

DECCAN POEMS – II

Alone on the plain stands the proud fort of Naldurg

with Moghul medallions and low pointed domes, 

Mussulman arches and bastions of stone. 

High and spectacular, totally ruined 

lie the forts of Sahyadri, no stone upon stone. 

But half-preserved Naldurg recalls still, with dignity, 

glory and might now five centuries old. 

Hoary with history, this stronghold Chalukyan 

fell prize to Allauddin, Bahmanits, Adil Shahs, 

Aurangzeb, Nizam – a pawn for them all. 

It is full of surprises: embraced by the Bori 

(jewel-green river more precious than death) 

a gate on stone hinges wearse studs of defiance; 

a granary here with its faceted vault is

a starburst of sharp mathematical joy; 

beyond, many-terraced, a courtyard of dwellings

(dogs loudly disputing the passage with me)

and a new-whitewashed masjid, alone now remembered 

full five times a day by the faithful at prayer. 

The wall’s crenellations are magical touchstones:

my thick Kolhapuris on stones in the path 

tell of vigilant guards;

the warm smell of hay turns to attar of roses

and the quick-stepping guide (pockets jingling with marbles)

to a palanquin jogging to halls plaster-ceilinged 

in Persian rococo

and peopled with dancers in transparent skirts. 

An elephant, fan-eared and loyal in stone

guards pleasaunce-halls by the water’s edge

where the king and queen, in each other’s arms

mirrored the river’s seductive charms. 

A steep ramp of stairs vaults a circular tower 

with its castrated cannon now facing the sunset. 

Below, massive-walled, the barrel-roofed armoury

crouches in thickets of dwarf custard-apple 

rustled by squirrels and glossy black goats

(did they see their pink carcasses 

hanging in archways approaching the fort?)

See the plan of the fortress: how, steep and protective, 

the curves of the river encircle the walls, 

spanned by a causeway enriddled with secret 

and wonderful rooms. 

First comes the mill-room with deep central shaft

and diminishing hexagons vaulting the gloom 

where even the waters must work for their king:

Though dark and grotesque, this is no torture-chamber:

those extrovert warriors vented their sadism 

out on the field. 

Next a cool stair leads to bliss unimagined:

a balconied chamber adjoining the falls

with bulrushes crowning the maidenhair walls

and a milky cascade refreshing the soul 

with the splash of its fall to the pool far below, 

secluded and green. 

The river, enslaved both for war and for dalliance 

rose here in a fountain, a poem of skill. 

A thoughtful maze hides the toilet bays

and the knee-high stairs, perhaps for escape 

stumble down to the pool. 

Last, Lakdi Mahal with its massive wood sluice-gate

intricate stonework, deep circular holes

all plummeting down into cavernous space

and inlets and outlets and arches and stairways

all cleverly nested within the wide dam. 

Across, in the oxbow, another small fort 

and a greybeard of Naldurg describing these wonders 

to his two companions.  “You saw Panchkalyani?

A five-alloyed cannon with gold and with silver

that, wonder of wonders, turns green in the monsoon!

No, not on the tower, that’s the big Tope-e-Maidan 

To guard all the fortress:

DHANANA – DHANANA – DHAN – DHAN – DHAN – DHAN !”

The women are laughing, but I urge him on. 

“There’s a song of this fortress: Nul – nalikan – chi …”

He stops, short of breath. 

He feels the years flying; he tells, every day, 

the same glorious tales as he passes this way. 

Is anyone listening?   Does anyone care?

Who will remember, when he is not there?
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