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g ong years ago there ruled over a great part of India, an ancient King
called Bhishma. He was really much too old for his duties, but of his sons, the
elder, Dristarastra, was blind; and the younger, Pandu, was dead; so until the
children of these two grew up, and were able to take over kingly duties, their
white-haired grandfather was obliged to act both as their guardian, and
protector of the realm.

The heir of Dristarastra was named Duryodhana—a brave but envious and
ambitious youth—and he and his many brothers were called the “Kurus;” while
Pandu’s children, five only in number, were known as the “Pandavas.”
Yudhishthira was the eldest; then came Bhima; next Arjuna, who, even as a
baby, showed remarkable strength and fearlessness; and last, the twins, who
always played, worked, laughed and cried together.

Now old Bhishma was very anxious that the two families of cousins
should be trained in every branch of princely accomplishment; but, try as he
might, he had not yet found any one really fit to teach them the whole art of
warfare, and he was beginning to grow anxious on this score, for Duryodhana
and Yudhishthira were now approaching the years of manhood, and were still
mere babes in the use of arms.

One day, however, the lads discovered a teacher for themselves— and a
fortunate discovery it was.

They were playing near a well, and one of them kicked their ball, which
was painted exquisitely with pictures of monkeys, tigers and other forest
creatures, right into the water. With sticks and stones they tried to recover it,
but only succeeded at length in making it sink to the bottom. They were about
to give up their toy as lost for ever, when Arjuna, favourite among the
Pandavas, spied a priest sitting cross-legged on the ground not far away, and
looking earnestly towards them.

“Let us ask that old Brahman,” he said to the others. “Grandfather
Bhishma has often told us that a good priest can work magic. Perchance he can

direct us how to get back our ball.”
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So the lads trooped up to the old man, and telling him their trouble, were
reassured when he smiled at them and solemnly nodded his head. But then he
assumed a grave expression and frowned—

“Fie, little princes!” he said. “Are you indeed the famous Kurus and
Pandavas, sons of the Royal house, and can you not perform so simple a task as
to shoot a ball up from the depths of a well? Fie! Fie! Who is your master of
archery?”

“We have none,” answered the lads. “But, good sir priest, is it possible to
shoot up our lost ball? Show us how! Show us how!”

Upon this the Brahman pulled a ruby ring from his finger, and threw it
after the ball.

“There,” he said, “not only will I bring back your toy, but my ring also;”
and, to the amazement of the princes, he plucked a handful of grass, and,
selecting a blade, aimed it with great precision at the ball, which was clearly to
be seen some fifty feet below in the water. The blade of grass pierced the ball
as though it had been a needle piercing silk; and the sage then threw another
blade, which struck through the upstanding end of the first one; then another
and another, until he had formed a perfect chain of grass, by means of which he
easily pulled the ball to the surface.

The princes watched this performance with bated breath. “Good, good!”
and “Oh, wise and clever Brahman!” they shouted in chorus. “Now bring up
the ring; bring up the ring!”

Immediately the priest took his bow, and carefully choosing an arrow from
his quiver, shot it into the water. Imagine the amazement and delight of the
onlookers when, in a second, the dripping arrow returned to the hand that had
loosed it, bearing upon its feathered end the ruby ring.

The boys clapped their hands, and leapt round and round. This magic was
even more fascinating than that of the travelling fakirs, with their dancing
serpents and the swords that they swallowed whole! But Yudhishthira, eldest of
the Pandavas, silenced the hubbub, and, pushing his way to the front, asked the

Brahman what return he and his comrades could make for such a wonderful
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exhibition of skill.

“Tell thy grandsire, the mighty Bhishma, that Drona, who wields the bow
as well as he the sceptre, has travelled many miles, and is now hungry and in
need of water.”

The lads scampered to the palace with the message, and broke in upon the
King, each anxious to be the first to deliver it, and to enlarge upon the prowess
of their newly-found friend.

“Drona here!” exclaimed Bhishma, when he heard the news. “Go out
quickly, my sons, and bring him hither.” But he had scarcely spoken when two
slaves drew back the rich hangings before the portal of the chamber, and the
Brahman approached. He bowed low before the King, and then seated himself
cross-legged upon the floor, and rested his head on his hands.

“Welcome, Drona,” said the old sovereign. “Never before have I seen thee,
but the fame of thy skill with weapons, and of thy exceeding holiness, has
travelled to me. Wherefore hast thou sought me out?”

“Give me private audience, oh Bhishma,” cried the priest, “and I will
unfold my story.”

Whereupon, the chamber being cleared, he continued—

“In the days of my youth, oh King, I was nurtured and trained up with
princes, and the sons of princes. Among the dearest of my comrades was
Drupada, now King of Panchala, and he and I, ere we parted, swore a boyish
oath each to the other, of eternal friendship, fidelity, and mutual assistance, if
need arose.

“Now, I, after these early years, devoted myself to a life of holiness and
poverty, giving up all my possessions and living in the forests amidst the
hermits. But after some years I married and had a son, for whose sake I
determined to return again to the world and the life of cities. In my need [ went
first to Drupada, and asked him for money and clothes, until such time as I
could find pupils enough to instruct in the use of weapons—for even in the
forests I had not let my heaven-sent skill rust disused. And Drupada scornfully

sent me away, saying it was not meet for a King to speak with a poor priest, and
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that he had no knowledge of me, nor had he ever heard of the name of Drona.”

“Therefore, oh Bhishma, have I vowed that he shall remember my name
with sorrow and tears, but the time of my revenge is not yet, and, until the day
dawns, I must needs turn schoolmaster. I heard thou went in need of such an
one, for thy grandsons.”

Bhishma replied that Drona might, from this moment, live in the palace
and regard himself as chief tutor to the Kuru and Pandava brethren, who, to say
the truth, had been eagerly hoping for this end to their adventure of the
morning. |

The next day Drona took the youths to a clearing in the forest, and, before
the first lesson began, he commanded them to seat themselves in a circle
around him. He then solemnly asked them whether, if he taught them the use of
every kind of weapon, so that they should become more skilled to attack and
defend than any other princes in India, they would in return promise some day
to carry out a certain plan he was treasuring in his heart.

More than that he would not tell them, and most of them, fearing what the
plan might be, shook their heads wisely, and Duryodhana was heard to murmur
something about the foolishness of a blindfold promise.

But Arjuna of the Pandavas sprang up from the circle and swore aloud that
whatever Drona should in the future ask him to do, that he would perform.

Then Drona drew the lad to him and kissed him on the brow; after which it
- seemed that a special bond existed between these two, Drona ever watching his
pupil as keenly and lovingly as a father, and Arjuna staying closer to his master
than the others, and hanging on every word of instruction that issued from
those pious lips.

Before long, such was Arjuna’s devotion that he had outstripped all his
companions and could handle his weapons, especially his bow and arrow,
almost as well as Drona himself.

One night they had pursued their lessons and practice in the forest until the
sun sank, and they found themselves some way from home when darkness
swept down on them. So Drona told them to sit, and gave each boy some rice
and fruit, lest he should faint with hunger after the day’s exercise. As Arjuna
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ate his portion, he began wondering why his hand so easily found its way to his
mouth, though he could see nothing.

“It is because my hand is so used to the journey,” he thought. “And why
should not that same hand learn to string a bow, and shoot towards a sound,
without the help of the eye?” So he leapt up, and began practising in the dark,
aiming at birds who sat chirruping on the trees about.

Drona heard the twang of the bow-strings, and, coming to him, embraced
him, telling him that the name of Arjuna, the archer, should one day ring
through the world.

Duryodhana was standing near. He had long felt envious of his cousin’s
skill, and he now ground his teeth with anger. “If I cannot match thee myself,”
he thought, “I will never rest till I have found a champion to outdo thee. Arjuna
the archer, indeed! How I hate thee!” and the jealous youth’s anger grew
bitterer, even as Arjuna’s prowess daily increased.

Now, though Drona was employed by King Bhishma, many princes and
nobles from neighbouring territories were permitted to join the classes, the
King having no apprehension that any rival youths could attain greater skill
than his own grandsons. And among the newcomers was one lad called Karna,
of sad and silent character, about whom little could be said except that he
looked and spoke as if of noble blood. No one knew the name of his father or
mother, but Drona accepted him for a pupil, and therefore his appearance
among the others was never challenged, though many were the speculations
and stories circulated about him.

From the day of his arrival he showed truly marvellous talent with all
manner of weapons, and, by dint of constant attention to his master’s lessons,
he quickly outstripped his comrades, until it was doubtful whether he were not
as brilliant as Arjuna himself; and the two became keen though good-natured
rivals.

As soon as Duryodhana perceived this, he did everything in his power to
make friends with Karna, and gave him as a present, on one day alone, a ruby

and an emerald, a purse of rupees, a young elephant, and an ebony box of great
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value carved with a thousand figures, and exuding, when opened, the scent of
spices.

Karna was naturally won over by these attentions from the eldest of the
Kuru princes, and soon Duryodhana was trying to fan the harmless rivalry
which existed between him and Arjuna into a feeling of hostility and hatred. He
did not succeed very well at first, but gradually the pupils noticed that the silent
youth scarcely ever spoke to the Pandavas, and kept more and more with the
Kurus.

At length Drona decided that he would test the skill which his pupils had
acquired, by an open competition in archery. So he procured an artificial bird

~and had it placed on the top of a high tree. Then he assembled his class, and
said to them: “Stand in a circle thirty paces away from this tree, and be ready to
shoot one 'by one. Look at the bird on the topmost branch. You are to shoot at
his head and try to cut it off.”

In great excitement the boys arranged themselves, each one practising his
aim and hoping he might be the first to accomplish the task.

“Since he is the eldest of the noble princes assembled,” went on Drona,
“Duryodhana shall be the first to try.” Duryodhana stood steady and raised his
bow.

“Tell me, Prince,” called his master, “do you see the bird?”

“I do,” replied Duryodhana.

“What exactly do you see? Your comrades, or me, or the tree, or the bird?”

“I see all that you name, master; I see the bird, and the tree, and you and
my companions.”

“Put down your bow, Prince, and stand aside. You cannot compete.”

Wondering what he had said or done to be thus disqualified, Duryodhana
moved back, scarcely able to brook his bitter shame and disappointment, for he
felt sure that he could have beheaded his target.

One by one Drona called upon his pupils. They were all asked the same
question and they all gave the same answer—*“Yes, master, we see you and our
friends, the tree, and on the top of the tree, the bird.” At last all were

disqualified except Karma and Arjuna, who, as the champions, had been kept
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till last. The tears were streaming down old Drona’s face, such was his vexation
that none of his pupils had stood this very simple test.

2

“Alas!” he cried; “have I laboured so many months to such poor purpose?
Come, Karna; either by you or Arjuna must the arrow be shot, or Drona will
bury his weapons in the forest, and own himself shamed before all the Court.”

Karna raised his bow and drew the string taut.

“What see you?” asked his master.

“I see the tree and the bird, sir,” he replied.

“Stand back; thou canst not shoot. Arjuna, try thou. Dost thou, too, see the
tree and the bird? And me, perchance also, and thy comrades?”

“Nay,” answered Arjuna quickly. “I can see neither them nor thee; I cannot
see the tree nor the branch; only the bird.”

“Describe the bird to me,” said Drona in a trembling voice.

“I cannot, master, for I perceive only its head.”

“Then shoot,” cried the old man exultingly, and Arjuna loosed an arrow,
which whirred upward, and severed the head clean from the bird’s body.

Drona turned to the others and spoke: “How often, oh my pupils, careless
apes that ye are, have I told you that no man can hit if he let his eyes dance
from his aim. Ye saw two things, three, four—Arjuna but one. Therefore doth
Arjuna ever strike his mark: therefore is Arjuna champion among you all.”

The youths then realised how foolish had been their answers, and loudly
applauded the Pandava hero; only Duryodhana drew Karna aside and said to
him—

“Are we always to be worsted by this ‘champion’? Perchance Drona, since
he loves him so, told him the trick before the trial began.”

But Karna answered, “Nay, Prince, wrong not our master. Arjuna has won
quite justly; but at the next contest, look you, he shall not win.”

And after that he worked more earnestly than ever, rising in the night to
study books upon the management of weapons, and even practising in the heat
of the day, when the others slept; while ever at his ear whispered the malicious
counsels of Duryodhana, poisoning his mind against the noble house of the
Pandavas.
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