

Duryodhana : “What are you saying, son of my
teacher? What do you mean by your sudden
question?”

Ashwatthama : “You must understand! The leisurely
times where you and I could take pleasure in
meandering doubts, disbelief, perplexities and
refusals to understand inconvenient questions are
over. Quick understanding alone will save the
situation.”

Duryodhana : “Well, I am ready. Speak what is on
your mind so as to miake me understand. What is
so urgent?” :
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Ashwatthama : “No, no. You have to make your efforts
to understand what I shall say, as never before.
What I may say is not unusual; but your usual
refusal to understand it will be a stumbling block
this time and too costly for .relief.”

Duryodhana : “Stop this mystification and be plain in
words and meaning.”

Ashwatthama : “That is what I am trying to convey,
but the trouble is on your part!”

Duryodhana : “What is it that I am refusing to
understand?”’

Ashwatthama : “Unavoidable total defeat!”

Duryodhana : “You too say it? Is this a preamble for
you to quit?”’

Ashwatthama : “It is not a question of my quitting.
It is time to end the war and collective quitting.
Let us concede defeat and come to some agreement
with whatever honour we can save the lives that
depend on us.”

Duryodhana : “You mean I must surrender to the
enemy after all my sacrifices, after all my efforts
- to win the war?”

Ashwatthama : “If you look at it that way, I cannot
help! Death and total destruction are in store for
you. The man now warning you is your close friend
and no enemy. See it from a realistic angle. Your
brother’s unheard way of death, Bhima’s fulfilment
of his oath, the fall of Bhishma and Drona, Karna’s
helplessness, the loss of your brothers in very good
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numbers, and the scanty army that remains awaiting
its end in a matter of a few hours perhaps - all
point to one end unmistakably : God is against you
for all your effort to wrest victory from the jaws
of destiny. Nobody can prevent Bhima from fulfilling
his other oaths too, unless we make alternatives,
amends, and see the writing on the wall....”

Duryodhana : “So, you too think that this is the
suitable moment for you to frighten me and leave
my side? Did I expect this from you?”

Ashwatthama : “If reality is frightening, I cannot help,
I have said. This reality is not of our making. It
is in spite of our best efforts to shape it otherwise.
Now if you do not make determined efforts to avoid
that direction, you will not live to re-examine the
events and the causes that led to them. As a friend
it is my duty to save you, to advise you in your
interest. So let us stop the war. Or else...”

Duryodhana : “Except stopping the war if you have
anything else to say, let me hear. Do not tell me
of compromise or running away from the battle-
field.”

Ashwatthama : “If you have any such alternative way,
you tell me; I shall arrange to carry it out, however
difficult it may be.”

Duryodhana : “Then kill all the five brothers yourself
and bring me their severed heads. That will end
the war nobly or else you bring Yudhishthira a
captive, alive before me. I shall invite him for a
gamble again, which he will not refuse. I shall gain
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all again and drive him to the forests. That will
also end the war. Both alternatives are open before
you, friend.”

Ashwatthama : “The first is what we have all been
trying all these seventeen days, with no results.
Sri Krishna will not allow that to happen. The
second is what my father tried and failed in. I am
not braver or more skilful or diplomatic than my
father. Thirdly what is there for you now to ‘gain’
from Yudhishthira, when you yourself maintain that
he has gambled away everything once for all, so
he possesses nothing to lose? How can he bet what
is now yours? Will the world understand these
undecipherable niceties now, after failing to answer
Draupadi in that unenlightened assembly, thirteen
years ago? So forget these impossibilities. Speak
affirmatively. I shall persuade Arjuna to stop this
war. Yudhishthira desires peace always. Now unless
both these prevent Bhima in ties of brotherly
bondage he will not spare you, truce or no truce.
We may even persuade Yudhishthira to accept a part
of the empire, so you keep the rest as before, rule
in peace with no challenge from them, and reconcile
to whatever has happened, the death of your
brothers and the loss of elders like Bhishma or my
father.

Duryodhana : “Is it for this ignoble compromise that
I sacrificed all my brothers, Bhishma and your
father? Let me fight to the finish, and see what
happens... But I am sorry you are also advising me
in the negative!”
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Ashwatthama : “Negative or positive courses are the
results of the gamble, you won some thirteen years
ago. Now you are losing. If you still want a
‘positive’ advice with a sure negative effect like
what you are suffering from, go to Shakuni!
Can he win a war as easily as he won a gamble?
You choose your well-wishers now! Do you think
this Karna will rightly advise you, let alone win
the war for you? Could he save your brother? Why
was he silent all along? What does that prove?
If you still do not trust me I am even more
unfortunate that 1 cannot save you in the only way
that is now open to you. Do you think I am selfish
in this unsolicited advice? Dismiss this treacherous
Karna, and do not trust him any longer. He has
harmed you enough both before the war, and also
now, during this war, in participation as well as
abdication.”

Duryodhana is stunned by this analysis, this advice
and this light in which he places Karna, his ‘trusted’
friend.

Duryodhana : “How has Karna harmed me? He has
been fighting as bravely as Bhishma or your father.
His loyalty is unquestionable. Bhishma or Drona
also could not save many of my brothers. Could
I give up them then? Can I give up Karna now?
Am [ to be afraid still of the outcome of the fight?”

Ashwatthama : “Your defence is surprising! Have you
not known that Karna has vowed not to kill the
brothers of Arjuna? Only Arjuna seems to be his
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special target; this also he cannot achieve if you
look to the way he is dilly-dallying! So where does
he stand?”

Duryodhana : “So what? Bhishma also had similarly
vowed not to kill our main enemies, the Pandavas!
Your father also avoided it with all skill. Both were
interested in destroying the enemy’s army. That is
what Karna is now doing. What is wrong is, with
my fate, not my decision of war, or the choice of
commanders, or the way they are fighting. I cannot
let them down now.”

Though Duryodhana rushed through the routine
reply as if by heart, he remembered Yuyutsu’s words
about Karna, even before the war had actually started.
So he could not put his heart in his own words.

Ashwatthama : “That means you are justifying all your
doings, choices, and their consequences - those that
have happened, or that are to happen! If this is your
final decision, even God cannot save you! Unless
the Pandavas die, this war will not end in your
favour. If you allow it to find its own end, you
will not live to see that end.”

Duryodhana sank in enthusiasm; his head reeled
and he felt a blank darkness descending on his mind’s
sight! Yet he spoke :

Duryodhana : “Friend, even granting what you say is
true, and your advice is right, and your analysis
sound, I have this to ask : if I stop the war, or
if Yudhishthira offers me all my kingdom out of
generosity - for arguments’ sake - for whose sake
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should I rule? Should I welcome stopping this
butchery? Without my dead brothers, without
Bhishma or your father to bless me of what use
is kingdom to me? It is better to follow the
unstoppable course and die in honour and self-
satisfaction!”

Ashwatthama : “That means.....7”

Duryodhana : “That means, it is not the Pandavas that
must die hereafter, but I myself! It is my death that

will stop it.”



CHAPTER 37

KARNA’S MISSILE FAILS;
MISERABLE PLIGHT OF
KARNA!

War is now dragging on, on the afternoon of that
seventeenth day. The morning has bestowed victory on
the Pandavas. No one could ever forget the grotesque
manner of Dusshasana’s death at Bhima’s hands.
Enthusiasm was at its lowest in the Kaurava camp when
war was going on now, on the same day.

Bhima was encouraging Arjuna : “I have fulfilled
one of my vows. You too shall fulfill yours.”

Arjuna sought Sri Krishna’s concurrence on the use
of Brahmastra. Sri Krishna said : “Use, by all means.
End the war soon.” But Karna intercepted it and diffused
it to the wonder of Arjuna and Sri Krishna! This was
no small achievement!!

Sri Krishna : “Arjuna, this fellow is proving himself
as extraordinary. Brahmastra cannot be otherwise
stopped by an ordinary hero. Now he counts upon
you as his target pawn, just as he is yours. There
is thus a direct fight between you two.. Go on, settle
the old score and finish the war.
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Among gods, demons, Yakshas, Pishachas,
Gandharvas, Guhyakas, Nagas and others there was a
strange polarisation! Some took the side of Karna and
wished him total success, keeping in mind the injustices
and indignities he had suffered so far in life, and the
cruel circumstances in which he could not assert his
full mettle or potential. It was not so much a wish
‘against’” Arjuna, as a wish ‘for’ Karna. All evil
cross-breeds of humans, semi-humans, demi-gods,
products of inter-caste marriages, forces that worked
against the natural courses of life’s movements took the
side of Karna; no wonder!

Arjuna was hailed by all counterparts, the gods
above, the Brahmins, rightful warriors outside the field
of war, saints, sages, spirits of mounts, rivers, groves,
trees, creepers and other dwellings of divine beings and
natural forces as God ordained.

It was as if forces of Nature and rebel-antinatural
forces were symbolically fighting now, with the Earth
and the Sky in the forefront, respectively. This was the
most unusual feature of this day’s war.

Vasuki, Chitrasena ,the Garudas, and some Naga
leaders wished Arjuna success, while a majority of
Nagas, hostile to the civilization, represented by
Sri Krishna and Arjuna wished Karna all the success.

Polarisation happened among birds and reptiles too.
Even the planets took sides! They were calculating in
their own self interests. A majority of opportunistic
merchants, menials, and other low professionals took
the side of Karna, expectedly while those in Dharma
and established orders of society took Arjuna’s side.
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This was no mean betting or gamble with idle
pleasure. Heavy stakes lay in the outcome of this war,
and it was extraordinary that Karna could set in turmoil
earth and heaven, divide universal loyalties and bring
about confusion on the cosmic scale, as neither Bhishma
nor Drona had done. It almost reminded the
Rama-Ravana war!

Initially Karna’s strength was low, and there were
some reverses, and his army began to run in fear of
Arjuna. Duryodhana rushed there and enthused him and
regathered the demoralised army. The battle now gained
equilibrium gradually.

®

“You are not Radheya, son of Adiratha and Radha,
but my son, Kunti’s own son, elder son by right. So
Arjuna is your own brother...” .... these words from
nowhere suddenly began to ring in the ears of Karna,
to his disquiet!

Karna recognised it as the voice by Kunti and
suddenly looked round to see if she was around! He
found none. Again the same words were heard, this time
more loudly and from still nearer quarters. Karna began
to sweat!

The voice said again : “you are my first child;
Arjuna is your blood-brother!”

Karna remembered that these were the same words
he had heard from Kunti, when Sri Krishna’s mission
for peace had failed, and Kunti met him on the sandy
banks of Ganga, during noon, when he was worshipping
the Sun-God.
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Kunti had said : “You and Arjuna ought to live
like Balarama and Sri Krishna, and not fight on opposite
camps, when Arjuna has not wronged you and you have
no reason to join evil Duryodhana’s camp!”

The words had had no effect then when the war
was still not on. But now, when Karna was diffident,
when Dusshasana met with such ghastly death in his
own helpless leadership, and with total defeat almost
certain for his side, and with stalwarts like Bhishma and
Drona disappearing from the scene in pitiful
circumstances, the words assumed a force and a prophetic
meaning that he was unwise to neglect all these days!
The words now appeared as counsel of a wise mother,
whom he had earlier spurned as a cruel, selfish and even
opportunistic demon, come to divide him and drive him
to death, at the moment when destiny had thrown a
chance of holding his head high as the equal of any
other hero born high and in proper natural circumstances.
Karna did not know what to do with that voice, either!
It was too late to obey, even granting he was ready.
But there was no such question of readying for a cause
he had hated all along. He had to move on, and on,
towards the inevitable, knowing what it would be like.

The voice only weakened his determination to fight
Arjuna, at this moment, when he wanted encouragement,
rather. Karna tried to find comfort in the explanation
that it must have been his imagination, in a tired
moment of action and so ignored that voice.

But the mind failed and more voices were heard:

“Karna, I am your father, the Sun-God telling you
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what is in your interest. Kunti is telling the truth. Listen
to her wise words and act accordingly.”

Karna was stung this time! And his bow slid from
his sweating hands; he soon heard another voice :

“Mother, I shall not kill your other four sons. Be
assured about it. But between me and Arjuna, only one
of us will live to make you still a mother of five, as
the world has known so far, rightly or wrongly. The
sixth one has no place on this earth as your son.”’

This was his own promise to Kunti, which was also
reverberating in his ear, now, at this unexpected moment!
This was his own unprovoked promise to her, while she
had not asked for protection of Arjuna from him, which
would have meant demanding his death at his hands!?

Kunti was not so cruel. He had made that promise,
being unwilling to send her empty handed, while she
was pleading for peace and unity among the brothers,
owning him as son, at this odd juncture! He was glad
and disturbed at the same time now.

Kunti had repeatedly pleaded :

“It 1s now in your hands to avoid this genocide.
It will be your life’s glorious moment. I shall announce
you as my eldest son; you should find an end of all
your humiliations. Yudhishthira and others will own you
and give up claims to the throne in your favour. Your

! Na te jatu na shishyanti putrah pancha yashaswini |
Nirarjunah sakarna va, sarjuna va hate mayi || (Ud 146-23)

2 Na cha tefyam samarambhah mayi mogho bhavishyati |
Vadhyan vishahyan sangrame na hanishyami te sutan || (21)
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evil friend Duryodhana, if he really loves you, should
welcome it and propose you for the throne and proclaim
you as the Emperor. Bhishma, Drona, Ashwatthama and
Kripa will all welcome it. It will be a decision to the
satisfaction of all, if only you can make up your mind.”

Karna now could not avoid the good intentions of
the mother behind her words. But he could not help
feel that the same words had the capacity to unnerve
him against Arjuna before him.

Karna stood stupefied for some moments as Arjuna
was nearing him and his sharp arrows were now
piercing into his body at this moment of reverie and
inaction. Now he appeared as death incarnate instead
of like a brother!

“Use me! I am also marking my time! Arjuna is
not only your enemy, but also mine”

- Another voice was heard now from very close
quarters. Again Karna looked round and found none.
He thought it must be a fantasy of a distracted mind
divided against itself. But no! Casually he drew an
arrow, a missile, from his quiver. It happened to have
a serpent’s face for its sharp pointed edge, and was
slightly longer and thinner than his other usual arrows.
Oh! Nagastra! The one which he had worshipped every
day, and reserved for an emergency against Arjuna, all
these days. Karna did not exactly remember the
circumstances as to how it came to join his armoury
- though he tried his best. The missile was powerful,
shining with a glow at the mouth emitting poison and
fire. Karna wondered whether the voice he had heard
could be of this missile! How could inanimate things



650 Those Eighteen Days

speak? Why is he going so crazy all of a sudden? Could
someone have practiced black magic to weaken him at
this most important moment?

“No.. No... There is no black magic.. Nor am I
inanimate as you fancy. I am your best aid. Use me
immediately.”

This time Karna stared at the twisted body of the
missile and was certain that it was addressing him.
Karna ordered : “Speak, Why I must use you so
urgently. What is your own urgency?”

The missile revealed that its head was of Ashwasena,
whose body was reduced to ashes in the Khandava fire,
and it was Takshaka, who had grafted that head on a
missile of poison for revenge against Arjuna, who was
the cause of that devastating fire in which Takshaka lost
his wife, daughter-in-law and all others taking refuge
in the forest against their enemies. The missile had
sought protection in Karna’s quiver, waiting to be used
at the right moment for revenge, all these years.

Karna felt that this was a good omen, and without
a further thought held it up, and yoked it into his bow,
and aimed at Arjuna’s throat!

Shalya looked back and warned in loud, firm,
words :

Shalya : “Famed hero! The missile is all right. But the
aim is risky. You will sure kill your target if you
aim it a little lower, say at the heart of Arjuna.
Remember Sri Krishna on the other side. He will
do something so that your aim is missed. At the
most you will hit Arjuna’s crown then. But if you
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aim at the heart even if the enemy lowers himself
by some trick, it will at least cut his throat. Believe
me, and obey. Quick.”

Karna : “You fool! What do you mean? How can my
aim be unsure or altered? How can it fail ever?”

Shalya : “This is no time for vain glory or ego-
exhibition! Let us not waste time in needless
arguments. Change your aim at once. Believe what
I say. I know your enemy better. Sri Krishna will
not allow you to hit your target so easily. See sense
and obey; or else you will waste a valuable missile.”

Karna hesitated now; something told him that
Shalya’s warning may come true, as Sri Krishna was
a master-strategist and resourceful with a unique presence
of mind. He looked at the missile firmly saddled in its
seat in the bow waiting for its moment of discharge.
He realised that the enemies also had noted it and were
dreading its flight at them. If the aim was altered now,
they would laugh at him, which would further demoralise
him! So he said, mildly.

Karna : "‘Friend, I do not underestimate Sri Krishna
or your advice. But you should have pointed it out
before I took out the missile or aimed it at the
enemy’s throat. What can I do now without altering
the fixed aim?”

Shalya : “I am glad you realise my point at least now!
But you did not consult me before you took out
this missile or aimed it, otherwise I would have
advised you then only! But what is wrong in
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changing the aim, when it is not too late still? Do
not make it a prestige issue! Change it at once!”

Karna : (Reverting to his stubborn posture again) “No,
that is out of question, now. This Karna will never
change an aim once taken.”

Shalya : “Do you fancy you are the Sri Rama of
Tretayuga?”’

Karna : (Irritated by this ironical taunt) : “No, but I
am the disciple of Rama, Bhagavan Parashurama.”

Shalya : “Then your foolishness is beyond rectification!
It does not matter whose disciple you are. What
matters is what you are. When the target is easily
within your reach, if only you can slightly alter the
aim..... but you are dilly-dallying sentimentally
without weighing consequences! You are
Parashurama’s disciple, no doubt; but remember
also you are under his curse! Did your Guru not
withdraw from his oath to kill Bhishma, when he
found it impossible in the nature of things? Anything
can happen in war where life is the pawn of
gamble! Winning is all that matters. Did you stand
on prestige, manners or etiquette when you attacked
Abhimanyu from behind? Where was your chivalry
then? If that was fair then why is it not (changing
your aim) so now? After all it is your own minor
adjustment. Do not be fickle-minded and find
pretexts for self-defeat or suicide. Only Lord
Sri Rama never altered his aims. He never used the
same arrow or missile twice! Do not equate yourself
with that Divine Incarnation. Are you going to
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falsify Valmiki’s dictum that only Rama can equal
Rama? Come, Come, alter your aim.”

Karna : “What is this bossing over me? Your
presumptuous manners have crossed limits of
decency! Why do you bully over me, pester me,
leaving me no freedom? You can take over the fight
from me if you do not like me! Do not say another
word. Shut up your foul mouth!”

Shalya : “I am here at your request only, and not
presumptuously; I have told Duryodhana already
that you shall fulfill my two conditions - that you
shall listen to my advice, being one of them. You
have violated it for no valid reason.. Secondly you
have to shut up your foul mouth. I am but doing
my duty. Where is the excess? You have seen my
point and conceded its rightness! I shall take over
the fight as and when my turn comes; not from
you. Your fall is imminent perhaps.”

Karna : “You are my enemy number one, not really
Arjuna! Why do you pull me down again and
again? Why do you discourage me for one false
reason or another?”

Shalya : “God is punishing me for assuming the
charioteership of a characterless person coming
from a non-warrior, inferior order! I curse myself
for having succumbed to Duryodhana’s pressures.
It is you who are abusing me; it is not I abusing
you. I have done my duty of advising you as per
expected, prescribed code; not violating my borders
of decency! But what do I get from you? Abuse
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from an uncultured tongue!... Look .... This is my
last warning. If ever you behave like this again
I shall be at liberty to break my covenant and quit
this responsibility. To hell with your ‘aim’; go
ahead and be accursed.”

Karna was realising all this while that Shalya was
right after all and it was he himself who was out of
his senses! He regretted his retorts in foul language, and
his unreasonable position about the ‘unalterable aim’
after his own behaviour at Abhimanyu’s slaughter for
which there was no defence, then or now. Every word
of Shalya was rightly piercing his heart.

He looked at Sri Krishna on the opposite side and
felt a ridicule on his face mixed with looks of pity,
sarcasm and irony! Arjuna was fixed in a cruel gaze
at him, he could see, and was waiting for orders from
Sri Krishna. Arjuna had also noticed the risky aim of
Karna, and was not in the least in fear, he could make
out. Perhaps the two had heard this wrangle between
himself and Shalya, and laughed to their heart’s content.

Karna sighed deeply, and at last shot the missile
at a ferocious speed! The sky was over-flooded with
its light, eclipsing, as it were, even the sun in its
extraordinary brightness, and for a moment warriors on
either side, stood stunned watching its source and
movement.

Karna cried in triumph : “Arjuna, you are out now!
None can save you at this fatal moment.”

Sri Krishna had expected this. Sitting on the seat
of the charioteer, he applied great force on the right
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toe as he drove, and made the chariot sink into the earth
by a few inches. The ground was already a mire with
incessant flow of blood, and the horses stumbled for
a second and sat on their fore knees, further downing
the position of Arjuna’s seat, without throwing him out!
The chariot sank substantially into the earth by a foot
or two, so that what was now available as aim for the
missile was the long crown of Arjuna, once gifted by
Indra, so that he was known as ‘Kiritee’®. Shalya’s
calculations came true!

The missile hit that empty crown with a thunderous
force, and took it away to a distance, leaving Arjuna
fuming and fretting as it was an insult he had never
before suffered! The missile not merely carried it way,
but also burnt it in the skies! It was as if a star got
burst in the skies, or two stars out of their orbits dashed
against each other, and the sight blinded all below on
the earth.

Arjuna did not know what was happening for a
moment. He was confused when the chariot sank and
the horses stumbled, and before he could understand
why, his crown was carried away leaving him in a state
of humiliation. The sequence and their connection was
an enigma for him. In this state of perplexity, it was
strange that Sri Krishna embraced him and congratulated
him!

Arjuna : “What is this untimely jubilation and over
a humiliation of mine, in this confused state of

3 During Arjuna’s visit to the world of Devendra, on his destruction
of demons opposed to the gods, Devendra had bestowed on him
this unique Crown (Kirita), which had earned him this new name.
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affairs? Why did the horses stumble? Why did the
chariot go down? My divine crown is gone!”

Sri Krishna : “But your head is saved! That is what
I am celebrating and congratulating you upon.”

Arjuna : “What had happened to that head that you
now say is saved?”

Sri Krishna : “It was about to be knocked away, off
your shoulders! Did you not see Karna take out
the Naga missile and aim it at your throat? Had
I not pressed the chariot down and made the horses
bend on their knees, you would not be here to ask
me this question! I actually wondered at Karna’s
might, and appreciated the successful launching of
that missile.”

Arjuna : “I do not understand at all, Keshava! I would
have destroyed that missile anyhow in the natural
course. I do not know why you should appreciate
Karna on his failure, or my failure to intercept it!
You never gave me a chance! The world of warriors
will now think that I have saved my life at someone
else’s cost! Should I not live in my own right,
without expecting someone else to donate it to me
as a gift?”

Sri Krishna : “Do not talk like a fool! See the facts
straight. Did Drona, Rudra, or Indra ever teach you
this Nagastra? It is a demoniacal missile, unique'
in destructive power, and known to and made by
only Takshaka, who still means to kill you- at all
costs. Having not been taught about its use by a
proper teacher, you are not able to intercept it or
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render it futile. No other missile known to you
would be good against it! That left me with no
alternative but to try methods other than straight
fight, to save you. I appreciate Karna for the
successful launch of that missile. For in the hands
of a careless warrior it would have back-fired! Skill
in the hands of a confused soldier, is highly
appreciable. He will be the first and also the last
to use it in this war. I paid my tribute to him in
the best traditions of warfare; that is all. It does
not mean [ wanted you to be killed. I knew what
to do, and so lowered your chariot and made the
horses bend. This does not mean an ignoble act
either on my part or on your part to be so saved.
It is my duty to protect you, and I did it well and
in time. Life is no gift by anyone except God.
If he had wanted you to die, no one would have
saved you. It is He who saved you! Do you feel
humiliated now?”

Arjuna : (Pleased and satisfied by these relevant
explanations) : “Oh friend, I never knew that such
a missile ever existed on earth, especially in the
possession of Karna! How did you know all this?”

Sri Krishna : “The science of polity expects a hero
of fame to know all about the strength or weakness
of his counterpart. Do you remember how
Ghatotkacha died? Karna is by nature an
extraordinary warrior possessing unique missiles
and weapons. It is his bragging nature, his
forgetfulness, his adharmic actions and thoughts
that have rendered him vulnerable to you. Mere
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possessing of weapons does not make one great.
Vishwamitra, in the past, made the same mistake,
in bygone ages. He targeted a poor Brahmin,
Vashishta, respected even by gods and beings out
of Aryavartha* and with the mightiest of weapons
and donations gifted by Mahadeva Rudra!
The result? He was routed out by the Brahminical
power of the sage as assisted by even barbaric
armies outside the normal cultural boundary of the
Bharatha Empire! Like that ill fated king who later
became a Brahmin himself, Karna believed only in
arms-power, acquired them variously, from
Parashurama, Indra, Takshaka and others. We have
wasted two of them; one in this case, and another
in the episode of Ghatotkacha. Bhargavastra is still
there and we shall see when the turn comes.
Ghatotkacha paid for you then; now your crown
has made itself a martyr for your sake.”

Arjuna : “Could we not avoid martyrs or scapegoats
and fight straight?”

Sri Krishna understood that Arjuna was referring
also to Abhimanyu and remained thoughtful for a
moment and then said :

Sri Krishna : “All are martyrs in a way, if they die
for a good cause. We had to save you, and waste
Karna’s Indra-missile, by offering an unavoidable

* The land sacred for the ‘Noble’, ‘the Cultured’ as the land between
Ganga and Sindhu was once known, in the subcontinent. But there
were Hindus outside the India of those days who joined to crush
Vishwamitra’s huge army drawn from all warrior kings within
India, then.
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aim. I shall not call this a ‘scapegoat’. That is an
evil context. Now Duryodhana made scapegoats of
Bhishma and Drona for his evil cause. Your son
Abhimanyu comes under neither of these categories.
Drona created a dead-lock type of situation, which
could not be broken open by you or me as we were
elsewhere. Your son volunteered to be of help. That
was not of our suggestion. I doubt whether Drona
also intended it. It happened by divine design. Let
us forget it now. Turn to your question. If straight
wars were possible in this age of Dwapara, close
to Kali, shortly, we would not have had to fight
after some thirteen years of perpetration of an
unforgivable crime! Wars are never straight in any
age, because Evil is a universal factor.”

Arjuna : “If there were no Sri Krishna to save me here
today, Arjuna would be no more, and the war would
have ended!”

Sri Krishna : “But that could not be. because there
is only one Arjuna and only one Sri Krishna to
save him on this war-field. Your Sri Krishna wasted
this Karna’s missiles in planned strategies to save
you and retain you for a greater purpose. Do you
say that is wrong?”

Sri Krishna, got down, patted the horses, helped
them to get up, and adjusted the reins so as to relieve
them from their slight misery. The animals licked his
hands and desired more comforting from those hands.
Sri Krishna told them : “That is enough for now, as
there is no time now. Let the war be over, and you
will have your heart’s full.” Sri Krishna took out arrow
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edges, stuck up in the bodies of the horses, applied
ointment, and again patted them. They stood up straight
to draw the chariot with renewed vigour. The doctors
who had rushed to help the horses with medicines,
inhalers and ointments, withdrew to safe distances. The
war had halted all this while. Arjuna continued the
discussion :

Arjuna : “Friend, you said that this Nagastra is an
unconventional missile. What do you mean?”

Sri Krishna : “It means that it is not handed on by
tradition, and is unusual.”

Arjuna : (laughing) “I did not ask for the meaning of
words or their etymological explanation. Tell me
its background, and how it came to be in the
possession of Karna, if you know.”

Sri Krishna : “This is your additional lapse - this
non-remembering of its origin on your own part.
Do you remember how you made history when you
burnt the Khandava forests?”

Arjuna : “What has that to do with this weapon, now?”

Sri Krishna : “Your ignorance is deeper than what
I had thought of! You made several histories then:
burning of that forest for the first time, defeating
of India again for the first time. Two more historical
records were established by you also : listen -
Takshaka, the Naga leader in exile and in fear of
enemies from both within his camp of Nagas, and
Danava forces of Maya of the South, was in hiding
in a secret camp somewhere, deep within those
jungles. When fire enveloped him fatally, he tried
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to escape with all family. Unfortunately his wife
and daughter-in-law (who was pregnant) died in the
fire. The pregnant lady delivered prematurely, and
the baby’s body was also consumed by fire!
Takshaka escaped somehow with the unburnt
head-part of that child, named as Ashvasena. It is
this head, the poisonous sharp face, that adorns the
notorious Naga Missile, specially made by Takshaka
to kill you in vengeance! You know this Naga chief
as well as Maya are diabolical engineers in
competition with the Divine Mason Vishvakarma,
and unlike his missiles, which are traditional, they
have also made counterparts, which cannot be
multiplied or passed on, on regular formulae. They
are a sort of ‘use-and-throw’ missiles. This Nagastra
is one. If it is wasted, it is gone for ever unlike
Ageneya, or Brahma or Ashvashira missiles. But
wait... something is happening there; see.”

Shalya had started another row with Karna on the
wasted Naga-missile. Sri Krishna and Arjuna watched
and heard it :

Shalya : “You bloody fool, I forewarned you and the
same has happened! See who is wiser! You have
lost a precious missile as well as a fine opportunity
to kill your sworn enemy.”

Karna : “You did not tell me before I would aim it;
‘Wisdom-after-the-event’ is what anybody can claim
to possess. If you were sincere why didn’t you tell
me in advance?”

A miracle happened just then! The missile hissed
back in a terrific rush towards Karna, and everybody
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thought it was backfiring at him in disappointment and
disgust. But it came to the ears of the hero and pleaded:
“Warrior sir, you did not aim me well. Doesn’t matter.
Use me again well a second time and aim it at your
enemy’s chest! Quick .. Do not waste time before the
enemy wakes up!”

Shalya looked at Karna reproachingly in scorn, as
if adding emphasis to the voice of the missile! Karna
was sad and adamant. Shalya was loud in his curse now:

Shalya : “Karna, you evil fellow! You are the real
enemy of Duryodhana by your refusal to aim the
missile again at the enemy’s chest, as I advised you
earlier! I should have killed you now, had I not
been here in your charioteer’s seat. See, even the
missile is begging of you in a miracle. Do not
hesitate or waste time. This is your last opportunity.
There is no counter for it. All tricks of Sri Krishna
will not now save Arjuna.”

Karna took time to reply. Meanwhile a flood of
blood flowed from the opposite side down towards
where Karna’s chariot had been stationed, and came up
to cover parts of the rims of its chariot-wheels. They
got stuck up inexplicably in a gradient which was
already steep for the over-tired horses. Karna was now
ready with his reply to the missile.

Karna : “You, whoever you may be at the war-head
of this missile, thank you for your suggestion to
use you again. But listen to my well-known resolve:
this Karna of mighty fame, will never use an
once-wasted weapon, as third-rate heroes might.
What is wasted and thrown and past is wasted once
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for all. I also did not know you were taking shelter
in my quiver for so long. I shall not allow you to
get there again. Why are you so troubling me so
importunately? Who are you?”

The Missile : “I am Ashwasena’s head. This head was
once on the shoulders of Takshaka’s son who died
in the Khandava fires. I seek Arjuna’s head for
revenge. I shall get you unfailing victory if you can
use me again. Your success is my success too.”

Shalya seconded it with all his persuasive force.
Karna was silent for a moment and then said :

Karna : “Do not mix up your goal of vengeance with
what I must or must not do now for your sake.
I cannot serve your cause, as I am not your servant
or agent. I have my own cause, my own aim, and
my own vision. Go away and find someone else
for your purpose.”

The Missile : “They say that the enemy’s enemy is a
friend. Can’t you look at me from this strategic
point? Am I so cheap to be dispensed with?”

Karna : “Look, you did not speak the truth when you
sought refuge in my quiver, nor asked for permission.
This is transgression, first. I never sought your help
on my own, second. You failed to hit my target
when I shot you in spite of these factors. If you
can come back now, surely you could have lowered
yourself to hit my aimed part of enemy’s body.
It is your failure, even if the enemy practiced tricks
to save himself. Why did you not chase the enemy
in all directions, straight or crooked, as Rama’s
arrow chased a mere crow? You come here and talk
tall! Get away without another word!”
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The missile wept, cried, urged repeatedly arguing
that this was no time for niceties of moral values or
scruples. Karna would not budge; then the missile said
in firm resolve :

“Then you will regret this when you die before the
evening.”

The missile disappeared with a terrible hiss, and
in a cloud of smoke.

Shalya : “I have not seen a greater dunce than you
before! I repeat, call the missile, and use it at once,
if you want to win.”

Karna : “Winning is secondary. Honour is primary.”

Shalya : “As if you have always cared for honour!
Remember your earlier behaviours! At the gamble
scene, the outskirts of Virata’s capital, or in your
role at Abhimanyu’s death!! You are head-strong
and use whatever arguments can help you to
support your prejudiced resolves. You are an
opportunist first and foremost! How can you say
winning is secondary? What are you chosen for as
General? Exhibition of your fictitious ‘honour’?
Or victory for Duryodhana?”

Karna : “Do not mix up issues. Contexts are different
to determine the nature of action.”

Shalya : “If the person is to remain the same in varying
contexts, on different issues, he must have something
called ‘character?” Have you ever heard of it ? You
villain?”

Karna : “Are you saying I have no honour or character?
You rascal! You have started your older game of
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letting me down and insulting me, again. Do as I
say and drive the chariot.”

Shalya : “If you say character also is secondary, why
fight? Go and surrender to Arjuna, here and now.
Dharma requires nothing short of it for all your evil
deeds of the past. Tell your friend, Duryodhana, to
stop this war. Let at least those alive on - the
war-field have a reprieve and live hereafter. Do not
indulge in self-fooling. There is no time before
death for further dishonour.”

Karna : “Even if I am faced by a hundred Arjunas
I cannot give up Dharma. I cannot use a wasted
weapon again,, Why all this useless talk?”

Shalya : “Advice is not useless talk. Face just one
Arjuna, let me see. The other ninety nine shall wait
for your next birth.”

Karna : “I regret having sought you as my charioteer.”

Shalya : “I regret equally having accepted it under
Duryodhana’s requests and repeated pressures. Let
no one blame me hereafter. I am now free from
my bondage, and you are free to follow the course
of death so widely open to you now.”

Shalya quits in a huff, jumps down the charioteer’s
seat, and moves to the camp at ease, and with dignity.

®

> Na Naga kamo_[dya rane parasya balam samsthaya jayam
bubhushet |
Na sandadadhyan dvih sharam chaiva Naga yadyarjunanam
shatameva hanyam (Karna 90-41)
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Arjuna : “You did not tell me why Takshaka is so
hostile to us, princes of the Kuru race.”

Sri Krishna : “Takshaka is a Naga prince too with his
once capital city in his own name still there,
Taksha-shila or Takshakavati. His kingdom was
annexed by Kuru Princes, and lay waste as jungle
in the Khandavas, as they did not develop it, nor
cared for his people. The Nagas are a proud people,
with great culture, with their own music, painting,
sculpture, artifacts, war-machines, war-codes and
literature. When so neglected and overpowered,
they withdrew out of the main stream of civilization,
and came to be ‘tribals’, ‘jungle men’, and their
standards fell. Added to it, from Nahusha to
Dhritarashtra, all rulers of your race have insulted
their women and forced them to prostitution,
producing a large tribe of men and women bearing
allegiance by blood to their progenitors. Takshaka
cannot forget all these, without a proper share in
the Kuru empire as rulers, a share in the civilizational
spheres and due recognition in all fields of culture.
Even Bhishma could not respond. So these Nagas
wait in lurch for their time. One of my ancestors
through Devaki was a Naga; one of yours through
Kunti was a Naga and your wife Ulupi is a Naga
princess. Some Nagas are good to us like Vasuki,
Shesha, Anantha and others. But Karkotaka and
Takshaka are dead against any ignoble truce. The
Nagas are now a divided a lot. Actually all this land
of Kurus was once the empire of Nagas. How do
they forget past glories? Look; even if Takshaka
fails now, he will use another occasion for the

Nagastra against you.” %




CHAPTER 38

KARNA’S END

Sri Krishna and Arjuna felt it funny that this
alliance should end in such tragic circumstances! It was
a foregone conclusion, though, as the temperaments did
not match right from the start. But this was a moment
when Karna needed his charioteer most, and there was
neither moment nor choice to replace; Arjuna waited
with his arrow sharply aimed at the tragic prey without
mercy.

The Pandava army got lost in waves of hilarious
laughter, as they were expecting this moment for long.

Karna’s chariot-wheels now got stuck up in a mire
of blood, and the horses drifted with no one to command
them into any meaningful direction. The field reflected
Karna’s own state of mind, sanguine in mood, divided,
drifting and against self-interest.

®

Duryodhana observed Shalya’s return from the
battle front, and his mind sank at the thought that now
Karna was alone, helpless and ready as victim for
Arjuna’s arrows. Though he had persuaded Shalya to
take up his charioteership, right from those first moments,
he had misgivings that this combination was artificial,
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brittle and would break any moment. Two earlier events
of the day, also, weighed against hope, since that
morning. Dusshasana’s cruel, tortuous death and
Ashwatthama’s advice for peace and settlement. Merely
discouraging facts. Here was Karna deserted. But earlier
Karna did nothing to protect that dear brother from
Bhima, with all tall talk of missile power and archery.
Whether Dusshasana could survive Bhima’s fury anyhow
was another matter. But why was Karna so inactive?
This eldest son of Kunti also was now a silent spectator,
if not a betrayer! Let alone other Pandavas; at least
Arjuna could be killed, as per the rumoured vow of
Karna!! Duryodhana silently followed Shalya to know
from him first hand as to the circumstances leading to
that exit. "

Duryodhana : “Uncle dear, stop! Why are you back,
and away? Why did you desert me at this most
needed hour? Tell me all.”

Shalya : (Turning back in anger) : “I had forewarned
you that your engaging me to this headstrong fool
would not work. I had also imposed conditions,
with your interests in view. But the villain violated
all, abused me, and wasted missile after missile by
thoughtless aims, and with empty moralisation on
moral standards he would not violate, when success
was so near. How long should I tolerate and obey?
You compared him to Rudra and me to Brahma!!
Here is death-dance all around, and the enemy
forces are in unabated laughter!”

Duryodhana : “You should not have deserted Karna .
at this juncture and in this crisis of mine! You
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should have still been there whatever the provocation
or your own compulsions.”

Shalya : “Do you know what really happened? That
fool aimed the valuable Nagastra at Arjuna’s throat
against my advice. It knocked off his mere crown,
as I had foretold and anticipated! The missile came
back with a request to re-employ it, and I tried to
persuade the dammed fool. But he claims to be a
new reincarnation of Lord Sri Ramachandra, and
would not re-employ a wasted arrow or missile! He
showered on me the choicest of abuses since
morning whenever I tried to advise him, and I bore
all that till now for your sake! Dear nephew, I have
come here, after all, for your sake and not for that
braggart. You have not been lucky in your Generals
so far! What can I do?”

Duryodhana : “So, what I saw burn like a fallen star
in the skies is that crown of Arjuna!”

Shalya : “After you have seen it, what more is there
for me to say or add? If you have anything else
to command me to do within my reach, do so.”

Duryodhana : “Uncle, can you not change your
decision for my sake, this one time, and go back
to Karna, in this most difficult hour of mine, which
is also a harrowing period for him?”

Shalya : “Think of my difficult hour and harrowing
period also! Is not honour for a warrior the most
priced value? There is no use even if I change my
decision and go back to him. He will not allow
me to do my job with that unique foul tongue!
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There will be no progress; you will go on losing
brothers, relations, friends and dependents, and
I will have to be only a silent witness from close
quarters at the most! What purpose does it serve,
in this way?”

Duryodhana had no answer for this, and was
perplexed by this behaviour of Karna? He stood there
with a heavy heart and turned back, and noticed Arjuna
ready to resume fight. He had now a white turban for
head-gear, which promoted his glow even more than
the crown that was knocked off and burnt away by the
Naga Missile. The day was drawing to a close but
Arjuna did not appear to be tired, and he and Sri Krishna
were enjoying their mutual dialogue interspersed with
laughter. Why war had stopped was not understandable!

Duryodhana sights Karna, and stares at his plight
with tear-filled eyes. Even Karna is in a similar state-
eyes filled with tears, hands unable to hold the bow
or draw arrows, and gazing aimlessly with nothing in
view. What has happened to him? Helplessness?
Repentance? Regret for difficult tight-corners? Loss of
presence of mind? Or is this also a strategy to let him
off, as Bhishma and Drona did earlier?

Duryodhana noticed that the wheels of Karna’s
chariot had, almost to the half, got stuck up in a mire
of blood! Upto the axle! There was none to help. The
charioteer had quit.

Arjuna was now ready to resume the fight. Sri
Krishna was signalling it with loud blowing sounds of
the conch! His Gandiva was lifted up in the left hand,
and the right one was drawing up arrows. But Karna
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was not ready at all! Oh, God! What a miserable sight!!
Karna was pity embodied, distress incarnated, and
destiny in angry moods! He was trying to drive his own
chariot with reins of horses tied around his left wrist,
holding also the bow, and the other one picking up the
arrows from behind his back, in the quiver without
disturbing the horses in their directed movements. The
hand holding the bow as well as the reins was
overburdened with heavy and contradictory
responsibilities disturbing his aims.

Duryodhana wondered how he could help Karna
now. But going there was a problem. Arjuna would not
spare anyone trying to rush a fresh chariot, charioteer,
body-guards, arms-suppliers, or army behind or a
different target for Arjuna to relieve Karna from there.

Arjuna’s chariot was at a higher plane, better
situated in every way.

Even if Duryodhana could go to Karna, what could
he ask him? - “Why can’t you use the Nagastra again?”,
“Why did you force Shalya to quit with your foul
tongue?” “Why can’t you fight with your heart?” All
three would further estrange him from him.

Bhima was rushing from behind. He was rumoured
to have taken a toll ef some twenty five thousand
soldiers till then, since morning. Duryodhana had to run
to escape that fury leaving Karna to fend for himself.
Karna could not be defended from outside, with external
support. If he could not rely on his potentials, it only
meant that his end was near. So what else could be
done?

&
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Sri Krishna and Arjuna were engaged in a dialogue,

somehow allowing Karna, some needed time.

Sri Krishna : “For all his wicked qualities, lapses, and

short comings, Karna is an extraordinary hero.”

Arjuna : (Surprised by this misplaced compliment)

Sri

“How do you say that? What heroic feat has he
performed at least since the start of the war?”

Krishna : “You have seen that this morning,
yourself! He could throw away this chariot of
yourself with you and me as heavy weights in it,
by about ten feet distance, as if a wind did it, by
the mere force of an arrow! Later you forced that
chariot of Karna, in a similar exhibition of skill
by about a hundred feet. But that is not much!”

Arjuna : (Not pleased with this contrast, and not able

to understand Sri Krishna’s meaning), “Not much?
Really? How?”

Sri Krishna : “Your chariot by itself is Divine; that

is one weight; next, your bow Gandiva; that is
second; then myself. They say that there is nothing
heavier than myself. This is third as Narayana. Then
you are the fourth weight as Nara, as an aspect of
mine. Come to the fifth factor and see Hanuman
on top, at your flag-post. These five weights
together are an extraordinary phenomenon and to
repel this by ten feet distance is no ordinary matter;
and in this sense your reply was by far easier
I say this as a matter of fact, and not to discourage
you.” Arjuna was surprised.
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Here, Karna did not appear to be pleased; he was
in a very odd situation and wondered why Arjuna was
delaying the war in his helpless situation. Somehow he
managed to control the horses, and drove the chariot,
and shot a dozen arrows together on Arjuna, and they
missed their aim and hit Sri Krishna, who became now
angry! Karna was unmindful of this and now he
showered arrows continuously on Arjuna, in an unusual
exhibition of skill. Arjuna hit back by shooting ninety
arrows at Karna, which pierced into his body, destroyed
his ornaments and jewels and exposed his bare body
for further attack now! Karna had lost his shield on the
chest also, and went into a swoon!

Sri Krishna : “Do you see? How compassion is costly
on the war-field? I felt a little slack, as Karna was
in a mess, and indulged in a side talk on some
explanation of what happened in the morning. But
our enemy is not in the least discomfort and see
how his skill or enthusiasm is not at all affected
by his distressing situation! Even if you show
mercy he will not respond by a corresponding
gesture. Even without advance notice, by conch-
blowing or some such chivalrous act, he can take
disadvantage of our slackness. That is the kind of
enemy you have now! He does not remember even
the elementary code that a charioteer must not be
attacked. Has Karna changed? Have circumstances
mellowed him? So now you have to finish him
straight, without further consideration and fulfill
your own vow just as your brother Bhima fulfilled
his, this morning. With his death, possibly the war
itself may come to an end. Where does Duryodhana
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have another General or an army to be commanded
by him? So be quick.”

Something happened to Arjuna, now, all of a
sudden! An abnormal sense of compassion welled up
from within him inexplicably! He sighted Karna
steadfastly in his helpless condition. Karna’s chariot had
got tilted to the left precariously. The wheel was stuck
up almost three fourths in the mire created by the
flowing blood that had frozen there for sometime. Any
moment that chariot could crash on the earth along with
Karna, the horses finding the burden impossible to drag
or even keep it on the earth in its position firm. Karna
was wounded miserably with blood oozing from his
body on all sides, and with no doctor around to treat
him, and with no time to withdraw as no one else was
there to his help.

Arjuna began to sweat and looked at Karna again
and again.! He now noticed very strong resembles
between Yudhishthira’s face and Karna’s as never
before. He laid the bow down. Sri Krishna noticed this
abnormality :

Sri Krishna : “What is the matter, friend? What are
you doing?”

Arjuna : “Tell me Sri Krishna, Who is this Karna in
reality? I feel a strange affinity with him,
instinctively. There must be some mystical reason
for this feeling felt in the blood at this moment.”

' The following dialogue and this situation are not detailed in the
original text. Our picture follows the Kannada version by Kumara
Vyasa.
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Sri Krishna : “The truth about him is that he is now
your enemy. This is ‘intimate’ reality. Leave
‘ultimate’ reality to philosophers who live in dream-
world’s of their own. There need not be meanings
for all imaginings or fancies one feels, which tend
to unnerve a man in an otherwise serious situation.
You are seeking explanation for failings and
weaknesses. This is no time for it. Why should any
evil fellow look like your brother? You are going
mad! Should I teach you another ‘Gita’ again?”

Arjuna : “Call it failing or weakness... Why should it
arise now all of a sudden? Is this also one of your
tricks?”

Sri Krishna : “Good God! You have to explain your
odd behaviour, and not expect me to invent reasons
for your fancies! Why should it be a trick of mine?
..... Get up and let us finish this job now. Stop your
sentimental nonsense.”

Arjuna : “I am fully in my own senses and not giving
way to sentimentality, and that is why I seek an
explanation for a strongly felt feeling. Can’t you
see?”

Sri Krishna : “People out of their senses, do all speak
this same language. No one admits his derangement
of mind! Even mad people think they are sane, and
it is the others who are mad.”

Arjuna : “Say what you will; but tell me the truth about
Karna.”

Sri Krishna : “Shall I tell you? This is the man who
instigated Duryodhana to expose your wife naked
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in the assembly! This is the same fellow who had
no scruples in attacking your son Abhimanyu from
behind, and was responsible for his butchery. This
is the brain behind Duryodhana’s plots to eliminate
you all in cold blood. This is the fellow seeking
now death at your hands as reward for all his evils.
Do you doubt? Are you answered?”

Arjuna : “Why do you not see his brighter side? Good

Sri

qualities?”

Krishna : “I am eager to know if you have
discovered any.”

Arjuna : “Did he not part with his nature-born

ear-rings and chest-shield as gift to Indra? Is he
not known for making enormous gifts to others?”

Sri Krishna : “Yes, he parted away with those nature-

born things; but, for exchange, for consideration,
to obtain a missile from Indra; to the best of my
knowledge such transactions are not called ‘gifts’
but selfish exchanges, commercial in nature; he
sells and buys. Do you accredit him with this
decrepit episode as a matter of gift? Secondly, all
that he gifts away as you say, are themselves gifts
to him from Duryodhana! What is his speciality in
this? What has he earned out of his own effort,
prowess, genius, to give away so as to make him
a hero as you also say, like the foolish world of
flatterers around him?”

Arjuna : “Sir, you are gifted with words and you can

Sri

paint anything in any colour, black or blue!

Krishna : (in mild rage) : “Do you want me to
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quit you like Shalya, in all this unwanted gossip?
You know Karna too well to ask me for more
details. Do as you please....”

Sri Krishna gestures his relief from duty by laying
down the horse-reins and his whip. This frightens
Arjuna :

Arjuna : “Friend, do not forsake me; I am neither
gossiping nor bargaining. I just felt a strong
blood-bond with him, and wondered if there could
be some mystery behind. That is all. If there is,
please tell me; if not forget about it.

Sri Krishna : “That is something. Do not blame me
with tricks, or God with evil plans, or others of
plot against you in such situations. Man is
responsible individually for his own joys and
sorrows. We call it Karma. To see your enemy as
your brother is indicative of a mind out of order!
Examine yourself. Even if Karna has a good quality
or two for argument’s sake, is this the moment for
you to meditate on them lovingly for your fulfilment?
Is he God? You are not his judge here, but an
executor, an instrument of God on the battle-field.
You are a mere agent of this. Know one thing :
if bad qualities outnumber the good ones, how do
you label the man? How do you grasp his final
character? How will such marking help you at a
given time? Do assessments matter or no? So also
when good qualities outnumber bad ones! A piece
of sandal wood rolling in a cow-dung-hill will not
emit its fragrancel! See Karna’s company, his
upbringing, his tastes, his vulgarity, rudeness,
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barbarity, sadism. How does his heroism shine?
How has all this helped even Duryodhana? Let
alone the rest of the world? What use is he for
mankind after all the humiliations heaped on you
by your enemies through his instrumentality,
provocation or instigation? We have no gains or
losses from further analysis of these traits.
Chitragupta® is there for that.”

Arjuna : “But see Sri Krishna.. Duryodhana is feeling
restless that he is unable to rush any help to Karna...
while Karna stands helpless. They know that they
cannot save the situation.. Now is it good for one
to take disadvantage of this situation? Is it a matter
of just behaviour for a true warrior?”

Sri Krishna : “Then eliminate that Duryodhana himself
first! The war will naturally come to an end, in
addition to solving his agony and restlessness.
Karna will then be a superfluous weight on this
earth, who cannot independently act without an evil
base.”

Arjuna : “How can I do that?”

Sri Krishna : “What else are you here for? You do
not want to win? Then do another thing.. Go and
join Karna as a charioteer and help him kill your
brothers. I shall continue the war with Bhima in
your place. He will not violate my orders and can
even use weapons against you without questioning
me or wasting my time.”

The mythical minister of God Yama, who keeps secret accounts
of good and bad deeds of all living beings for proper treatment
in Hell or beyond, according to Hindu mythological accounts.
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Arjuna : (Stung) “Do not ridicule me Sri Krishna! Do
I not know that in war relationships do not matter?
Even brothers are enemies if they stand on opposite
sides; I know; but why do I feel a strange feeling
in my blood, in my intestines, at this sight of
Karna?”

Sri Krishna : “Chronic diseases have no cures
sometimes! I have told you what you need to know.
Why did this fellow not look at your son with any
similar compunctions felt in blood, if reciprocation
is a proof of relations that cannot be identified
openly? Are relations only one-sided? Products of
fancy? Foolish concoctions that unnerve the manly
heroes at unmanly hours? This fellow calls your
wife a prostitute - a bandhaki - in your hearing,
and here you are looking for a brother in him! How
can I cure you of your ‘foolishness?”

Sri Krishna pictured to him the scene of the gamble
in its true colours. Arjuna’s face acquired tightening,
and a sense of determination gradually emerged in his
sight and demeanour. The arguments stopped, stuck up
in firm action and the hero in him reemerged. He lifted
up his bow and yoked in it an unusual missile called
Sarpamukhastra - a thing that had a reptile’s mouth -
and shot it at Karna.

By now Karna was somewhat ready, and destroyed
this missile with a suitable counter part. This was
unexpected, the waste of a valuable instrument for
success. Sri Krishna was angry.

Sri Krishna : “You fool! Is this the time for wasteful
expenditure of valuable missiles? You should have
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used that ‘Pranjalikastra’, a companion to
‘Pashupathastra’, and gifted to you by Goddess
Parvati Devi. You do not seem to remember it
even? You have wasted time in dragging me into
futile discussions on trivial things, and thus given
time for this evil fellow to recoup, equip, and get
ready for war. Can you see how strong his impulses
for evil are even in distress? Finish him without
another word.”

Arjuna was totally convinced and his strength
gained by this encouragement. He remembered his son,
and imagined his last moments and Karna’s evils at that
cross point of time. He drew the ‘Pranajalika’ missile
and aimed it at Karna’s heart.

Karna’s chariot again got stuck up, and he was
down on his knees, trying to give the wheels a lift. With
no crown or any headgear to protect the bare head, and
bow and arrows laid in the seat of the chariot, Karna
was trying to pull the wheels out of the mire! This was
his last self-effort under the untenable presumption that
Arjuna would not shoot arrows or missiles at this
miserable moment of his! Strange! A fellow that did
not practice scruples or chivalry took it for granted that
his enemy, his opponent should show him what he had
denied to his young adversary, Abhimanyu. That was
what Sri Krishna was also thinking of, at the time.

Karna was never before in a situation like that. The
wheels did not rise even by an inch! He sweated a lot,
and while wiping it from his forehead and chin, the
blood of the mire got smeared all over that tired
handsome face, making it look awful and ugly. Karna
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cried in help, almost instinctively, and said in a tight
low voice “Ma ... Ma...”, and that brought before his
mind’s eye the pitiful face of Kunti, begging for peace,
pleading for cessation of hostilities, and appealing to
him to join the Pandavas, so that both sides could elect
him King, mutually in happiness. This unnerved him
further and Karna felt his head reeling in extreme
discomfort. “You are my son.... your are indeed my son”
- that voice of the mother, a belated confession, began
ringing in his ears. Karna was unhappy that he was not
in a position to obey the mother or fulfill her dangerous
request that would have destroyed in one stroke all his
carefully built image of self-personality. That would
have meant Karna ‘exposed’ and not Karna ‘revealed.’
He didn’t want to show himself as an opportunist then
as now. A hero had to stick to decisions taken once, °
for good or evil, especially in matters concerning
character... Karna remembered Parashurama also, without
effort, at this same moment of crisis and remembered
his parting words : “ You are unfit to be my pupil!...
You have ambitions greater than your status permits,
and greater than your potentials will allow you to
realise. This will lead you only to a tragic end of
disappointment, frustration, sadism and disillusionment.
You have concealed the circumstances of your birth, and
status from me and told me lies, unbefitting of a pupil
of mine. The learning you have thus inherited from me
in an improper way, deceitful way, shall be of no avail
in the most needy moments of your life!” The unalterable
curse! Could this be that last, needy moment? Karna
remembered also that holy man that noble Brahmin,
whom he had insulted once, and his curse that took the
form of chariot wheels stuck in bloody mire.
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“All curses have conspired! “Karna said to himself,
trying to reconcile to his fate.. But pride gained
ascendance over humility as a deep rooted in-built
character, and he began searching for other outside
factors that so ‘let him’ down! He wanted to put the
blame on Drona and Kripa who had refused to entertain
him as their pupil. He wanted to blame the mother who
disowned him for so long; he wanted to blame the
society around him caught in a degenerating ‘caste’
custom, and ‘caste’ status... But the goodness that still
remained within, without being uprooted in all these
stormy years of wicked friendship and evil plots, failed
to accept these false excuses and explanations and
squarely pointed the finger at him : “You are to blame!
You and you alone are to blame !”

Karna regretted his Brahmin-baiting, and the
humiliation that he had perpetrated on a helpless
Draupadi. He remembered her frightened face, looking

for help, crying for succour, and her helpless condition

for which he was responsible in no small share. “Curse
of a pious lady wedded truly to her husbands” - said
his mind in a low but firm voice. Abhimanyu’s face,
staring at him in his last moments, ridiculed his present
plight, too! Karna felt self-betrayed beyond redemption...
for a moment. But he could not accept Fate’s retribution,
and the will to survive shamefully got the better of the
tendency to accept death as a decent solvent for all his
crimes! Irony triumphed over tragic honour and he
shouted to Arjuna: '

Karna : “Arjuna, look. It is 'im.proper to take
disadvantage of my distress and kill me in an
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unwarrior-like manner. I am no coward to deserve
that treatment. See, I have no weapons in hand and
am out of my seat in the chariot, which is stuck
up, unable to move; I have no charioteer to help
me either. I am not begging for mercy, nor am I
surrendering. I am only asking for equal conditions
between you and me to fight in a balanced and fair
combat. Tradition sanctions it, and chivalry
prescribes it. Give me just time.. nothing more...
just time... wait until I get this wheel up again. Do
not be a coward yourself to kill me in unheroic
circumstances. I am appealing in the name of
Dharma. It is unrighteous to kill one* or hurt, vs}hen
he has disheveled hair, or is running away, or in
surrender. A Brahmin in distress or with hands
bowed in bowl, or one who has laid down arms,
or begs of life, a soldier with exhausted arrows,
or torn chest-shield, or broken weapons, broken
bow or missiles, - all deserve heroic consideration
as per age - old Dharma. You are too seasoned or
experienced to know such things from me. You
know codes, traditions, lores, and have obtained
divine missiles from even gods. I am afraid of
neither Sri Krishna nor yourself. And I am not
speaking out of fear. I am demanding only what
is right conduct from you, that is all. Be fair.”

Prakirnakeshe vimukhe Brahmane|tha Kritanjalou |
Sharanagate nyastrashastre yachamane tatharjuna ||
Abane bhrashta kavache bhrashtabhagnayudhe tatha |
Na vimunchanti astrani shurah sadhuvrate sthitah ||

(Karna 90-111, 112)
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These words threw Arjuna, back into a state of
moral tumult and confusion! He lost confidence in the
only course of action open to him, to which Keshava
had got him committed just a few minutes ago!

Sri Krishna saw this relapsing ignorance and
confusion on the face of Arjuna, as he too heard these
- words! He got down Arjuna’s chariot and stared at
Karna, as if to burn him with his fixed gaze. Karna
was quite unmindful of this and was muttering words
of curse, inaudibly, lost in getting the wheels up again.
One curse, he heard somewhat loudly, which now
enraged him : Karna was now cursing even Dharma!

“Dharma, they say, protects one that upholds it. We
have always upheld that Dharma; but that blasted
Dharma is now letting me down when I need its shield
most, for self-protection. Therefore we have to conclude
that it is false to say that Dharma protects always its
practioner.”

Karna made several false claims, and several
accusations on Dharma such as - he was always a
follower of Dharma, he had never violated it, he always
upheld it, that sages gave a false assurance about
Dharma’s efficacy, its protective power, that Dharma can
let down even one on the righteous path, and that
Dharma was thus undependable and useless! In one

*  Dharmapradhanam kila pati dharmah Ityabruvan dharmavida
sadaiva | :
Vayam cha nityam prayatama dharme charthum yathashakti yatha
shrutam cha ||

Sa chapi nighnati na pati bhakthan manye na nityam paripati
dharmah || (Ibid - 86)
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stroke he had condemned all the Vedas, Puranas,
Dharmashastras and wise sayings and practice of all
the sages of the present, past and future, and knocked
the bottom of Righteousness, good conduct and the
moral basis of distinction between Good and Evil. What
more was there? Civilization and Culture were attacked
by this villain for a mere personal reason, in a context
where he had to pay for his past, as per Karmic laws.
Attacking universal principles for selfish reasons is
nothing new, but Karna pretended to be a follower of
"‘Dharma all this while throughout his life, and this claim
for righteousness by a fellow steeped in evil and
steadfast in immorality and sadism was too much for
Sri Krishna to bear! He thought : “this fellow deserves
self-awareness on his death-bed; he must not die in
self-deceit; mere dying will not help. That is the way
of worms”, and so Sri Krishna addressed Karna :

Sri Krishna : “Radheya, it is strange that you too
remember Dharma at death; it is good in a way,
but not in the manner you discredit it, to pat on
your back.. What did you say? That you have
always practiced Dharma? I would like to know
when and where all, you have done so? Is it when
you instigated Duryodhana to expose Draupadi
naked? Is it when you encouraged that fellow to
draw Yudhishthira for that ignoble gamble, when
you knew that the prince was not good at it? When
you insulted further a humiliated prince, and invited
his queen to sleep with Duryodhana, how much
Dharma did you practice? How much Dharma did
you' practice in the many machinations and
encouragements you offered to Duryodhana? You
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argued at Virata’s capital that the stipulated period
of exile and incognito-living was not over when
your own party men Bhishma and Drona opined
that there was no violation of the time-period! Well,
how much Dharma did you practice even
arithmetically? Astronomically? Politically?
Dragging even God-made facts and factors in life
in your own away to suit the purposes of your vile
friend, that was all Dharma, was it? Did you even
once examine whether Dharma was on your side
or on the side of the wronged Pandavas? Perhaps
you never needed to remember this consideration
at all as an unfailing guiding principle in all the
lives of all the people on the earth, past, present
or future! Now you bring it in just to hang it by
giving it a bad name! Some people have the habit
of blaming God, Dharma or the Cosmic Principles
of life, whenever they are in self-made troubles and
traps. They are small people, hardly above the
brutes in manners, wedded to ignorance, selfishness,
convenience and immediate profit. You belong to
this category and have no right to drag Dharma into
the brawl! Self examination was never a part of
your life so far! Even now, if you still want to claim
to be Dharmic, call your friend, that evil incarnation,
Duryodhana, and advise him to hand over the
empire to the Pandavas. If he does not listen, give
up his side, at least! Retire to the forests and do
penance to wash off your sins. Life is still open
before you. The whole world will forget your past

~if you can but place this one, sure step in the way

of Dharma. I know you will not do it! My advice
in this respect has been rejected by you for good
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some twenty days ago! Do not try to justify
yourself falsely to fool others now when you have
to pay for your sins, as per the laws of Karma.
Repent, repent and repent! That is the only way
open to you before death! Your ‘culture’ is
irredeemably low, vulgar and debased, in spite of
the good blood that bore you! It is man that makes
his own destiny by his own choices of good and
evil. God simply administers their fruits and sees
that you cannot escape them. Die like a hero, and
not talk of concessions you must obtain from a
confused Arjuna! Why should he be gracious to
you, generous to you, conciliatory to you, after all
your disgraceful acts, your entrenched and
purposeless hatred, and self seeking? If Arjuna lets
you go by any chance, here am I to administer that
last stroke of justice that you cannot.escape as per
Divine Laws!”

Sri Krishna’s lips quaked with anger even long after
he finished his words, and he was in tears of compassion
remembering all the humiliations of Draupadi and her
husbands, all through. Arjuna too was in tears and was
now a totally transformed hero, determined to mete out
‘justice’ to Karna, in a mood such as never before!

Wonder of wonders! Karna too felt convinced,
remained answerless, and for a second his hand attempted
a posture of folding in the meaning of paying respects
to Sri Krishna; but that act did not materialise because
of the character of Karna that had crystallised otherwise
than in this direction of a devotee bound to Dharma,
Tyaga, Tapas and other ancient values. Sri Krishna
observed this too and continued :
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Sri Krishna : “Karna! Stop this meaningless gesture.
It is empty and not prompted by a deep-based
feeling of duly felt respect for what I stand for.
Mechanical movements of hands or head have no
capacity to fool those who are steeped in Dharmic
practices. Remember whether there is any unity in
all your actions. How could the same hands cut off
Abhimanyu’s bow, when you came stealthily from
behind that unsuspecting boy? Do they want to fold
up now for me, without your undergoing repentance
or punishment? Are you fit to offer me any
respects? Even one who wants to offer respects
must be eligible to so offer, and not merely the
object of respect that receives it. See now, before
you there is only one Arjuna. He is not anxious
to kill you from behind. Don’t think it is Fate that
has landed your chariot-wheels in quagmire. It is
your Adharma that is so paying you; your own; if
you want, you can examine. In every particle of
that mire, that blood mixed-earth, you can see your
Adharma printed, stamped and clamped. You can
neither transfer it to another, nor relieve the wheels,
if a hundred Karnas can come to your aid. Do not
shout, cry, and blame Dharma! Fooling others is
a crime too in Dharmic matters.”

Arjuna was weeping, in the memory of his son,
Abhimanyu and the last cruel moments of that heroic
but helpless boy. Here was Sri Krishna offering nectarine
words of philosophically weighed tunes of comfort and
justice, to whosoever wanted it or heeded it. The tears
that rolled off his cheeks were burning and Arjuna was
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unmindful of it, in comparison with the tumult or
discomfort of his mind. Sri Krishna resumed :

Sri Krishna : “Karna, you will be no more in a few
more moments. That is not great! What is great is
that you must hear my words and die in the
conviction of a criminal owning up those crimes.
This last arrow that Arjuna will shoot to end you
is an extraordinary one, more powerful than a
missile as it contains several factors, products of
your own sins : Draupadi’s sorrow, Arjuna’s grief
at the loss of his dearest son, Kunti’s anguish at
the needless sufferings of her sons, Bhima’s
suppressed anger of all these years, the curses of
the silent Twins, and the sattwic world you have
put into turmoil - all these sharp edges are contained
there. You will die in one stroke for all these evils,
whereas you should have died several times, once
for each of these. Death is no solution to any
problem. And your death will not end up all the
problems of life once for all! More Karnas will
come up in future, perhaps, with greater capacities
for evil. Let them learn, if they can, lessons from
you. That will be to their accounts. But it may be
the only consolation for you that you, you of all
criminals - are dying just once for all your crimes!
Do not talk of Dharma, now, any more, that same
Dharma you have let down.”

Karna bowed down his head, and did not lift it up
for sometime. The effect of Sri Krishna’s words was
so deep and inescapable that Karna stopped, stunned,
dumb founded.
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But the Asuri-demoniac force latent in him swelled
up with redoubled pride and arrogance, the very next
moment and he hated Sri Krishna for refuting all his
claims to Dharma so effectively, as to render him
argumentless. He gave up the task of lifting up the
wheels, went back to the chariot, and took up his bow
and quiver, ready for the fight.

Sri Krishna looked at Arjuna as if to say: “Do.”

Karna was in the most disturbed state of mind now
- his own situations, Sri Krishna’s taunts, the indelible
memory of his past sins, their undeniable acceptability
to his mind as Sri Krishna’s arguments forced on him,
- all sapped his energies and mental power of
concentration. Special was that curse of his preceptor
Parashurama - “Thou shall not remember the formulae
for the missiles at the most needed moment of action!”
Now the more anxious he was not to forget those right
formulae, the more they tried to elude him.!! The fight
with memory was even more terrible than fight with
Arjuna, who was at least concrete. The formulae faded,
frowned on him, and frustrated all his hopes to fight
as a man!

Sri Krishna was telling Arjuna : “See this confusion!
He is out of his senses; the curse of his teacher is
hanging heavy on his mind. Do your best this very
moment.”

Karna tried to remember Brahmastra, with
trepidation.... Fortunately he could remember the right
formula. He used it. But Arjuna nullified it by using
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another Brahmastra against it! Varuna, Agneya, Kubera,
Yama.... all followed. Arjuna destroyed them all.

Sri Krishna : “Arjuna, I told you already to use the
Pranjalikastra! Why are you dilly-dallying? His
end must be in it, through it, I think.”

Arjuna drew that deadly missile in the name of
Durga. The earth trembled, and the soldiers on either
side closed their eyes; the gods wondered what would
now happen, and blessed Arjuna with success. Even
Duryodhana closed his eyes in dread at the lustre and
roar of that missile.

Now was the moment for Karna to use Bhargavastra,
which might have been the only counter for Arjuna’s
missile. Neither of them had any idea of the effect of
it, as the world did not yet know such a terrible missile
at all, till then.

Duryodhana was hopeful that Karna would use it
successfully; and wished all success for his friend.

Karna tried to remember the right ‘Mantra’ the
appropriate formula... it failed!.. memory faded! .. he
heard the scornful curse of his preceptor reverberatingly
on his ears... Karna frowned... fretted.. he shouted...
“you blasted missile! do not fail me... I have worshipped
you all these years with faith and devotion.. I have not -
sinned against you. Do not disappoint me. Please favour
me this once...”

But the missile did not yield and was as far away
from his memory as the infinite unfathomable past, as
if Karna was no disciple of Parashurama, and had
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nothing to do with him or the missile in his name! The
obliteration was so complete that Karna was totally
non-plussed. He had no more divine missiles in store;
he had either used up or wasted all of them without
exception.

All that Karna could now remember was the
analysis of his evil deeds by Sri Krishna and the
direction of their logic dooming him to death. Distressing
defeat!...

He took a last look fixed on Sri Krishna’s face,
in a daze.

Here was Arjuna : “If I have earned any merit
through penance, if my teachers are pleased with me
for my service, for my manners or respects to them,
if the scarifies T have performed are to reward me with
due fruits, let them all now come on me unitedly to
end this villain’s life, and bless the rest of mankind.
Let truth prevail over untruth, good over evil, and peace
over turmoil. Let this missile take away Karna’s life.”

Karna could now realise the difference between his
own arrogance in cursing Dharma, and Arjuna’s humility
and heavily banking on the same Dharma and
unconsciously as it were, muttered in audible praises
for that behaviour of Arjuna! He almost envied Arjuna
- for his Dharmic sense, his devotion to his preceptor,
his luck in being guided by Sri Krishna, his perfect
memory, his sense of right aiming, his lucky
circumstances, and his unswerving faith in the onward
marching forces of life.
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Arjuna’s missile rushed at Karna, who now stood
with closed eyes, and took off his head, emitting a blaze
parallel to the light of the setting sun!

Karna’s end enthused all the Pandava army.
Sri Krishna blew his Panchajanya. Shalya was searching
for Duryodhana in the darkness that followed!

@



CHAPTER 39

SHALYA NOW LEADS THE
ARMY OF THE KAURAVAS

Duryodhana saw Karna’s head rise in the skies at
the stroke of Arjuna’s missile and fall to the ground.
It symbolised to him complete defeat. It was his royal
umbrella as it were, that was cut off, thrown up to the
skies and let down on earth with no one left now to
uphold it, as it were! It was his hope of success that
lay in the earth. Karna, for all his heroism, was after
all as much mortal as Bhishma or Drona! But how could
the guiles of a crooked Sri Krishna defeat all his
Generals in so shameless tricks, in their moments of
distress? This was an impossible achievement for the
Pandavas! Fate was partial to them and everybody and
everything was against him! Could there be conspiracy
on this scale? Heaven, earth and the nether world - all
plotting against him?

Karna’s head was tossing up and down between sky
and earth, not decided as to where to lie, or not sure
where his soul would like to settle or move on. It fell
at all sorts of places before finally resting at a place
near about where Sri Krishna stood. Mother earth had
sheltered this severed head of a hero with dubious
honours and achievements.
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Kunti was not there to see this sad end of her eldest
son. She was blessed in that. But Karna had kept his
word that he would see to it that she had five of her
sons alive, whoever survived between him and Arjuna
in the final count. But this was no generosity. It was
only a necessity imposed by circumstances, and anyhow
Sri Krishna was there to fulfill it. Was it not Sri Krishna,
after all that had so decided, even in Arjuna’s moments
of vacillation?

It was mother Earth that had lost her bravest sons
all these seventeen days, without an outburst of sorrow
or tears. Even if she had wailed loudly at the slaughter
of innocent heroes, who would have heard it or rushed
to her rescue? No Duryodhana or Dusshasana, who had
imposed their cruel decisions on mankind in a polarisation
of good and evil forces that would happen once in a
thousand or ten thousand years. The madness of war
is an expression of mankind’s collective instinct of
suicide between ages of reason, sanity and sound values
of life. Here was Sri Krishna ‘descended’ as Avatar to
set the balance right in a nonstop struggle between
sanity and madness, between reason and dogma, between
the desire to live, and the desperate wish for death.

Arjuna was staring at the severed head of Karna,
and Sri Krishna explained its significance, ironically :

Sri Krishna : “Arjuna, God has blessed every living
being with brains in heads. He does not provide
empty heads, or mere skulls to anyone. Karna too
was so blessed with brains, intelligence, power to
discriminate between right and wrong, good and
evil, and duty and indulgence. But he never used
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it! So the head became an untenable weight on his
shoulders, like heavy ornaments on a dead body!
You, as an instrument of God, have relieved that
weight and brought comfort to the many innocent
people whom he had wronged, your wife Draupadi
being the most prominent among them. The war
is over !”

Arjuna : “Over? How? Duryodhana is still alive!”

Sri Krishna : “Say he is flickering like the flame of

a lamp about to blow off, with oil exhausted, and
the wick dried. It is a matter of moments; your
victory is assured and now nobody can reverse this
direction.

Arjuna : “Shalya is alive; so is Ashwatthama; there

is Kritavarma; Kripa too. How can war be over?”

Sri Krishna : “Ashwatthama and Kripa cannot die; they

are condemned to ignominiously long lives to tell
their shameful stories to the future generations.
That is neither immortality of a desirable nature nor
survival of value over disvalue. It is shame
monumental pointing to blunders of history, indelible
or unforgettable, which every one must know. Mere
stubs! Mere stumps, with neither meaningful present,
nor hopeful future, but only dead weight of a past.
They call these ‘ghosts’ - ‘Bhuta’, in the
etymological sense of that word too! So forget them
and discount them.”

Arjuna : “Shalya?”

Sri Krishna : “Aey... Shalya! Do you know what this

name means originally? It is ‘a piercing edge of
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a sharp lance’! Yes! Shalya, your uncle, now on
the other side is a thorn in your flesh. It is to be
removed. Let us see which one of you, the five
brothers, is destined to achieve this.”

Arjuna : “Will he be the next choice for Generalship
for the villain leading the war now?”

Sri Krishna : “So I guess! Who else is there?”

Arjuna : “Kritavarma? Of your Narayana Sena of
Dwaraka?”

Sri Krishna : “As far as I know, Kritavarma will not
go so far.”

Arjuna : “How do you say that?”

Sri Krishna : “He has the politeness to decline offers
when they do not suit him. Had he been offered
this in the place of Karna, perhaps he would have
accepted it. Now he, like all others, knows, that
the war is over except for unavoidable formalities.
Someone will have to be the General now. He may
not want to be that ‘someone’ to put the seal of
final defeat on Duryodhana’s side.”

Arjuna : “You mean....”
Sri Krishna : “Yes... I mean he is an opportunist.”
Arjuna : “How do you predict all this so accurately?”

Sri Krishna : “I have an idle mind, sitting as I do here,
calculating these things, with nothing in particular
to aim at as you do. I have no responsibilities.
I have only calculations.”

Arjuna : “Come, come. This is a horrible self-
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underestimation! Are you not the Director-General of
this war, on either side?”

Sri Krishna : “This is a horrible over-estimation of an
idle fellow with no formal training in any lore, good
at only cow-tending and gossiping with milkmaids!
Do you not know my history?”

Arjuna : “There are a good number of historians to
testify to that, starting from Pootana, up to
Jarasandha, with Naraka, Shishupala, Paundraka,
Shalva, Kalayavana, Kamsa, and thousands of others

in between ! Can we forget a Bhagadatta?

A Bhishma, Drona, Saindhava or even Karna, just
now? Sri Krishna, are you not the really great hero
of this war with me only as your instrument?”

Sri Krishna : “Stop this misplaced praise while the war
is still on and your enemy still alive! Let us go
to the camp and meet Yudhishthira, who will be
expecting us any time now. We must now plan for
a decent end of this war, keeping the cunningness
of Duryodhana in mind and the many strategies he
may adopt to pull on the war endlessly. What if
he disappears and goes into exile? How will you
win without his death?”

®

The Sun was setting now; the Sun who is witness
to all deeds of all living things, both inside and outside.
The same Sun who was supposed to have fathered Karna
in Kunti! His other sons too had earned notorious names
- Saturn (Shanaischara,) and Rahu, the big headless
shadow, who would often eclipse his own father in
predictable shadows at prescribed moments for world
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calamities. The slow moving Saturn would tease beings
for seven and more years at a length and so nobody
liked him too. This was a paradox or irony - that he
who gives illumination, life and strength to all life
should produce sons of Darkness that torment the world
‘of living beings. “The Sun swallows darkness, and so,
that food is turned into his sons of darkness” - some
would explain in a lighter vein. A father who produces
such sons would be ashamed of his very existence! That
was why it appeared that the sun, set in the West, as
soon as Karna died and his dark CHAPTER of life was
over. But his anguish still lingered in the Western skies
in the form of dusk red, for some more time.

Where was Bhima during that hour? Oh, Bhima!
He never minded the sunset and with his mace on his
shoulders he moved at random in the enemy army, and
went on destroying the disorganised army with its
wandering elephants and horses. His roars frightened
even the running army that was leaderless and
demoralised it. Those that disappeared in the darkness
could save their skins, leaving the other less fortunate
ones to the fury of Bhima.

The war-field was deserted, desolate and wild in
its eeriness, as if invisible ghosts were hanging about
everywhere. The wounded lay in heaps, crying for help
that was not available. What difference was there
between the dead and the alive? The Age of Kali
personified as Duryodhana sat in a corner there, as if
to keep a count of the still living and to see if his
calculations were right. Shalya was approaching him.

®
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A tired Yudhishthira had returned to the camp after
sunset, anxious to know about the latest turns in
Karnarjuna fight. A doctor was applying medicated oil
on his wounded parts of the body and removing sharp
edges of arrows stuck up here and there. Yudhishthira,
thereupon attended to his evening Sandhya worship and
-reclined in the bed.

Nakula rushed.in and announced : “Karna is dead.”

Sahadeva too joined there with more detailed news
of the circumstances of Karna’s death. The brothers
embraced each other as they heard the reverberating
sound of Panchajanya blowing.

Yudhishthira took time to say slowly:

“We had to wait all this long to see Panchali’s
sorrows at an end. It is all God’s will!”

Darkness enveloped and servants came to light the
lamps in the camps, as Yudhishthira just went out of
the camp for a moment. He could hear the groaning
of dying warriors and the millions wounded on that day,
and sighed in profound despair: “God knows how
earnestly I tried to prevent this slaughter of the innocent!
I begged for five villages, a mere five. I reduced my
request to at least one! What else could I do to avoid
this? The fool refused even that much. But should all
this happen because of me? My Rajasuya was not
well-timed perhaps. The death of Shishupala augured
this in advance. We did not need the signals of God.”

Yudhishthira wept, with hands on eyes, like a child
in shame, at the enormity of the devastation that war
had caused. His brothers also joined and shared this
anguish silently.
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Yudhishthira again : “Should Duryodhana still live
after all this?” ’

Nakula was silent. Sahadeva just looked at
Yudhishthira, with no answer, blankly.

Yudhishthira : “Where is Bhima now?”

Sahadeva : “He is chasing the Kaurava army. Perhaps
he will return only after there remains none to be
destroyed.”

Yudhishthira : “This is Dharma Yuddha! Should he not
know that this is unfair? War at night?”

Nakula : “Brother, where is Dharma now? The war has
violated all codes. for the past few days. What
difference does it make to one who dies, whether
in day time or at night? Any way it may not take
much more time to end. Let it be over soon.”

Yudhishthira : (angrily) “Who says so?”

None dared answer this question, as there was none
ready.

Yudhishthira : “Bhima is not wise to wander alone,
while all the anger of Duryodhana is now
concentrated on him at this moment of his total loss
and defeat! He can do anything now! Who can
drive this home to Bhima’s mind in his excessive
daring and exposure to danger? Go and see; bring
him here with suitable persuasion.”

Nakula and Sahadeva go. But they hear sounds of
horses’ hoofs, and movement of chariots in the distance
and the roar of the Monkey God on the Flag-post of
Arjuna, and this diverted the sorrow of Yudhishthira in
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a measure. Lights in the corners of the camp were
brightened by servants, and drinks were kept ready for
the victorious warriors in return at reachable points near
chairs.

Servants rushed outside to assist Sri Krishna and
Arjuna alight, and relieve them of shields and other
equipments in the chariots. Arjuna got down first.
Sri Krishna helped him alight, as usual, with a helping
hand. Servants relieved Arjuna of shields on chest,
forearms and feet and carried Gandiva on head with
respect and devotion, to its due place of worship. Sri
Krishna handed over the reins of horses to other
servants, so that they could be relieved, carried to
stables for treatment, and that the chariot could be oiled,
cleaned and got ready for the next day’s war. Sri Krishna
and Arjuna slowly walked up to the entrance of the
camp to meet and greet Yudhishthira in tears of joy.
They touched his feet and Yudhishthira got them up,
embraced them and comforted then.

The rest of the heroes on the side of the Pandavas
assembled there in no time to celebrate the victory of
the day, and drums began to sound to the rhythm of
bugles and conches. It was an unusual welcome for a
unusual victory, over Karna!

Bhima was still not there and everybody missed
him. Dhrishtadyumna, Satyaki, Yuyutsu and others
arrived one by one to discuss the results of the day and
work out the strategy for the next crucial day, eagerly
awaiting announcement of the next General in the
enemy camp. Talk began.

®
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Shalya touched gently the head of a sighing
Duryodhana sitting in that desolate corner of the dark
war-field. This gesture brought tears into the eyes of
the helpless Kaurava hero, who was feeling all was over.
He stood up and gazed at Shalya with a meaningful
look that said : “Uncle! Did I deserve this at the hands
of fate?” Shalya’s gaze too reciprocated it as much to
say : “Friend, you stood high with unbent head, once,
not caring for another; unto such a hero, should this
happen now, bringing him on his knees before powerful
fate?” Yet neither spoke for some time, then both shared
the same seat of that broken chariot and the conversation
began thus :

Duryodhana : “Uncle, what has happened to my pride
and self esteem? I have lost all my army, my
strength, my heroes, my Generals, and most of my
brothers. Karna and Dusshasana met with
unimaginable ends in my own sight and nobody
could save them! All my calculations have gone
wrong. Sri Krishna deceived me by promising not
to wield weapons and be neutral; but he arranged
a chain of deceits in a most partisan manner to help
the Pandavas. It was his advice that destroyed
Bhishma, Drona, Saindhava, Karna, each individually
invincible in straight wars. Could he be so crooked?
I never expected this betrayal on this scale, uncle!
For whose sake now should I carry on this war?
How shall I live in a world without Karna or
Dusshasana? What shall I tell my parents now?
Uncle, can you do me a favour?”

Duryodhana looked at Shalya, imploringly with a most
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most disconcerted, desolate look! Shalya could not
understand his meaning; so he shook his head and
spoke:

Shalya : “Child! speak. I am here for your service and
comfort, as all the world knows, and as you know
too... Tell me what you want.”

Duryodhana : “Kill me with the sword, here and now,
and end the war, so that at least the rest of the
army may survive. It will be a respectable death
for me also. I have neither the desire for success
nor the hope of a win. Even if I live, it will be
for nobody’s good hereafter. Instead of dying an
ignoble death in the hands of the enemy, it is better
I die here in your hands. Don’t you appreciate?”

Shalya : (With tears welling up in his eyes) “No, no,
no, Prince! Excuse me; this is what I cannot do.
Do not speak like a coward. Do you think both
parties can win in any war? Defeat is inevitable
for one! You have done your best, after all. Your
heroes have fought bravely - each one of them. You

“had your time and fortune at the gamble. That was
a favourable period then. Take this defeat now in
the same spirit! This is also a gamble! Victory is
tilted in favour of your enemies no doubt. But you
have not yet lost your all. I am here for instance.
Ashwatthama is there; Kripa is there; Kritavarma
is there. See those alive, and do not grieve over
the dead or count them. That is of no avail. You
have to plan still for the war to continue. After all
Karna met with a heroic death after putting up a
brave fight. Why grieve? Have you ever seen
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before, a war of this kind? Did you see how much
he tormented Arjuna? But if only he had listened
to my advice, we could have won the war by now!
He stuck to his foolish decisions, and was stubborn
in stupidity. The Nagastra should not have been
wasted; he could have easily replied to all the viles
of the enemy with that one missile, if only he had
re-employed it. Would any hero miss this
opportunity? Regarding Bhargava missile, it was
tragic he could not remember the appropriate
formula. The Guru’s curse killed him ultimately,
and not Arjuna or the guiles of Sri Krishna.
Do not take to heart. But take heart.”

Duryodhana : “May I say something, if it does not
anger you?”

Shalya : (angrily anticipating what he might say)
“I know what you mean! Do you still feel I should
not have deserted him after all his rebuffs,
disobedience and arrogance? Don’t say what I did
is wrong. I knew this would happen, and had
forewarned you. In fact it was your luck that I bore
with him even for so long as I did. It was my love
for you that made me swallow my pride that long.
If you were in my place, you would not have
carried on even for a minute, with your terrible
pride! He claims to be a parallel or equivalent for
Lord Sri Rama!! What nonsense! Do not mention
him to me again.”

Duryodhana : “My intention was not to blame you,
uncle; it was a mere wish that he should have been
blessed with your aid till the end; then he would
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not have been in that pitiable condition. It was all
my bad luck... anyway it is over. Let it be....”

Shalya : “Let it not be that way. We must have a
deserving reconciliation. You must still respect me
and not feel I have let you down. If you stay here
longer, as leader, in this God-forsaken place, the
rest of the army will be further demoralised. Come,
let us go there.”

®

Bhima had now joined his brother; Sri Krishna,
Dhrishtadyumna, Satyaki, Yuyutsu and the brave sons
of Draupadi all were there by now.

Yudhishthira : “How can you roam about the empty
war-field, Bhima, with no body-guards? Our enemy
will not hesitate to use any unscrupulous ways to
steal victory somehow even at this last moment!
He is still alive and there. He is an arch deceiver,
trickster; he claims to have powers of black magic,
of nocturnal powers, supernatural agencies. What
can he not resort to at this disconsolate hour of
defeat?”

Bhima : “Brother, his tricks are at an end. There is
nothing more he can do now; the worst is over.
We have cut off all his inflated roots. Just two more
villains - Shakuni and Dhritarashtra are alive. I was
in search for that foxy Duryodhana all this while,
so that if I could kill him, the war would be over
this very moment. Tomorrow I shall find him to
end this war.”

Yudhishthira : “It is true that tomorrow’s war is going
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to be decisive. But I wonder who else is there to
be made the General.”

Dhrishtadyumna : “The choice is only among three
- Shalya, Kritavarma and Ashwatthama. Kripa is
too old and inactive to be the choice, I feel. But
there is still a hitch. Kritavarma’s is a borrowed
army, and he may not opt to fight openly against
Sri Krishna, for his own reasons. He may wait for
another moment. He is no admirer of Sri Krishna
and is very ambitious of great goals to reach. Why
Sri Krishna forced him on our enemy is a reason,
which we may also consider. That leaves only two:
Ashwatthama is no doubt brave but inexperienced
as a strategist, as an organiser, and too impetuous
to follow or obey Duryodhana. The villain knows
all this, and at the most he can use this Ashwatthama
as a valued weapon, but not trust him as a leader.
Ashwatthama, for his part, is very contemptuous of
the foolish prince and has often quarrelled with him
openly on questions of caste, contempt, hierarchy
and choice. He is too open and undiplomatic unlike
his father to be trusted by a schemy Duryodhana.
That leaves only Shalya, if my logic goes right and
straight.

Arjuna : “I agree with your analysis. But if this
happens, war must end tomorrow by afternoon.
There is not much army left on either side - some
few thousands perhaps.”

Bhima : “No, no. It is not the army numbers that
matters now, and the war cannot be over until
Duryodhana is caught and killed. If that can happen
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even now, this very moment war will end, Shalya
or no Shalya. Leave him to me. I have a hunch
that this villain will hide somewhere in the last
moment to escape my fury, dodge me and not give
us a decision on his own so easily. We have to wrest

it from him perforce. I have therefore made my own

arrangements with Intelligence agents to bring me
news of his hide-outs, his plans, his activities, his
courses, and his movements, moment by moment,
from now on, promising them huge rewards. There
are spots in the woods around, in the hilly tracts,
river banks, lake surroundings, and underground
bunkers, where he may seek shelter, leaving the war
for the next General, as mere tactics to gain time!
I have instructed my spies to - not merely keep
a watch, - but also take action themselves, in case
the enemy tries to escape. His death is all that is
important. Dead or alive he must appear before me
for the final account.”

Sri Krishna admired this foresight of Bhima and

his prompt action in advance.

Yudhishthira got all details of the war of the day

and how Karna met with his end from Arjuna and
Sri Krishna and sighed with immense relief.

Sri Krishna : “Brother, we had only heard of the war

between Indra and Vritra, and not seen it. Today
we could witness something of that order. Karna
was no ordinary warrior. His fall signifies the fall
of the chief pillar of Duryodhana’s dream of a
pleasure-palace.” '
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Sri Krishna narrated briefly also how Arjuna took
pity on the distressed Karna, wanted to spare time and
opportunity for him, and said many unworthy things at
the moment of fight, how Karna pleaded for help in
the name of Dharma, and his own befitting reply to him
and how the end came about. Arjuna smiled!

Yudhishthira and Arjuna stole some sleep that night
while Bhima recalled the scene of Dusshasana’s death
at his hands with relish, and avoided sleep in the
anguish that a similar fate could not yet be meted out
to Duryodhana. Sri Krishna had a bath, and went into
a yogic trance, unmindful of the events of the day or
the anxieties of the next day.

®
Camp Duryodhana :

Kripa : “Duryodhana, has anyone benefited from your
rash decision to impose this unwanted war on
yourselves or your opponents? You listened to no
one! Bhishma, Vidura, Sri Krishna, Drona, your
own mother, Parashurama or even Veda Vyasa! You
were advised and guided by ignorant men of no
vision and have ended up in this mess. You have
lost practically your all - your brothers, well-
wishing elders, friends, and a large innocent army,
lots of wealth, and relatives of a hundred varieties...
(Kripa throws a glance at Shakuni, who stood with
a bent head!) ..... Now at least..”

Duryodhana : “Acharya, I shall put the same before
you in another perspective... Tell me who remains
with me to enjoy peace, even if I stop the war at
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your advice? Who will benefit? What will be my
gain if I so stop?”

Kripa : “That means you want the rest also to be killed
so that war can stop without your consent, without
your active cooperation! Should war end in spite
of you? Know this : that myself and Ashwatthama
cannot die! We are condemned to witness what
should not be seen, perhaps. I had told you right
in the beginning that I did not like this war. But
I joined you because of bread-bond; because I was
on your pay-rolls. Ashwatthama too. Two villains
who egged you on to this disaster are no more -
Karna and Dusshasana! Shakuni awaits his fate.
Will you now crown him as your next General?”

Shakuni was enraged at this ironical, piercing,
insulting reference, and wanted to say something. But
Kripa did not allow him time or scope and continued:

Kripa : “Do you think this fox, this arch-deceiver will
stand even for a moment against Arjuna? Did not
Vidura predict this end? ‘Seeing Arjuna and Sri
Krishna in the same chariot will mean the end of
your race’ - he said. That has happened. What
alternative do you now have?”

Duryodhana : “Old Sire! Do not attempt to frighten
me with the past; inspire me with a future and
through a tangible present. Is it not human nature
to dream of bright things even in sad circumstances?
Do you suggest that I should surrender to the
enemies? Did I do all this for this despised end?
Do you discourage me at this moment of my dire
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need of warriors like you? Help me on with a
forward ray of hope.”

Kripa : “Every past moment was once open to you as
a present one, with choices before you. They
gleamed as dreams presented themselves before,
and you stamped them into the unalterable past,
which now stares in your face! This is all your own
making. To say this is no unkindness on my part.
It is good you still count upon me as a well-wisher!
Look : Fate will bend you, if you do not bend on
your own. Stubbornness is death; flexibility is life.
You have ignored this basic principle of survival.
War has now come to a state of standstill where
you cannot continue for want of a leader to lead
a few people, which you call your army! Where
are your stores of arms, your numbers in the army,
and warriors to follow you? I am not discouraging
you but only picturing your condition realistically.
I am interested in your good even at this moment.”

Duryodhana : “What more ‘good’ is there to befall
me now? Without Karna and Dusshasana, what
meaning has life for me? I shall die as a hero and
not surrender anyhow.”

Kripa : “You need not surrender. But you can certainly
stop the war. Tell me firmly you want peace. I shall
inform Sri Krishna. He loves peace most. You will
be allowed to rule still, if you can swallow your
hatred of the Pandavas, and show your willingness
for co-existence and rule unitedly over all that you
have been ruling! This one thing will be binding
on you - peace with the Pandavas; no more hatred,
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no more plots, no more deceits. If your father sends
for Yudhishthira and requests him to relinquish the
rulership in your favour, he will certainly agree
even at this late hour, in the interests of peace for
the world.””

Duryodhana : (with a devilish smile) “Is it not to avoid
this humiliation I chose war as a nobler alternative?”’

Kripa : “What have you achieved of this ‘nobler
alternative’? Death of all that you loved, loss of
all that you did not want to part with! Do you not
realise your foolishness at least now?”

Duryodhana : “All must die, one day or another!
Infinite choices are not always available ........
always, after you choose one at a time! A choice
once made has to be accepted and respected, right
or wrong. It is only the end that shows what it really
is. Life is. a gamble too with life as a stake. Suffer
now and be happy at the end, is one way. Enjoy
now and suffer later, is another way. I chose this.
Our enemies chose the former. But both ways are
mixtures of happiness and misery. So ultimately
what is the difference?”

Kripa laughs derisively! ‘“What stupid logic by this
villain!” - he wonders. The laughter does not stop,
unusually. That is against the nature of Kripa, whom
Duryodhana knows as generally given to reticence, or
few words. What does he mean? Duryodhana fails to
comprehend the meaning of Kripa. At last :

! Vaichitryavirya vachanath kripashilo Yudhishtirah |
Viniyunjita rajye twam Govinda vachanena cha ||
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Kripa : “Life has taught you nothing! or, you have
refused to learn lessons from it! It is very strange,
your absoluteness, your aloofness, your
impregnability, your immunity to the bonds of life,
your attempt to skip all time - past, present and
future with an irrationality unimaginable and
unnatural to life! Young man, are you alive or dead?
Do I hear a man with the thirst for life, speak like
this? Or is it the death-wish of a dying man, half-
dead? You say there is no difference between life
and death, as both are mixtures of happiness and
misery! What philosophy is this? Who taught you
this pervert Vedanta? Should not death also be
meaningful or be productive? Is it a gain for you
that you have pushed so many millions to death?
What is your achievement? Ignominy, curses of the
innocent!”

Now Duryodhana laughs derisively and replies :

Duryodhana : “Acharya, you are old and senile. Not
that I had much respect for you while you were
younger still! Listen : it is always the survivors that
write the histories of wars. Naturally they paint the
defeated as devils and themselves as angels. What
objective-meaning does ‘fame’ have now? It is a
relative term that can be tossed, twisted and
trampled at will. Look sir : This is my final word:
Even if I agree for peace, will Bhima forget his
vow? Will Draupadi forget her humiliation? Will
Sri Krishna crown them before eliminating me,
without seeing that I am dead and am incapable
of mischief any further? Who can envisage
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co-existence between us? Is it not like fire and
water you wish to coexist? Stop your unwanted
sermons. War will continue tomorrow at any cost.
If you have suggestions as to who should be the
next General, you can speak.”

Kripa closed his eyes with profound silence..
indicating he was out of contest. Ashwatthama shook
his head. Shakuni looked at Shalya with meaning and
warriors shouted : “Hail Shalya, Shalya the General.”




CHAPTER 40

SHALYA’S BRAVE FIGHT

Shalya knew that his turn for Generalship was at
hand as Duryodhana had no better alternative left. But
he did not want it, or relish the offer now. On the other
hand he was in no position to avoid it either! How strange,
life offers opportunities when you cannot enjoy them!
What use is a comb for an old man who is now bald?

Fact was that everybody’s calculations had gone
wrong, Shalya’s as well as Duryodhana’s.

When soldiers shouted his name and greeted him
with “jai”, “hail”, Shalya’s face was dry of expressions
and blank of feelings, unusually. He was sitting, holding
his head in his arms, resting them on his knees, sad
in a terribly depressed mood. He was examining his
wrong steps, and equations that had gone wrong, one
by one now. He also reviewed links in the bridge that
gave way one by one.

Bhishma ! What a great, invincible hero!! Who
could stand in comparison with him in war-lore, strategy
or valour? Drona! The preceptor of both branches of
the Kuru race, and trainer of even heroes on the opposite
side! No match for him in the entire war-field. How
could both lay down arms and be counted out in
shameful circumstances? Who had expected these victims
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to cooperate with fate in their downfall? Take
Ashwatthama! What was his visible achievement till
now? Why was he wasting time? Karna, of course! The
braggart that agonised every body including his own
charioteer, Shalya! He let down Duryodhana at the most
needed moments of his trusted friend, witnessed the
gruesome death of Dusshasana at Bhima’s hands, silently!
Was this the expectation from a General? What stupid
pretences, what loss of opportunity, and what a loss of
memory!

Shalya had these puzzles examined and re-examined
... Bhishma chose the Kaurava side, when the divide
was unavoidable. But did he not examine the pros and
cons? Did it mean that the Kauravas had Dharma on
their side? Could he dare oppose Sri Krishna without
that confidence? Or was it an opportunistic decision?
Did he flicker, flounder? Was it a calculated fight
particularly against Sri Krishna, as he well knew how
it would turn out to be so, finally? Like in the earlier
episode where he had to oppose Parashurama, he must
have had some reason to oppose Sri Krishna, now, both
being Avatars of the same Supreme God that he
worshipped day after day with a devotion that the world
well knew. That was what all had thought as a
satisfactory reason for Bhishma’s behaviour! But the
end revealed a totally different Bhishma; Bhishma in
conflict, in a sense of guilt that he had wronged the
other side; Bhishma in repentance and in a mood of
expiation for his sins; Bhishma tormented and torn in
loyalties between the cousins, between morality and
immorality, between God and the Demons! It was this
that had felled Bhishma and not the arrows of an Arjuna.
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Drona’s was no better condition! Conflict again
unnerved him, not merely the trick on Ashwatthama’s
death.

But how could Duryodhana not know that this
would happen to them at this last hour?

Shalya thought of his own situation as none the
better. Where did his calculations go wrong? Duryodhana
had trusted three persons in the main, Drona, Karna and
Bhishma - and all of them died in predictable conflicts.
His own calculation could not count this ‘conflict’ as
a major factor for defeat for the Kaurava side. So he
thought it fit to join the winning side, which was a
gamble too, in the final analysis! Risks, at first were
not great. But when even Bhishma dragged for as many
as ten days, with no determination or confidence to win,
the first signs of doubt appeared to surface. Drona’s
death confirmed it; and Karna’s death put the final
stamp of defeat on the Kaurava side! It all hinged on
one’s unquestionable conscience, rooted in Dharmic
Consciousness. This was the factor he had discounted
in his initial calculations.

Was he in guilt? Had he wronged his nephews? He
had brushed it aside, then, as a question of gratitude
to whoever had treated him to rest and refreshment on
his way to the war-field; and it had just turned out to
be the wrong side! This was ‘true’ in a sense of civility
as his conscience was now pricking him, as the greater
factor deciding the choice was the chance of winning,
and being on the successful side. How could he undo
it now? Or make the world believe otherwise? How
could he answer his own conscience in trouble? Would
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he also meet the same fate of Bhishma and Drona or
Karna?

Shalya was sweating in shame and rage against
himself for swerving away from the paths of Truth and
Honour.

Shalya searched more deeply for reasons, for his
extraordinary behaviour; he now remembered the
occasion when Bhima visited him before Yudhishthira’s
Rajasuya, with a huge army and a humiliating alternative:
“Join us as a chieftain under Yudhishthira, or fight with
us. Peace will be with you as an honourable chieftain,
if you pay token gifts and taxes, to my brother. Or else
life will be the penalty, and someone else will rule in
your place.”

This was humiliation, which he had to pocket in
the circumstances of those days! There was no alternative
then. Shalya never forgot this affront to his self-dignity,
and was in search of ways to escape it. That opening
came when Duryodhana announced the war against the
Pandavas. He threw himself whole and soul on the
Kaurava side both to escape humiliation and assert his
freedom and self-dignity, if not a burning sense of
hatred or dislike or contempt for his own true nephews.
All the excuses he had built up to deceive himself
earlier, or fool the rest of the world, were now fast
melting like snow at sunrise, in the last few days. How
could he now refuse the ‘Generalship’ which was about
to be thrust on him? How could he accept it either,
which meant the destruction of all that he had loved
earlier, freedom, unfettered and independent rule, and
neutrality between the fighting cousins?
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He saw how his dream castle began to crumble
brick by brick - Bhishma eliminated, as per his own
suggestion that favoured the Pandavas; Drona betraying
himself with the secret that he did not love the news
of death of his dear son! No one thought Saindhava
would be drawn out of the Wyuha, voluntarily, to be
food for Arjuna’s missile! Bhurishravas deceived by
Satyaki, Arjuna and Sri Krishna!! Now Karna, all his
missiles failing!!!

What was that ‘dream castle’ founded on? What
fond hopes had built that colourful castle? “Virata and
Drupada are old and cannot stand for long. Yudhishthira’s
army is small, ill-assorted, and unmotivated. The
commander-in-chief of the Pandavas is an inexperienced
novice; a mere lad against stalwarts. Shikhandi - a
former girl now turned boy, with not much manliness
in him/her for all the boast; and Satyaki, an unknown
man in war till recently! Above all, the illusion that Sri
Krishna would not wield weapons in the war!

Shalya had only heard of Sri Krishna, being far
away in Madra, far, far away from places, where
Sri Krishna had chosen to exhibit his skills in fighting,
war - planning and diplomatic moves of far-reaching
consequences. On closer observation, Sri Krishna
appeared the most experienced and unfailing strategist,
with nothing to find fault in knowledge, experience,
vision, strength, counselling and now charioteering! He
wielded all the warriors, their futures, their loyalties,
party-polarisation, balancing the power-struggle, and a
bright goal beyond war for all peace lovers. They were
there - plenty of them, outside the war-field, in spite
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of the illusion created by Duryodhana that the war-
fielded all mankind in mutual conflict. It was a partial
war, after all, imposed on some war-mongering groups
of ambitions rulers, drawn from all over the world no
doubt, who saw nothing beyond loyalties to either
family of the ruling race. This was not a realistic picture,
Shalya realised as war was drawing to a close! Very
shocking disillusionment!!

Shalya regretted not having joined Yudhishthira -
that would have made him look a real upholder of
justice as well as have assured him a share in the victory,
peace and life, in addition to honour. The road not taken
was now taunting him, teasing him, disturbing his poise
and peace and of course, self deception.

Shalya did not now stick to this position, either;
now, as before, he sought false justification in joining
a party that had not hurt his pride, unlike Yudhishthira’s.
He was not responsible for the Pandavas’ fall both
before that gamble and after; and this ‘would-be-fall’
hereafter if his calculations had gone on as per
expectations.

The most regrettable act that Shalya now cursed
was his charioteership with Karna, which was a
foredoomed failure and even disaster, satisfying none
that arranged for it. At the back of this indelible
memory, Shalya remembered an equally infamous
moment, when he attacked Abhimanyu from behind, as
per Drona’s instructions. Future historians and analysts
would not forgive him or be kind to him, he felt sure.

And now this unwanted Generalship! It was
anointment for death. !!. It was not Duryodhana that
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was so crowning him, but God of Death himself! Here
he was, with the original intention of recovering his lost
pride. But should it turn out to be an invitation to sure
death? If he refused it, it would show him as a coward,
as a traitor, as an opportunist. If he accepted it, it would
mean the end of his life, of all his ambitions, and all
future once for all. No question of surviving the fury
of Arjuna and Sri Krishna!

Shalya articulated this dilemma in its last crisp
words, as if unconsciously, when Duryodhana was near
him to crown him General, which he had hardly noticed.

He was offered a golden sword as a token on a
gold plate; Tilak was applied on his forehead. Duryodhana
touched his feet begging him for blessings and success.
Shalya felt that the world was viewing this scene with
a sense of irony, as results were foregone. He was in
the position of a sacrificial goat, equally well being
decorated and honoured before the butcher’s axe fell on
its soft neck. Shalya envied Rukmi, whom fate had
spared and kept out of this fatal dilemma, though in
shame.

Shalya lifted up Duryodhana with soft formal
words.

Duryodhana : “Uncle, you are my sole refuge! I trust
your heroism, your loyalty, and your self-confidence.
May you be victorious against our enemies, and
bring me peace.”

Shalya felt touched and got his morale boosted for
the moment, whatever might be the outcome of war.
He said :
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Shalya : “Nephew! I shall never let you down. I can
assure you only this much. The rest is in the hands
of God.”

®

Yudhishthira : “What is this, Sri Krishna? Should our
uncle, our own blood-bond, accept this shameful
offer from that villain, and at this hour?”

Sri Krishna : “What other honourable way of death
is open to him at this late hour? You talk of blood-
bonds! Are not political bonds surer and more
attractive in war games? There is nothing strange
or new. I had expected this long ago. Besides,
independent thinking is of no use for gamblers.
Pawn-movements are all that are important; they
are dictated by necessities, situational forces and
of course selfishness. Don’t talk of values or
loyalties in this clumsy game. Bhishma and Drona
themselves had no use for this independent thinking!
Why should Shalya be allowed this wasteful luxury
now? You have crossed terrible oceans like Bhishma
and Drona; and crossed dark nether - worlds in
Karna; this Shalya is a mere road-side puddle! Why
should you be afraid of getting drowned in it?!

Sri Krishna left for his camp, and others dispersed.

®

It was the morning of the eighteenth day, now. The
deplorable death of Karna had cast a powerful shadow

! Drona Bhishmarnavam tirtva Karna patala sambhavam |

Ma nimajjasva saganah Shalyamasadya goshpadam ||
(Shalya 7-40)
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on the Kaurava forces, in spite of a night’s difference
of time. It was a demoralisation that even the death of
Bhishma and Drona had not caused. Everybody in that
camp knew right from day one that Karna was the most
trusted lieutenant of Duryodhana and over and above
those elder sires with greater experience and war-
records, impeccable. It was because of Karna’s trust in
Duryodhana’s leadership and his loyalty to him, even
to a fault, which was not to be seen in the other two.
Bhishma was ‘above’; Drona was ‘aloof’; none of them
were partners in Duryodhana’s plots against his cousins,
as Karna was, and if Karna did not have the first choice
of the Generalship, it was for reasons well beyond
Duryodhana’s control, and reasons that he did not love
but could not avoid. Now this valuable Karna was dead.
The prospect of final defeat loomed large, while the
soldiers alive were overtired and disillusioned.

In the Pandava camp too soldiers were tired, but
bright hopes of final victory were strong, visible and
clear to all. The Sun was unusually bright that day, even
in the early morning. Karna, his son, was dead, no
doubt, but the Sun was unperturbed as a true
Karmayogin, being equal to all by nature and the
position occupied by him among the celestials, the
divine, and the force of destiny invested in him by God.
He was Time, he was the manager of life’s theatre, and
the sequence was all that mattered to him, not actors,
their histories or future. He had to bless those wedded
to Dharma, perforce! He was not unhappy, either, in
that job of an impartial judge.

Yudhishthira, after morning ablutions, bowed down
to this visible symbol of God, and prayed for victory.
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He said : “Oh God, you granted us inexhaustible food
through that magic bowl in our period of exile in the
forests and saved us from many a hardship, including
the fury of fiery sages like Durvasa! Now grant us a
final, decisive victory over the enemies of mankind, so
that all hardship for the good and the pious, the saintly
and sage-like might be at an end. We are but instruments
in your hands. Grant us this unselfish prayer of ours.”

Sri Krishna came to him, before Yudhishthira
climbed up to his seat in the chariot and told him :

Sri Krishna : “Brother, this is going to be your day,
your bright day of record of victory over Shalya.
You will make history today as your brothers
Bhima and Arjuna did yesterday and the day before.
God has destined Shalya to die at your hands. He -
is the son of Arthayana, and no small hero, just
because his term has come at last. In the mace-
fight he equals my brother Baladeva, the dear
teacher of both Bhima and that villain Duryodhana
at whose initiative innocent people on either side
are killing each other! Fate has stationed this
ambitious uncle of yours on that opposite side, so
that he cannot back out or buckle at this unwanted
moment of gloom and shame for him. He will not
stand long before you, even for moral reasons ....
but...."

Yudhishthira : “What is this sudden doubt? ‘But’?”

Sri Krishna : “I fear trouble from your own side.. Your
kindness unbound, is a liability at such moments.
You are unpredictable because of your volatile
heart, which can melt at real and artificial events
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caused by the civil and the criminal alike! Misplaced
mercy, out of place or context is dangerous. At the
moment of Drona’s death you caused us anxious
moments by your indecision and vacillation.
Remember? I shall give you a formula, to avoid
this danger, if you want, and which shall ring in
your most needed moments, moments of anxiety
where quick decisions are unavoidable.”

Yudhishthira : “Tell me, what I should remember.”

Sri Krishna : “Very simple : Shalya is a nobody to
you! You are a non-entity for him too. This is a
nonrelational combat, where there is no mutual gain
or loss. It is an unwanted apparatus on an
overcrowded field with uncleared carcasses. One
more dead body will not make a difference to that
field. Throw him away at the earliest. ‘Shalya’
means an irritating sharp edge of a lance, an arrow
or a missile. Do not allow that to enter your flesh.
He has no excuse to serve Duryodhana, false
pretexts of ‘salt-bond’ unlike Bhishma and Drona.
He is most selfish with calculated actions, and in
his joining that side, there was no self-fooling
either. If he dies, as he should, today, at your hands,
another CHAPTER of this war will be closed - the
ignoble CHAPTER of selfish interests. Do not miss
the opportunity to write this CHAPTER in glorious
acts. It is my duty to warn you and you have done
well in listening to me. The rest is action.”

Yudhishthira : Krishna, your grace is extraordinary; it
is this factor which has over weighed all others so
far on my side, and upset all the calculations of
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our adversaries. We need your caution and advice
always. I have no soft corner in my heart for this
‘uncle’ with whom we have not had any intimate
moments, or any reasons for compunctions. I am
good at lance-throw, they say. I shall use all my
skill today and carry out your instructions.”

Sri Krishna : “Arjuna, Bhima, Nakula, Sahadeva,
I hope separate words of advice are not needed by
any one of you. Let us end the war auspiciously.”

The chariots left the camp to the rhythm of drums
and tunes of bugles and other instruments.

&®

The armies clashed. Dead bodies began to get
scattered in matter of moments everywhere. It was
inspiring to heroes and frightening for cowards?. Blood
began to flow on a field already drenched in blood, with
no time to dry! It was a flow towards the other world,
that none could stop, blood mingled with blood on that
cruel field bringing the opposing warriors closer in
death than in life! Now all codes had been thrown to
the winds, and it was a free for all. It was like a music
concert where the vocalist sings for too long, and so
misses his ‘Sruti’ or ‘Tala’.

The Kaurava army, even at the very start ran away
at the sight of Bhima and Arjuna coming together at
them. Dhrishtadyumna and Shikhandi blew their conches
mightily for long. The Twins attacked Shalya with a
rage that was not evident before.

2 Shuranam harsha janani, bhirunam bhayavardhani |

3 ‘Sruti’ is a basic pitch, and ‘Tala’ is type or pattern in rhythm. |
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The Kaurava army could not come under the full
command of Shalya that day, either because he was a
foreign commander, or because of overtiresomeness.
They could not be brought together into any organised
pattern, as they were running away again and again, or
standing, staring, here and there, in bunches, in fear or
indifference.

Three sons of Karna, - Chitrasena, Sushena, and
Satyasena, - wanted to wreak vengeance on the Pandavas
for the way their father was killed last night, and they
now used all their collective courage and went on
destroying the Pandava forces mercilessly. Duryodhana
liked it!

Shalya himself rushed to their help. But Nakula
intervened. Shalya destroyed Nakula’s bow and wounded
the wrist that held it, so grievously that this nephew
found it hard to hold any weapon for long.

On this side, Karna’s sons did not like Shalya
rushing to their help, as they saw him as a traitor that
betrayed thei