GANDUGALI OF CHITRADURG

He’d wake and walk aboard at night, 

Young Madakeri Nayaka, 

Across the massive battlements

Of rocky Chitradurga Fort

Sleepwalking from his modest home

Built in the shadow of the walls

Exploring secret underworlds

Of caves and stores and passages

Beneath the giant tumbled rocks

Of awesome Chitradurga Fort.

Dreaming himself the rebirth of 

His brave betrayed fifth ancestor. 

Fantastic tales surround the start 

Of Madakeri’s dynasty. 

In the late fifteenth century

A raffish Beda from the east

(A hunting, mountaineering tribe)

Ensconced atop this bouldered hill

With rocky wild breathtaking views

Set forth to levy tribute from

The many nearby villages

Loyal to Vijayanagar’s king. 

Incensed, that monarch sent his son

Prince Saluva Narasinga Raya

To militarily subdue

The hill-tribe upstart.  Tables turned

And Kamageti Thimmanna

Soon showed the Prince his mettle, by 

Kidnapping his most precious horse. 

Alone, at night, he loosed its rope. 

The sleeping stable-guard awoke

And carefully repegged the horse, 

Driving the nail right through the hand

Of Thimmanna, concealed in straw. 

The awful pain soundless he bore, 

Waited to hear again a snore, 

Cut off his own hand to be free, 

Then turban-bound his bleeding stump

Restole the horse and galloped off!

Discovering the pinioned hand

And missing horse, word flew at once

To Hampi, where the king, amazed, 

Declared that such defiant men

Made better friends than enemies

And straightaway awarded him

In the year fifteen hundred eight

The chiefship  of surrounding lands:

Holalkere, then Hiriyur 

And Chitradurg and many more. 

Thereafter, for two centuries, 

Followed twelve Nayak Palegars

Till Hyder Ali crossed their path

When Madakeri failed to aid 

Hyder in the Maratha wars. 

Hyder besieged his daunting fort. 

Its brooding crags and battlements, 

Its cunningly placed buttresses

Atop those jumbled monster rocks, 

Resisted force.  The siege would fail:

Madakeri’s wise queen-mother 

Had planned for seven years of siege. 

So Hyder called or talks of peace. 

Madakeri could not refuse.

With great unease, he planned the flight

Of mother, son and family

In case the need arose; set forth

To be betrayed by his own men:

Promised safe-conduct, he was slain. 

Though some say killed, others aver 

That he was Hyder’s prisoner 

At far Srirangapattana. 

His wife and his great mother died

By Sati, in a self-lit pyre. 

Leaving intact the seven-tiered walls

And treasure of the Nayakas

The heir-apparent, twelve years old, 

Escaped then by a secret route

Seven kilometers in length

Below, between, around the rocks

With weapons, idols, jewellery 

And precious family archives. 

Four lonely generations passed. 

Hunted for years by Britishers, 

The fugitives dwelt in the woods

For many years.  Unlettered sons

At last returned to their home town 

Where one became school-teacher and 

Fathered the brave sleep-walking son

Thimmappa Nayak Gandugali. 

The hidden treasure-trove has lain 

Untouched for ten-score years or more 

For fear of death by snake-bite for 

The one who dared to open them. 

Young Gandugali taught himself

To read archaic Kannada, 

Deciphered all the secret ways, 

Identified the gaps and caves

In rocks that held the secrets still;

Deciphered all the cryptic clues

Of sun, moon, stars carved on the route

Within the jumbled maze of rocks, 

Discovered all the antidotes

For pois’nous vapours that hung still

Over the treasure, learned to tame

The snake and scorpions there released 

By loyal retainers who’d feared

Intrigue, to deter plunderers. 

A normal naughty boy by day, 

His sight at night was doubly-bright. 

Walking alone beneath the stars

He seemed to know, instinctively, 

Where armoury or granary, 

Dungeon or fabled treasury, 

Lay, just as the old books described. 

Before the young boy’s wondering eyes

Lay swords and shields, spears, arrows, bows, 

Enough to fill some cartloads now, 

Plus jars of coins and other wealth. 

Sparingly, from this boundless hoard, 

The boy retrieved a coin or two

To trade for sweets or kites until, 

Reproved by the authorities, 

His upright father banished him

From Chitradurg.  Two decades passed

While India became free at last.

Returning home a wiser man

Aflame with patriotic pride

In his ancestral history, 

He piece by piece assembled in 

His humble home a museum

That brings to life those bygone days, 

Their infinite variety 

Of simple implements of war

And everyday domestic use

Plus jewels, icons, manuscripts, 

On palm-leaf, of the magic arts

And healing herbs, and much much more.

This cornucopia of delight

Was lit, the day we visited, 

By sunbeams slanting dimly through

His roof of broken country tiles. 

A museum-site is all he asks, 

To build, quite at his own expense, 

A museum for these artefacts

With one condition:  full control

Of what it holds, to safely store 

All that he has retrieved, and more.

His one condition – full control ---

The Government refuses to 

Concede, claiming full ownership. 

After official plunder of 

The confiscated troves of yore

At Hyderabad, Kashmir, Jaipur 

By independent India, 

Gandugali would rather let

The treasure-trove of Chitradurg

Lie undiscovered, till perchance 

A more enlightened age revokes

Our unrewarding Treasures Act.

Meanwhile lovers of history

Still flock to Gandugali’s door

To hear his tell spell-binding tales 

Of fact and fiction and folk-lore, 

Of ancient wars and feats of skill

Like those of Vanki Obavva

Who single-handedly despatched, 

Using her wooden pestle-staff, 

Enemy soldiers creeping through

A secret passage in the walls. 

He tells how the tenth Palegar 

Fought one-to-one on elephants. 

He tells of how Chikkanna Nayak

Lifted the siege of Harihar:

While camp musicians played one night

To lights tied to cow-horns and trees

To simulate an active camp, 

The army crept around with ease

And stormed the city from the west!

He shows us where the French had built

Near the main gate, a great stone mill

For gunpowder, lying intact still. 

He’s seen a cave of skeletons 

Bear witness to a sad event

Where many prisoners died of smoke 

From fires set during an attack. 

How sad that so much history

In his prodigious memory

Will overnight be blotted out

One day, lost to posterity. 

Some say he is a charlatan:

If so, a brave and learned one. 

No-one else knows, no-one else cares

For Chitradurga’s ancient tales

As raffish Gandugali does. 

When a bus tore his arm away

He smiled through all his awful pain.

Remembered his great ancestor 

Who’d lost a hand yet won to rule

And felt he’d soon better days. 
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