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strengths. We heard for the first tirne the firll accotlnt of the kingdom

thrt began and ended with a burning and a severed head.'lhis is that

story, retold in plainer langrrirge bv' the Jrresent author, r,l4ro is neither a

scholar nor a poet but rnerely a spinner of yarns, ancl who off-ers this

versiorr for the simple entertainment and possible edification of toclay's

readers, the old and the vou11g: the educated and the not so educated,

tl'rose in search of wisdon-r and those amused by firlly, northerners and

southerners, fbllowers of dilterent gods and of no gods, the broad-

ninded and the narrow-mincled, men and women and mernbers of the

genders beyond and in between, scions o1-the tobiLity and rank com-

moners, good people and rogues, charlatans and fbreigners, htrmble

sages, and egotistical fools.

'fhe story of Bisnaga began iu the fourteenth centr.rry of the Common

Era, in the south of what we now call India, Bharat, Ilindustan. The old

king whose rolling head got evcrl'thing going wasrit n-ruch of a motr*

arch. just tl-re type of ersatz niler who crops up betr,veen the decline of

one sreat kingdom and the rise of another. liis name was Kampila of

the tiny pri n cipality of Kam pili,' K ampila lRaya', ray a lteing the regional

version ol raja, king.'lhis second*rate raltahtdjust about enottgh time

on his third-rate throne to build a fburth-rate fbrtress on the banks of

the Pampa river, to put a fifth-rate tetnple inside it, lnd to ca.rve a few

grarrdiose inscriptions into the sidc of a rocky hill, but then the armv of

the north came south to cle.rl rvith him.'Ihe battle that fbllowed was a

one-sided alfair, so unimportirnt that nobody bothered to give it a

name, After the people from the north haci ror.tted Karnpila Rava's

forces and killcd most of his army thev grabbed holt'l of the phoney king

ar-r<l chopped offhis crownless head" Then they fil1ed it with straw and

sent it north for the pleasure ol the l)elhi sultan.'l}ere was nothing

particularly special'.rbout tl-re battle withollt rI name, or about the head.
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con\riction walked fbrward to join the bonfire of the dead, without even

saying goodbyq.

Eor the rest of her life Pzrmpa Kampana,who shared a name with

the river on whose banks all this happened,would carry the scent of her

mother's burning flesh in her nostrils.'Ihe pyre was made of perfumed

sanclalwood and an abundance of cloves and garlic and cumin seeds

ancl sticks of cinnamon had been added to it as if the burning ladies

were being preptred as a well-spiced dish to set before the sultan's vic-

torious generals for: their gastrotromic delight, but those fragrances - the

turmeric, the big cardamoms, and the little cardamoms too - fhiled to

rnask the unique, cannibal pungency of women being cooked ilive, and

made their odour, if anything, cven harcler to bear. Pampa Kampana

never ate n-reat agirin, and could not bring herself to retnain in an-v kit-

chen in which it was being prepared. All such dishes exuded the

rrremory of her mother and when other people ate dead animals Pampa

Kampana had to avert her gaze.

Parnpa's own fhther had diecl yorrng, long before the naneless battle,

so her mother was not oue of the newlv u'idowed. Ariuna Kampana

had died so long ago that Pampa had no memory of his fhce. A1l she

knew about him was what Raclha Kampana had told l-rer, that he had

been a kind man, the well-loved potter of the town of Kampili, and that

he had encouraged his wife to learn the potter's art as rn'ell, so after he

died she took over his trade and proved to be more than his equzrl.

Radha, in turn, had guided little Pampa's hands tt the potter's wheel

and the child was already a skilled throu'er of pots and bo'r"'ls and had

learned an important lesson, which was that there was no such thing as

men's work. Pampa Kampana had believed that this uould be her Lif'e,

mnking bear.rtiful things with her mother, side bv side at the wheel. But

that dream was over now. FIcr mother had let go of trer l'rand and aban-

doned her to her fate.

For a long rnoment Pampa tried to convince herself that her mother

was just being sociable an

had always been a woman
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