CAUVERY ROAD

Come, take my hand and we will go 

On a tour of the South-lands. I will show

You sights that will live in your memory, 

Of rivers and fields and greenery. 

Wide and still flows the Cauvery, 

Serene in the loving, lazy embrace

Of a waving frieze of coconut palms

Stretching as far as the eye can see, 

Their trunks a visual jal-tarang

As we whiz by them one by one:

A rampart of tall black silhouettes 

Defending the naked sky from view, 

O’ertopping the overweening pride

Of the gopurams by the Cauvery’s side 

Constructed in towering symmetry 

--  Vain human attempt to emulate 

Or subjugate the mountain scene –

Rising stark from the level plain. 

Thiru’chengode, Tiruchira’palli . . .

What a reverent musical litany! 

Past them all flows the Cauvery, 

Holding together, like pearls on a string 

The scenes that hover and then take wing 

Of grasses trailing the water’s edge, 

Attentive jewels of kingfisher blue 

Darting down as the fish glide through,

Bee-eaters strung on a telegraph screen

Over paddy-fields of billiard green, 

Acres of wild luxuriant thorn 

With haystacks for yellow counterpoint

Against a sky of smoky blue. 

The song of the road gets into you, 

Pounding and surging in blood and brain 

As you savour the thrill of travel again. 

(l wish I could hold your hand, just so, 

and transfer a hint of its magic to you!)

So many old friends revisited:

The bullocks with horns of red and green, 

The neat round roofs of coconut thatch, 

The fresh sweet fragrance of jaggery mills

And rivers of sand, incredibly wide. 

Avenues of tamarind and neem

---  Their shadows a carpet of black Spanish lace ---

Tunnel the unsuspecting eye

To a sudden breathtakingly beautiful glimpse 

Of images truer and older than time -----

Enormous clay horses with watchful eyes

That follow you as you turn and pass, 

Their vast limbs quickened to life by the sound 

(The rhythmic rolling staccato tattoo)

Of cattle-hooves on the echoing tar. 

The thought of them lingers long after they’re past. 

Who made them, and how? And where? And why? 

Are they meant to appease, or guard, or serve?

Before them are tridents, and swings.  Why swings?

Ominous cock-feathers litter the ground. 

Does their blood, too, quicken the gods that sleep?

Does Muniyappan ride forth at the dead of night, 

Old guardian of the village folk, 

To supervise his orderly world 

Laid out in neat square patches of fields 

Bounded by ancient palmyra palms 

That started life when he was young? 

By day he retreats to his sacred grove

To escape the withering humid heat

That shimmers all day over everything

While he waits for another enchanted night. 

Look where the rosy orange glow

Of a field on fire mimics the hues

Of the burning sun in the opposite West 

As it melts into the charcoal clouds 

And the yellow light of a thunderstorm. 

The Cauvery here is a part of life, 

Deeply involved in the life on its banks

Washing, and swimming and splashing, and ducks, 

And colourful clothing strung on the banks. 

But how do men live where the river is not?

Let us go now to land forgot

By God ad the river, without a though. 

The starved land shows its stony ribs

Like Bhringi stretched on the burning sand, 

A pitiless sun o’er the pitiless land. 

The fields are carpeted in quartz 

The soil can scarcely be seen between 

Yet the rubble is lovingly, jealously ploughed 

For a harvest of aches and a mouthful of dust

And fences of grim impregnable thorn

Defend each man’s right to his misery. 

A land forgot by the gods? Not quite, 

For mockery is their favourite sport. 

Remember the legend of Tantalus? 

Here they have planted both water and shade 

Both far out of reach, almost fifty feet up 

Atop the defiant palmyra palms 

That flourish successfully everywhere;

Surviving, with man, ‘neath the burning sky, 

Even defeat is a victory. 

Turning slowly Northward again, 

Rising out of the level plain 

From afar we see an apology 

For a mountain.   Small diminutive hills

Can inspire, in a landscape where nothing exceeds;

Each graced with a temple that draws up the soul

As man strives to climb close as he can to the gods.

Now the hills grow taller, and green, almost blue, 

Hiding the Mettur dam from view. 

Imprisoned and trapped in bay after bay 

The river still shows its wilful way 

In a whirlpool swirling above the spill. 

Homeward bound, the signboards glisten 

With names that speak to those who listen . . .

Kodumudi, Nagappatti, Krishnagiri;

Sulagiri’s worth a climb --- 

Note it down, we’ll come some time. 

Evening, and a golden sunset 

Shines in the reflecting paddies 

Through a new-grown veil of green, 

Sinking into velvet light

Pierced with eyes that shine at night. 

Silence, and the cool night air, 

Laden with a sylvan fragrance 

Seeps in through the open windows 

To encircle and bewitch us. 

Night sounds struggle to come through, 

Croaking loudly in the pools. 

See the Ballet of the Trees. 

Lit up by our travelling rays

Turn by turn each tree displays 

Its graceful branches, shapely form, 

Each one vying for our praise 

In its own dramatic way. 

Like the Star of Babylon 

Lovely Venus leads us on 

Till extinguished by the glow

Of the city lights below. 

Journey’s end, the day is done, 

And the travel-music fades away. 
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