
Many years ago, in Hindustan, there was a king,

And he was fond of grouching about everything.

He fumed if his subjects held their heads high;

He fretted when he found them too obsequious.

He lost his temper if they wore a solemn or wry

Face, or if they became too merry or hilarious.

Upright people filled him with embarrassment,

Dishonest rogues aroused his righteous anger,

Stupid people filled him with bitter resentment,

Wise people irked him, made him feel inferior,

Working people shocked him, offended his eyes,

He hated the stinking rich and cut them to size.

Obvious flattery he despised with all his heart.

He found the frank, outspoken people too smart.

He sincerely believed: a person who is powerful

Has no reason to be consistent and predictable.

Courtiers, guards and menials employed by him

To serve under him in different capacities daily

Found their position utterly vulnerable and grim

And were not able to perform their duties properly,

Not knowing when he’d be pleased to be displeased,

Or when the king should be displeased to be pleased.

They became overactive when they ought to be cool,

They acted shrewdly when they should play the fool;

Naturally, they were not able to rectify their faults,

For their careful actions produced opposite results.

The dire consequences of His Highness’s vexation,

Occurrence of which defied all logical explanation,

Were flogging, beating, branding or incarceration

Or putting the offender to death by slow starvation.

The king devoted some time daily to deep thinking,

To devise ways to torture his victims before killing.

Sometimes the victim was forced to lay a wager

And to wrestle with a professional body-builder

Who would inevitably overpower him and take

Ten or twenty minutes to break the man’s neck.

Sometimes the victim was given a pocketknife

To fight with a hungry tiger to save his own life.

The king believed that in the matters of justice,

There needn’t be any room for mercy or leniency.

To our present-day readers it may appear surprising

That the people of that period tolerated such a king.

They should have risen en masse in an insurrection, 

Or they should have resisted such autocratic action.

But the people of that era were rather superstitious

About their kings and entertained some odd notions.

They believed, although kings resembled other men,

They were really God’s representatives from heaven;

That the world being so big and God being only one,

God’s people take care of terrestrial administration;

That the king ruled until God finalized new selection;

That action against the king was considered treason.

Any disapproval of king’s misdemeanor was impious;

To find fault with the king was outright blasphemous.

As God always transmitted His orders via the king,

Any refusal to obey the king’s diktats was sinning.

The consequences of treason, blasphemy and sin

Were epidemics, flood, failure of crops and famine.

Hierarchies are divinely determined for every man,

Just as the planets are made to move round the sun.

Such ideas and beliefs dinned forcibly into the ears

Of ordinary citizens, made them cringe and cower,

Stuffed their innocent heads with apocryphal fears,

Which divinized the king and sanctified his power.

Only the old minister knew the king’s vulnerability,

But he hid his knowledge under his turban of duty.

He knew a few drops of poison or a carving knife

Was more than sufficient to finish off a king’s life.

But the king’s death, he knew, won’t be a solution,

For the universal belief in his heavenly connection

Would surely undermine his well-meaning action

And the law and order would take a ruinous course.

A bad king, he knew, was much better than chaos.

The wise minister was constantly tensed up inside,

But he always took care his internal tension to hide.

He tried to show his at-ease-ness by walking slowly;

His cheerfulness was showcased in a wooden smile.

He didn’t know for what omission he’d be rewarded

And for what commission, he would forfeit his head.

Now a word about this king’s divine appearance:

His narrow forehead crowned his pumpkin face;

His complexion was that of the un-burnt bricks;

His nose was sandwiched between his fat cheeks;

His eyebrows resembled a pair of fat caterpillars;

His moustache was a jumble of straggling wires;

His eloquent eyes glinted with perpetual unrest;

His goatee, like a cow’s tuft, trickled to his chest;

He was a man of substantial bulk and good height;

His longish hair, lined with some strands of white,

Was parted in the middle, tended sideways in rows

And ended curled up exactly like an eagle’s claws.

His royal nape was padded with lumps of blubber;

So the king was not able to hold his head straight,

But always glared like an ox straining at its tether.

He used to hobble along with a slow stooping gait.

In the spacious interior of the king’s castle of skin

The Seven Deadly Sins roomed with kith and kin:

Pride, implacable lechery, envy, greed and wrath,

Covetousness, gluttony, drunkenness and sloth,

Casual cruelty, trickery, pettifoggery and caprice,

Hypocrisy, craftiness, readiness to lie and malice.

They bred like locusts, grew like tropical weeds;

He adored his tenants and catered to their needs.

This king despised to be called by any other name

But as the king of kings, for he thought it a shame

To be the king of a horde of such wretched humans

Who were even unworthy of being his garbage cans.

In fact, this ‘king of kings’ was only a feudal lord;

And his kingdom was rather small, which measured

One hundred by hundred fifty miles, or slightly more.

It could not extend any further, for it was peninsular.

Most of the landmass was covered with mountains,

Granite hills, sand beds, forests and bosky terrains,

Which were not suitable for grazing and cultivation.

So its population was about three and a half million.

Epidemics, natural calamities like drought and flood,

Evils like poverty, shabby conditions, malnutrition,

And this king’s unquenchable thirst for human blood

Must have stemmed the further growth of population.

The king of kings, regarded as God’s ambassador,

Was just another feudal tributary to the Emperor.

For that reason, he was given military protection

Against civil insurgency and external aggression.

The king, however, had a large retinue of hirelings,

Raised a gang of ruffians and a coterie of quislings;

And a squadron of bodyguards to protect his person,

And muzzle people capable of independent opinion.

The king had a group of advisers to compensate

For his lack of leisure and patience to deliberate.

He gave them full liberty to offer their opinions,

But he always reserved for himself the options

To apply his discretion and take final decisions

Without bothering about their legal implications.

So our so-called king of kings was riding

Roughshod over his submissive populace;

Whittling down their resistance, creeping

Like a malignant tumour, or a malfeasance;

Like a baobab in African forests, spreading

Out in all directions in relentless progression

Leaving no room for any vestige of vegetation.

Our king’s seraglio was a supermarket of soft flesh

Where dolled-up beauties waited in pining readiness,

With passions marinated in the wine of anticipation

And baked in the furnace of deferred consummation.

It was an elegant ambience, a gourmet’s dreamland.

It was a market where supply far exceeded demand.

In the seraglio lived twenty-seven young concubines;

A pampered lot, who loved to call themselves queens,

Guarded by many zombie-like eunuchs and manikins,

Recreated by a zany troupe of castrati and harlequins.

This king bristled with whims just as a porcupine

With darts; his temper was flighty as the weather,

And as inflammable as methane gas and gasoline.

He firmly believed nothing goes so well with power

As whim; that nothing so well becomes a great ruler

As moustache, sloth, eccentricity and contradiction.

But he trimmed his moustache, tempered his nature

With periodic fits of good humour and compassion.

Once His Majesty suffered from the common cold.

His leeches prescribed that a bath in human blood

Would prove an instantaneous and effective cure.

As it has been recorded by the palace chronicler,

The king’s henchmen and butchers did a neat job

By filling, with human blood, a fairly big bathtub.

A bloodbath cured him of catarrh and snotty nose,

So he felt much indebted to those unknown heroes

Who’d sacrificed their lives for such a noble cause.

So he gave each of the sad families a princely sum

As a reward for their selfless and loyal martyrdom.

On one occasion, a Brahmin with his sacred thread

Aroused the king’s pent-up anger, envy and hatred.

“You are flaunting your higher caste,” the king said,

“Now, choose between your thread and your head.”

The man preferred his thread and that irked the king.

He got him branded with hot iron instead of killing.

The man looked up and cursed: ‘If my tears are true,

O evil king, your family will meet its end with you.’

The king was amused and said: ‘This fellow is bold;

Give him five acres of land and thirty pieces of gold.’

His order was immediately carried out, and the man,

Walked tottering out of the court in great confusion.

The king shared family resemblances

With some notorious monsters of yore,

Who had been loosed upon the hapless

Humanity by the satanic forces of Nature.

They outraged the innocent, spilled blood

And caused havoc like epidemics or flood.

Our religious Scriptures and mythological tales

Supply us with some esoteric and wishful details:

That whenever a human or composite monster

Makes our good planet Earth sad and insecure

For us, God Himself or His son or His daughter

Or an archangel incarnates as a heroine or a hero,

And incensed by humankind’s plight and sorrow,

Takes those death-dealing monsters by the horn,

Thus saving the human race from further attrition.

But our ordinary, practical experiences do tell us

That mankind need not depend on incarnations

All the time to rid itself of such cruel monsters.

Most often very canny and resourceful mortals,

By taking advantage of the monster’s weakness

And using their natural cunning and confidence,

Play upon the caprices of their feared liege-lord,

Thereby hoisting the rogue with his own petard.

This king had an irresistible weakness for alcohol

And he generally preferred foreign brands to local.

He was both a dipsomaniac and a true connoisseur

Of the bottled mischief. So he maintained a cellar

Of all brands and that was always full to capacity.

Nine wine experts worked overtime to maintain it.

The king, as a rule, made his own selections

Of the brands to suit his moods and occasions.

When in the company of fun-loving women,

He relished the divine flavor of champagne. 

He drank gin with mineral water when glum;

When worry and anxiety gave him migraine,

He mixed Bloody Mary with the priestly rum.

If he felt relaxed, he drank claret with honey;

After confronting a mirror, he guzzled martini.

If news pleased him, he spoilt himself with sack;

While meting out penalties, he asked for cognac.

When he was bored, he felt a temptation to cry;

So chose to pass out with whisky made from rye.

Before lunch he lashed his appetite with brandy,

A full bottle of brown sherry just before dinner;

If he was in a jovial mood or reasonably randy,

He tossed off vodka spiked with country liquor.

When thirsty, he, instead of drinking plain water,

Quaffed bottles of red wine and tankards of beer.

He preserved the vintage Scotland whisky

For the most demanding hour of the night,

That was, just before striding into his risky

Coliseum of love or the treasure-trove of delight

Where, trying to cope with an excess of desire,

He failed to perform owing to his fear of failure.

The king impressed the world as a virile man,

But in his seraglio, he was a flop, an also-ran.

He drooled over the eager bodies, he promised,

He fantasized; and he tried as much as he could.

He rushed his concubines like a fury, he aroused

Their passions, but alas, he was not at all good.

Such nocturnal embarrassments, we may aver,

Affected him, and he muddled along from day

To day; his mood was sour; his face was dour;

He looked constrained when he tried to be gay.

One late evening, the king was wining and dining,

The capacious dining table was full to the brim;

His minister, wearing a turban, was supervising

The victuals, appearing at once solemn and prim.

Suddenly the king rose and glared at the minister.

An implacable form of anger flashed through him,

Because, in the spiced belly of a full-roasted hare,

He found some colorful feathers of a woodpecker.

He had a feeling they were deliberately put there;

That convinced him that things had gone very far!

“You feeding me feathers, turban!” he bellowed,

Holding up a tiny feather for the minister to see.

The minister was visibly shaken and swallowed

His spittle and said hastily: “My lord, it is not me.

How could they be so careless? It is high treason.

I think that careless cook Naga Singh is to blame.

I think that cook Naga Singh has little or no reason

To be so inattentive. I think it is a matter of shame!”

“I am surprised,” the king croaked, “you still think.

Don’t you know it is just like poisoning my drink?”

“Yes,” the minister mumbled, “it’s worse than that.

Poison kills, but a feather would stick to the throat

And Your Highness would be forced to cough a lot.

It won’t go in or come out, and give much discomfort.”

“Shut up, you fool! I don’t understand what you talk.

First bring the cook here quickly!” shouted the king.

And the cook was brought to him bound in padlock.

“Why on earth you feed your king feathers, Singh?”

The king rasped, but Naga was a tough nut to crack.

Six feet six, swarthy, handsome, young and clever

Quietly proud, self-assured and reasonably brave,

He heard the accusation and quickly thought over

How to defend himself and his poor head to save.

Hugely successful with cuisine and pretty women,

He loved his life. He did not want to die so young.

“My master, I never did it. What can I hope to gain

By putting feathers in the food? I know it is wrong.

Of one thing I’m pretty sure: There is a conspiracy

Against me, and this feather is a portion of that plot.

I’ve a hunch the person who had done it is a hussy;

Her name is Sipra, a maid, a most pernicious slut.”

The king started up at these words, and fidgeted.

“Who you mean? Speak up!” he screamed at him.

With an ominous deliberation, he turned his head.

His brows furrowed menacingly; he let off steam.

“It’s that scullery-woman Sipra,” Naga Singh said:

“My Lord, she had threatened me to take my head.

That pesky stormy petrel creates a lot of problems

For all male workers there. She even calls us names.

The other day, I found her flaunting a precious gem;

I don’t know if she steals, but she knows no shame.

She drags us into mischief, she ogles and wiggles,

She teases us, disturbs us, she swings her big hips,

She drops obscenities quite casually and she giggles

Impishly and, trying to provoke us, she even strips.”

“Stop that nonsense, SHUT UP! You insolent man!”

The angry king barked out; he felt very deeply hurt.

“You pulled her hair today, you pinch her too often;

You whacked her buttocks. You must pay for that.”

Naga winced, mortified by the king’s omniscience.

It struck him as a proof of his heavenly connection.

Though somewhat scared, he tried to make his case

By shifting the blame to Sipra, that nebulous woman.

“Yes, my Lord,” he said, “your accusations are true.

I have slapped her butt, and I have pinched her blue,

Because she’s a law unto herself, a perfect Bedouin;

Though a mere maid, she carries herself as a queen.

May the Devil take that scheming and villainous tart!

She’d secretly put these feathers in this roasted hare.

Though I’m innocent, I have to lose my head for that.”

Naga Singh quite convincingly pleaded his case,

Thanks to his native courage and impromptu wit,

But he unknowingly erred; he could hardly guess

The gravity and the portentous outcome of his guilt.

Inadvertently, he hit the nest of hornets with a sling,

For Sipra had a romantic connection with the king.

She gave the king what his many queens could not:

They chilled his blood, but she could make him hot.

Though the king could have married her publicly

To regularize his romance, -and there was no one

Who had the courage to call his action unseemly-

He seemed to have felt a preternatural attraction

For a kind of relationship which was clandestine.

Keeping tryst increased the flow of his adrenalin.

Only on a wobbly bed, on a frayed carpet of guilt,

Besieged by the bedbugs of self-inflicted anxiety,

Sequestered by shame and turned on by secrecy,

The king was able to discover his truant potency. 

“Off with his head!” the king gave his judgment,

“This brazen face, I am sure, had lived too long;

This man is too guilty for any lesser punishment,

Because this rogue has done not just one wrong.

Feathering my food is no doubt a punishable act;

But molesting a woman is much worse than that.”

Naga Singh, innocent, dark, handsome and tall

Was forthwith led to the place where heads roll.

According to the custom, after about half an hour,

The minister brought a fresh sample of execution

To the king: a full cup of warm blood on a platter.

He felt relieved and heaved a sigh of satisfaction.

But the old minister looked very pale and sick.

Sweated profusely and trembled like an epileptic.

The king said: “Now that the chef is dead and gone,

You old turban, it is your first job to locate and bring

A new cook who should be a careful and polite man,

And can prepare better dishes than that Naga Singh.”

The old minister as well as all other king’s men

Found many reputed cooks for the royal kitchen:

Those cooks tried to cook as well as Naga Singh

And surprise, with cuisine, the palate of the king.

Three days passed, then five, then one full week,

And the king grew very disgusted, very dyspeptic.

Pastries and cakes were much harder than a brick,

His favourite pheasant soup reeked of raw garlic,

Curries were either very insipid, or spicy and hot,

Butter turtle meat smelled much like stale yogurt. 

Kidney pudding and pancakes had no taste at all;

Grilled goat-meat and kebabs tasted like charcoal.

His nocturnal disappointments in the seraglio,

Now this tasteless food and his loss of appetite

Made him livid, pushed him into an imbroglio,

And his acute depression increased his brutality.

Once he thought aloud: “It was indeed a rash act

To kill such an able cook as Naga Singh like that.

I shouldn’t have sent that insolent man to heaven

Where he must be performing his culinary wonders

To satisfy his new masters. Our loss was their gain.

That too for feathers!  It was a blunder of blunders.

These new cooks, when they cook meat or biryani,

Why are they so different, why they taste so funny?”

Courtiers heard him, but had nothing more to say.

After all, it was he who sent the cook up, not they.

Once the king spoilt himself in a pre-dinner orgy;

Quaffed a crazy cocktail of whisky, rum and beer.

He got absolutely sozzled and his mind got fuzzy.

He was possessed with an intense feeling of power

And believed that everything was possible and easy.

“Bring Naga Singh here, quick, I give you two hours,”

He commanded his minister and trembling courtiers,

And added a rider: “If you fail to carry out my orders,

You will be horsewhipped, or I may cut off your ears.”

“O my king of kings!” pleaded the horrified minister,

“It’s an absolutely unrealistic impossible proposition.

You have sent that cook to heaven just for a feather.

He is dead and gone. Can we bring back a dead man?”

“Nothing doing!” the king said, “You heard my order.

Now it’s your duty to produce him before my throne.”

The old minister expressed his utter helplessness:

“Please, give me some more time. Your Highness

May be aware that heaven is such a distant place.

Our messengers and cavalrymen would have to go

There and come back. You know our men are slow.

Besides, the gods there may not be willing to spare

So readily such an excellent cook like Naga Singh.

In that case our earthly soldiers will declare a war

Against the gods of heaven, and only after defeating

Them, they can bring Naga Singh back to our king.”

The king relented: “All right, I give you four hours.

If you fail to bring him, I’ll first see your two ears

(He twitched the old man’s ear) on a silver platter.

Then all our useless courtiers will part with theirs.

I wonder if your ears are cut off, you can still hear!”

He told his executioner to be ready with the shears.

Now, this narrator craves his readers’ indulgence

To bear with him for having kept them in suspense.

Our unjustly condemned master cook Naga Singh,

Dressed as a housemaid, was living and cooking,

In absolute secrecy, in the minister’s big building.

Transvestism as a camouflage has a long tradition.

Some great ancient heroes like Achilles and Arjuna,

For strategic reasons, wore the apparel of a woman

For some time, using it as a guise to evade detection.

The minister was undoubtedly a resourceful man,

For he anticipated trouble and could rightly guess,

While leading Naga Singh to the place of execution,

That, in future, such an occasion would come to pass.

He, however, based his guess on his own experience

Of king’s vagaries caused by wine-induced madness.

He was able to take the executioner into confidence,

Advised him to spare the cook and slaughter a goat

And bring to him some freshly shed blood in a pot.

Then he led Naga Singh to a safe and secluded spot,

Gave him a set of woman’s clothes he had brought

And instructed him to be dressed as a shy woman,

To pull the veil low in order to hide his moustache.

Clad in a sari, Naga Singh looked truly Amazonian

And was conducted cautiously to an unknown place.

Waiting for the cook’s arrival in a drunken condition

Was really tiring. The king was bored and had a nap.

When he blinked open his eyes, he saw an apparition

Dressed in a milk-white overall and a white cloth-cap,

Blessing him with a cool smile, though condescending.

He took time to place a sartorially altered Naga Singh.

Our resurrected cook was all set on doing a thespian

In order to teach his bete noire the king a dire lesson.

But the old minister looked very pale and sick,

Sweated profusely and trembled like an epileptic.

“Where had you been all these days, Naga Singh?”

Quizzed the inebriated and utterly confused king,

 “It was our hasty decision, that we realized later.

We transferred you to heaven only for a feather.”

“You did a handsome thing by me,” the chef said,

“By ordering your executioner to cut off my head.

I openly admit that only through your good offices

I am living in much better personal circumstances.

You may have your own selfish reasons to rue,

But my life in heaven is just a dream come true.

I’ve permanently bidden farewell to mortal strife

And stress by dying, though prematurely, into life.”

“What’s that, Naga Singh? How can that be true?”

The king inquired: “Actually, I could not get you.

What type of life you dead people lead out there?

Is that heaven better than our terrestrial sphere?”

Naga Singh cleared his throat, smiled patiently;

He seemed to have learnt to tolerate human folly.

“This earth is to heaven is what a beggar is to you;

That is the equation,” he said: “I thought you knew.

Heaven is what all people dream of, but do not get

Till they are killed by a king or court or in accident.

Or until, grown old, they eschew their mortal state,

Though the last mode of dying, I think, is quite late.”

“Aha,” the king said: “Naga Singh, you talk wisely!

It seems of late you’ve acquired some speaking skill.

Tell us briefly about that country’s real plus points.

Do all people out there put on only white garments?

You needn’t take offence, but it’s my  harmless frolic;

In this outfit, you really look like an elongated garlic.”

Naga famously ignored the king’s snide observation,

And continued his tale in a mood of total absorption:

“The combined efforts of a poet and a photographer,

O king, can give you an idea of heaven’s atmosphere.

There the light breeze blows perfumed with romance;

Your Rati and Kandarpa are my next-door neighbors.

The streams flow smoothly with crystal-clear water;

The ground is carpeted all over with fragrant flowers.

The best thing about heaven is its moderate weather

Which is a sweet confluence of winter and summer.

Nights are not quite dark; days are not quite bright;

The sky glows lambently as in a springtime twilight.

As the moon is always full, both our days and nights

Are almost identical; your stars are our streetlights.

“During the daytime, the sunshine, passing through,

And lampshaded by, floating clouds, fluffy and blue,

Floods our heaven’s landscape with a cozy shimmer.

That moderate weather gives us an equable nature.

There all types of flowers bloom, all the birds sing

And purple grapes grow in vines all the year round.

Citizens of heaven get everything just for the asking;

Golden horns of plenty lie unattended on the ground.

There’s no idea of private wealth; so we don’t hoard;

We have plenty of all things, yet we never get bored.

“In that dreamland, you earthlings call it paradise,

There’s no disease, no old age, no insects or flies.

I was pleased to notice that the natives of heaven,

I mean the gods, freely socialize with us, the men 

Who have achieved immortality simply by dying.

As we have nothing to lose, but everything to gain,

We spend our time by wining, dining and dancing.

Well, I feel like telling you, my one-time master,

That they have given me a castle of blue sapphire

To reside and thirty-one damsels for my pleasure.”

The king was impatient and blurted out: “Hey, Naga,

About weather and availability, you’re going ga ga.

Why don’t you tell us about the quality of their wine,

Which is capable of making any damn place divine?

Do your gods there drink? Can they make a cocktail?

If not, your heaven, I tell you, is as bad a place as hell.”

“Once there”, said Naga, “You will not complain

About anything. Their wines have such a flavour.

Compared to which, your sherry and champagne

Would taste far worse than vinegar or soda water.

Compared to their alcoholic drinks, your dry gin,

Your Scotch whisky, brandy, toddy, rum and beer

Would taste like worm-wood or even horse urine.

So, you won’t find a single god who is a non-taker.”

“Say what?” exclaimed the utterly outraged king,

For he had never faced such a humiliation before.

For the first time he was embarrassed for having

Indulged himself with horse piss and soda water.

Besotted with a deliciously cooked-up paradise,

Feeling barmy, disgruntled and pissed as a newt,

The king moped around, and he began to despise

His world and himself; his fixation became acute.

“We hate this life!” he whimpered. “My good chef,

You take us there quickly (He meant only himself):

“We would have many times of what you have got,

Because you’re just a cook, and we are a big shot.

If a mere cook is given there a castle of sapphire,

We have every reason to aspire for a big empire.

Woe is me, Naga Singh! If I had known it earlier

That the people we killed as a punitive measure

Or sometimes for our caprice or for our pleasure

Were transported physically to a posh elsewhere,

We might have decided to minimize such murder.

To be frank with you, Naga, we feel truly cheated

To have given such comforts to people we hated.”

‘Forget it,’ Naga said: ‘They will go there after all.

You can’t hope of making your subjects immortal.

Human beings on this earth are perishable things;

Only when they perish, they become divine beings.’

The king stood up and lurched towards Naga Singh.

“I hope”, he repeated, “You will oblige your ex-king!

You know our royal desire. So take us there quickly.”

“How can I?” said Naga: “None can simultaneously 

Live in both the worlds. I mean it. There is the rub! 

That’s why, in heaven, there is a popular proverb:

If we want omelettes, eggs we would have to break;

We have to open up our fists for a warm handshake.

Birds must spread out their wings if they want to fly

To partake of the felicities of heaven, men must die.

Can you eat a bird, if it is baked with all its innards?

Like that our gross bodies are detested by the gods.”

“I see, I see!” the king said “I think I got you right.

We are all set to go at once, even this very night.”

Then he leaned forward and confided in a whisper:

“We are interested to take with us our Sipra dear,

Because, I’m afraid, even in heaven, I’d miss her.

Again, tell me clearly if you’d cook for me there.”

All the courtiers present could hear his whisper.

“You aren’t very sensible, I see,” said Naga Singh:

“Tell me, what’s so special about that Sipra thing?

Of course, you may take with you any worldling

You want to; that’s rather easy. But why bother?

There, you will have many chances to have affair

With plenty of doe-eyed damsels if you so desire.

Believe me, the maidservants there would surpass

Your prettiest concubines in physical appearance;

And that slattern Sipra will cut a very sorry figure

In the elitist company of heavenly damsels there.

Once there, you won’t even bother to look at her.

You really love my cooking? That I never knew.

If you appoint me as a cook, I will cook for you.”

The king was delighted and decided to go alone.

He was mentally prepared for his transmigration.

“Call in our executioner,” thundered he, beaming

At his courtiers who looked timidly at each other.

“Give us a hearty send-off, let the choristers sing

To celebrate our journey to the Celestial Empire.

I die here only to live in heaven; I am raring to go!

Anybody who would try to hold me back is my foe.”

His six hefty bodyguards were watching the show;

Some of them were stupid, but the rest could know

What was up. One of them, determined to intervene,

Went to the king and said: “My lord, you’re taken in.

As far as I know, nobody comes back if he be dead.”

But the king, annoyed at his impertinence, exploded:

“Mind you, if my trip to heaven is any more delayed,

Before I leave, I will get all men present here gelded.”

All present there fixed their gazes on Naga Singh

(Whom some took to be a genuinely divine being).

But he stood looking unflappable in his white outfit.

The executioner swiped his shining axe at the king,

And, at a single stroke, the fat royal throat was slit.

His body stood erect while his head lay on the floor.

It was bloody sight, utterly incredible and macabre.

King’s apotheosis was so unexpected and so sudden

That the minister and courtiers took time to recover

From their violent nightmare, from their stupefaction;

The atmosphere was electrified with a spooky terror.

Finally, they could manage to say this: “Oh my God!

I had never imagined our king had so much of blood.”

Then Naga Singh cleared his throat and slowly said:

“My good lords, you have had enough of trembling.

The darkness is gone and you have nothing to dread.

Now, let’s make our minister and my savior our king.”

The royal court was full; all looked at the minister

And requested him with one voice to be the ruler.

But the minister smiled like one who knew better

And said: “Friends, you are again inviting danger.

In good earnest, I am telling you: it is hazardous

To entrust absolute power to such a timid jackass

Who has spent his entire life by running errands,

And bending over backwards to humour his boss.

Though a bit clever, I doubt my own ability to rule.

Absolute power, I know well, is a dangerous tool

Which should not be given to a slave-minded fool.

I know how to feel nervous while appearing cool.

A cretin who, with a grin, has digested humiliation 

So long doesn’t have self-esteem., and such a man,

As soon as he finds himself in a position of power

Will have no respect for others’ dignity and honour.

Of course, I am not sure in my case, too, it’d be so;

But how power corrupts a person, you never know.”

The minister’s frank words naturally embarrassed

All courtiers. Then he continued his talk and said:

“From whatever I have known about Naga Singh,

He is dignified, resourceful, and every inch a king.

I gave him a role and the general outline of a tale,

I’d never imagined that he would act it out so well.

Just imagine my fate had he slipped up on detail!

I advised him to oblige the king by cooking for him,

But enticing the king to kill himself was his scheme.

If the other world were half as good as his narration,

To continue in this world must be a real deprivation.

Believe me friends, I am not in the least exaggerating,

While listening to him I’d an urge to follow the king.

Now let our risen angel slip into the role of our king.

Give him a loud ovation, and let our choristers sing.”

All people there clapped and shouted in one voice:

Naga Singh is our king. Naga Singh is our choice.

All were silent for a while. Then an ancient courtier

Knitted his hoary brows and put a sudden damper:

“Wait a bit. We all agree that Naga is a clever man.

But is it enough to make him worthy of the throne?

When we are entrusting our country and our future

To him, shouldn’t we want to know his character?

I’ll put him to a test, and if he rises to the occasion,

I’ll have no objection to his ascending to the throne.

Now, Mr. Singh, tell us what is the very first thing

You’ll do if we finally decide to make you our king?”

“The first thing, grand dad, I’d do is to rush to bed.”

Then he remembered something, and said: “Oh, no!

I am moved really to see you so tense and depleted.

All of you are quite famished, your faces tell me so.

I should replenish your stomachs before I let you go.

Here are my first orders, you wouldn’t go home until

I give all of you a practical proof of my culinary skill.

If you remember, it was the skill that brought me here

And saved all of us from the tentacles of that monster.

Once you select me as your king, I shall be your host;

So, as long as I am in the kitchen, wait here you must.”

The ancient asker, wisest of them all, beamed a smile,

And said: “You’ll make a good king, that too in style.”

Other courtiers looked askance at the ancient courtier,

For they couldn’t make out the question and its answer.

He said: “Most rulers do what’s only expected of them.

By so doing and by following all the rules of the game,

They play a dull game and somehow manage the show.

They want to be praised for maintaining the status quo.

But the rulers who do more than they’re expected to do

By eschewing conventions, by breaking a code or two,

By being innovative, by flying more and fluttering less,

They are the men who succeed in making a difference.

In such original rulers, power doesn’t go to their head;

Each artisan is their friend; each soldier their comrade.

Power, for them, is an opportunity to be actively useful;

So instead of being arrogant, they become very humble.

As you know, it is not according to the rule of the book

That people should quiz a king, and a king should cook

Food to feed his subjects and bother about their hunger.

Now, we wish to be ruled by such a king with pleasure.”

First the minister clapped his hands in full approval

Of what the courtier said; then he was joined by all.

“Let’s do,” he said, “a little more than expected of us.

Our king has set an example; let’s emulate our boss.”

The minister held aloft the crown now dripping red

And placed it reverentially on Naga Singh’s head.

Naga Singh had to submit to the popular mandate

With a solemn attitude, for it was a decree of Fate.

Then he said: “Henceforth, rich or poor, every one

Must hold their own heads as upright as they can.

Our kingdom has become a wound of the universe,

Which can only be healed by our collective efforts.

I shall not relax, my courtiers, you take it from me,

Till I improve its condition, and make all of you free

From poverty, from fear, from the necessity to flatter

A king to get what you deserve, say, food and shelter.

God Almighty has given us this fleeting life as a gift.

Let’s be worthy of His gift. Let’s live it. Let’s love it.

I’ve told you everything I know; what more can I say?

Chill out and gossip when the cooking is underway.”

 *****************XXXX****************


As the Greek cosmogonists of yore inform us,

The birth of the Universe began with the Chaos.

Out of the Chaos were born Gaeae and Uranus.

In that chaotic world, the laws were rather lax,

So, Gaeae, the Earth married the sky, Uranus.

(In modern sense, their union was incestuous!) 

Together, they begot the Cyclopes and Titans

And some ugly-looking and huge Hecatonchires.

Uranus, peeved about his children’s appearance,

Stowed away those Hecatonchires and Cyclopes

Into the Tartarus and ate up a number of Titans

As soon as they were born. He, alas, didn’t bother

To know how his brutality would pain the mother.

The earth mother Gaeae was predictably outraged

To see helplessly her begotten children so savaged.

So, she conspired with Cronus, her youngest son,

To enfeeble Uranus through sexual emasculation,

Thereby teaching her uncaring husband a lesson

Once when Uranus was getting on bed with Gaeae,

Cronus cut off his manhood and threw it into the sea.

Then Cronus married his sister Rhea, and liberated

His siblings, Titans and Hecatonchires, from captivity.

But he did not liberate the Cyclopes, for he also hated

Them just like his father, for their physical deformity.

They lived happily till Rhea discovered to her horror,

That Cronus, in brutality, was no better than his father.

Fearing lest his children should surpass him in power,

He gobbled them up whole as a preventive measure.

It is, however, difficult to obtain figures by guesswork

About the width of his gullet or the size of his stomach.

Rhea sought the help of Gaeae who could understand

How painful it was to have a child-devouring husband.

Led by Gaeae, she took her son Zeus to Crete and hid

Him in Mt. Ida.  There, Zeus grew up and made his bid

For authority, and removed his father from the throne

And forced him to vomit up his five babies one by one.

The children who were disgorged by Cronus his father:

Were Hestia, Hades, Poseidon, Hera and Demeter.

Thus began the rule of Zeus and other Olympians.

Then Zeus liberated the Cyclopes from the Tartarus.
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          Cyclopes Polyphemus
The Cyclopes were creatures of great size and might,

And known for the placement of their sense of sight.

Each Cyclops had only one eye, large, round and red,

And was vertically fixed in the centre of his forehead.

Vulcan, the divine blacksmith, the limping god of fire

Liked them and made good use of their unique power.

When he was at his big furnace, fashioning hardware,

One of the Cyclopes helped him make the bellows roar,

And another would deal mighty strokes with a hammer.

The job of using the hammer needed full concentration

That the Cyclopes achieved with their undivided vision.

In course of time, their tribe grew and disintegrated,

And settled in different places. One group migrated

To the south-western coast of Sicily and did settle

There, with their flocks of sheep and herds of cattle.

They lived in caves and got used to rustic existence.

They were omnivorous, lacking in human kindness.

Like a mob of gigantic devils broken loose from hell

They killed and ate any animal or man they did spy

And they were able to spy distant things very well

Due to their big height and the location of their eye.

One horde settled in an island in the Mediterranean

And tended live-stock and stayed in the subterranean

Caves. The leader of the tribe was named Polyphemus,

The son of Poseidon and a female Cyclops Amphitrite.

Like the rest of his tribe, he used to graze his animals

All day long and herd them into his cavern at twilight.

One evening he returned as usual, and, to his pleasure,

He saw some eatable men loitering near his cave-door.

“I’m hungry! What a treat!” he said in a good humour.

Then he ate up one and singled out another for supper.

It’s high time we told you something about Odysseus

Who could make good his escape from Polyphemus. 

Of all the Greek potentates who sailed to Troy,

Fought for ten years and brought about its fall,

Odysseus was not only the wisest and wiliest guy,

But also was one of the bravest heroes of them all.

He drew a wrestling match with huge-limbed Ajax

And also beat him at a sprint in the friendly sports.

Adjudged the best, he received the arms of Achilles.

He was a rare hero who, like Hercules and Theseus,

By his physical prowess, could overpower Cerberus.

He entered the Hades to consult prophet Tieresias

About the nature of events that would come to pass.

Circe kept him for one year; Calypso for seven years

And finally she released him at the command of Zeus.

Great misfortunes he suffered in the hand of Poseidon.

The cause of Poseidon’s anger will be shortly known.

Though some lesser scribes have maligned Odysseus

By calling him a shrewd conjuror of words and a fox,

He was a favourite of Pallas Athena and Shakespeare.

Poet Homer devoted an epic to the journey of this hero.

One of the finest novelists of modern era, James Joyce,

Saw a symbolic message in Ulysses’ homeward voyage.

He was down innumerable times, but he was never out;

Though he played a couple of tricks, he was ever devout.

He lived his life and carried it off earnestly and famously.

As friends or as sworn foes, the gods took him seriously.

After sacking Troy, the kings who had joined their force

With king Agamemnon and Helen’s husband Menelaus,

Collected the survivors of their troop, captives and loot

And headed towards home by sea, or by the land route.

Odysseus and his men set their sails and pulled the oars;

They were homesick and eager to see the Ithacan shores.

After ten years of separation, he nurtured just one hope:

To be reunited with son Telemachus and wife Penelope.

While voyaging, they found their provisions run down;

So they were forced to pillage Ismarus, a coastal town,

But spared Apollo’s temple. So priest Maron sent a fine

Gift to them: twelve jars full of fragrant vintage wine.

Anon they encountered a sea-storm; tried to withstand,

But couldn’t; their old ships were driven helter-skelter.

One morning, the sailors chanced upon a virgin island.

They cast anchors quickly and camped on the shore.

The inhabitants of that land were called lotus-eaters.

The lotus fruits they ate turned them into dreamers.

The unsuspecting sailors who strayed into that place,

Found there that fruit; it was available in abundance.

Then they gorged on that fruit, and that did the magic.

Its impact on the eaters’ psyche was hallucinogenic.

Once they ate it, they began to laze, forgot their duty,

Recoiled from all types of activity; attained tranquility.

They were possessed with a feeling of buoyant elation,

A sense of perfect well-being, a feather-soft lassitude,

A quiet and cosy withdrawal, a total self-absorption,

And an all’s-well-with-the-world -don’t-worry attitude.

Previously some old sailors had forewarned Odysseus

To keep away from the magic land of the lotus-eaters.

By the time he realized that he had committed an error

By allowing his sailors to cast anchor near that shore,

It was already too late.  Odysseus could see helplessly

Some of his sailors gorging on that lotus fruit greedily.

He ran to them and shouted his warning: “O comrades,

This land of the lotus-eaters is far worse than the Hades.

In the name of Athena, don’t eat those dangerous fruits!

They’ll make you forget your nature, mission and roots.”

But the sailors who had already helped themselves on

The lotus fruit were already in the grip of hallucination.

They guffawed heartily as if Odysseus cracked a joke.

“Old chap,” they said: “Leave us alone. We are in luck.

This missions and roots stuff is baloney and baby talk.

We’re living in the best of all possible worlds; we lack 

 Nothing in this place; nor do we want anything more.

Now, boss, please eat this fruit and forget your care.”

Odysseus was not amused. He got them all hauled up

To their ships and secured them to the masts with rope.

After voyaging several months on the vast azure seas,

They sighted an island covered with lush green trees.

They thought it proper to make a brief stopover there

To collect food and furnish their pots with fresh water.

Odysseus picked up twelve men and set off to explore

The strange island and to locate a fountain or a boar.

They moved deep into the island, didn’t meet a man,

But saw a clearing in front of a subterranean cavern.

Inside that cave they saw kids and lambs newly born,

Huge baskets of dry meat and chunks of goat cheese,

And they quickly helped themselves with great relish.

They wondered who could be the owner of that place.

They hoped to meet a shepherd and his shepherdess.

By and by, twilight deepened, and they could hear

The roar of some animal that sounded like thunder,

And the bleating and bellowing of sheep and kine.

Then they saw a giant herding animals coming near.

He was a massive primate holding an uprooted pine.

Some drew their swords, primed for a confrontation,

But Odysseus advised: “We can’t beat this apparition.

Look here, he can easily trample down a full battalion.

Let’s know whether he is a friendly or hostile person.”

Polyphemus drew near his cavern and was amused

To find those humans, and said: “That’s just dandy!”

He picked up one of them, a hefty one, and chewed

Him up, as a boy eats a stick of puffed cotton candy.

Then he picked up the stoutest sailor from the group

And said darkly: “Ha, his flanks will make a fine soup

And his brains a fine dessert. Truly, I am not a glutton.

As I haven’t had human meat for long, I ate up that one.

Once in a blue moon I get humans. So I’ll take no more

Than one at a time. You eat my cheese, get fat, feel free

And wait your turn. But never try to run away from here.

If you do, I warn you, men, none will be worse than me.

If you irk me, I shall go back on my present decisions.”

Then he roughly shoved Odysseus and his companions

Into a narrow-mouthed cavern along with his live-stock

And closed the cavern’s door with a big and heavy rock.

The light in the interior of that cavern was rather dim.

As the giant lay down to sleep, Odysseus went to him

And said politely: “Friend, after tending sheep and kine

You must be tired. Would you like to drink some wine?

A priest of Apollo has given us this jar of wine as a gift.

We would not mind at all if you drink up the whole of it.”

The Cyclops peered at the man, couldn’t see him clearly;

But he liked his suggestion and thanked him profusely.

“I am Polyphemus,” he said: “What’s thy name, buddy?”

“I am a Thessalian by birth, ” said Odysseus, amicably:

“I am a mariner by profession, and my name is Nobody.”

Polyphemus drank the whole jar of fragrant red wine,

Felt well-disposed to Nobody, and said: “You’re a fine

Person. I killed your mate; still, you behave as a friend;

So, I’ll return your good offices by eating you at the end.

By Poseidon, Nobody, I’ve never heard a name like that.
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Odysseus

You look quite well-made, but, alas, you are not very fat.

If you like, you accompany me tomorrow to the pasture

Where I graze my animals. Milk will make you stouter.”

Then he wolfed down one more of Odysseus’s fellows,

Fell fast asleep, and soon started snoring like a bellows.

Odysseus made a campfire in one corner of the cave;

He was determined to take a great risk in order to save

Himself and his fellows. He heated his sword in the fire

And gouged out the single eye of the sleeping monster.

The blinded Cyclops howled loudly and groped around

And hollered: “Nobody has blinded me! Nobody is here!”

Some Cyclopes came near the cave hearing his sound;

But when they made out clearly what he was shouting,

They felt relieved and thought Polyphemus was joking:

“If nobody blinded him, why on earth is he hollering?”

The cave was spacious, crowded with sheep and cows;

To catch his enemies he had to scour about and grope-

Sozzled, maddened with pain- to get even with his foes.

But his foes kept dodging him, playing blind man’s buff.

He could not catch his foes, and so became very glum,

And thought: “I trusted Nobody, and this is the outcome.

The rogue enticed me into drink, and I called him buddy!

And then he betrayed me; I must catch hold of Nobody.”

He vowed not to trust again that sly creature called man.

What a terrible price he had to pay to learn this lesson!

In the morning, Polyphemus hit upon a workable plan:

To destroy his mutilators through thirst and starvation.

He stood astride at the cave’s entrance and tried to feel

All animals with his hands, so that the men did not steal

Out of the cave and escape. Resourceful Odysseus gave 

Advice to his men to hang on to sheep’s bellies to save

Their life. He himself hung on to a sheep by holding on

To its wool and with trepidation, came out of the cavern.

One after another, all his sheep and cows came out.

Though unable to see, Polyphemus was able to count

His animals. He plugged the cave-door with that rock.

Then he realized that he could no longer tend his flock,

As he had already lost his most useful organ, his eye.

He couldn’t know what to do, and felt a desire to cry.

But instead of crying, he wanted to vent out his anger

And, standing near the cave-door, he began to roar:

“Hey Nobody, O Thessalian punks, you disabled me,

Now no power on earth or in heaven can set you free.

I’ll be avenged. I’ll spend many nights under the sky.

Inside the cave, hungry and thirsty, you’ll slowly die.

You may not live that long. I may call a friend or two

Who’ll do to you, rogues, what I’m now unable to do. ”

Odysseus heard his threats, and he felt really sorry

For the giant, for having reduced him to such misery.

When in a perilous situation, he had to come out of it

Either by dint of his courage and ability, or by deceit.

Calamity averted, he and his companions noiselessly

Walked to their anchored fleet and sailed immediately.

When Odysseus knew that he was at a safe distance,

He loudly and vainly declared himself to Polyphemus:

“O Polyphemus, we cheated you out of your pleasure

To feast on us or make us perish in thirst and hunger.”

That was a piece of blustering, but to no purpose;

It only invited disasters, and made matters worse.

Those words further enraged the blinded monster,

And he grabbled for, found and held a big boulder

And, with full force, hurled it at the hated speaker.

Fortunately it missed Odysseus’s ship by a whisker.

Again defeated, the giant invoked his sire Poseidon

And asked him to avenge his son’s unjust mutilation.

Poseidon heard his prayer and set many an obstacle

For Odysseus and his men; he was worn to a frazzle.

Besieged by calamities, he lost his ships, his sailors

In the course of his journey that lasted full ten years.

Finally, dispossessed, drained off, dressed in tatters,

But still undaunted, he arrived at the Ithacan shores.
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