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PROLOGUE

In 1498, Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama landed on the Malabar coast. His successful journey paved the way for a direct maritime route between Europe and India. Soon, a steady stream of Portuguese merchants began sailing to India seeking pepper, a prized spice. Before long, their state-of-the-art navy seized the maritime superiority of these seas from the Arabs and began to monopolize trade from the Malabar coast, eventually morphing from merchants to invaders of the land. The small and squabbling kingdoms on the coast – whose weapons of warfare were swords, spears, shields, bows and arrows – were no match for the technologically superior, gunpowder-based arms of the Portuguese. Over the next few decades, the conquerors came to occupy large tracts of land along the Malabar coast.

It would be more than a century before other Europeans – the Dutch and the English – followed in their footsteps. By then, a fair chunk of the coast was under the firm control of the Portuguese, but their many acts of corruption and religious fanaticism did not endear them to the natives. Capitalizing on this disgruntlement, the Dutch drove out the Portuguese and, within a short span of time, replaced them as the dominant trading power.

Despite being newly exposed to next-generation weaponry, the multitude of small Malabar kingdoms upheld ancient traditions and customs, choosing not to modernize themselves. Rather, they sought from their colonizers promises of security against their adversaries. This enabled the Dutch to become the ultimate arbitrators, guarantors of security and, in short, the pre-eminent power of the coast, instrumental in maintaining harmony.

From the ancient lands of Venad emerged the minuscule kingdom of Travancore. Lying on the southern fringe of the Malabar coast, the principality was neither as rich in pepper nor in other tradeable resources as its Northern counterparts. While it escaped the attention of the Dutch, Travancore had another more pressing problem: anarchy.

The king was a king only in name. The true power lay in the hands of the confederacy of landlords, religious authorities and their retainers. Across all spheres – social, religious, economic and political – this power bloc occupied the highest positions. In Travancore’s deeply religious society, they were above the laws of the land. They orchestrated the lives – and deaths – of their monarchs with impunity. Through the generations, the royal family had accepted their position as mere figureheads, living their lives in fear. At the turn of the eighteenth century, however, the crown prince of Travancore refused to accept his ordained fate.
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1723

Deep in the forests of Neyyattinkara

Seventeen-year-old Marthanda Varma jumped into the dirty green Neyyar River and swam frantically to reach the opposite bank. The mugger crocodiles lurking in the water turned their heads towards this lone human. It seemed it was their lucky day; the prey had come to the predator. But Marthanda was fast. Before the crocodiles could make a move, he was on dry land once again. After pulling himself out of the water, he stood panting with his hands on his knees. The teenager was exhausted but there was no time to catch his breath. With a quick backward glance, he ran into the thick forest that lay ahead. The mugger crocodiles were far from his biggest worry.

Jumping over bushes and dodging trees, Marthanda at first ran at a brisk pace. Seeing nobody behind him, he eventually slowed to a stop. Around him, the foliage did not offer much protection.

I can’t outrun them forever. I need to find a place to hide.

As he continued deeper into the forest, the growing heaviness of his legs slowed his pace. He could hear his pursuers now, their voices growing louder. The sweat from his forehead had made its way into his eyes, causing them to burn and impairing his vision. He could barely see in front of him.

Out of nowhere, a child’s voice called out, ‘Hey! Why are you running?’

The speaker was a boy no more than eight years old, wearing a white loincloth and a matching headscarf called a thalekettu. The boy was leaning on a long stick, staring at the prince with wonder.

After taking a moment to catch his breath, Marthanda stood face to face with this unexpected interlocutor. ‘Some bad people are chasing me. They want to kill me.’

Without moving an inch, the little boy replied nonchalantly, ‘Well, that’s not good.’

‘Can you help me find a good place to hide?’

‘Sure, follow me.’

The boy didn’t share Marthanda’s urgency but he was quick on his feet. He scampered ahead with Marthanda close on his heels, skilfully navigating around some of the thornier bushes. At one point he disappeared out of sight but Marthanda continued to push ahead. A few minutes later, he found the boy standing next to an old jackfruit tree.

Pointing to a small opening in its weathered trunk, the youth said, ‘This tree is hollow. Get inside and they will not be able to find you.’

Marthanda quickly squeezed himself into the cavity and crouched down. The boy covered the hole with a branch before he moved away, blocking Marthanda’s view. For a moment, everything stood still. There was only the dry bark against his wet skin; his heavy breathing and rapidly beating heart. A wizened jackfruit tree was all that separated him from his aggressors.

I hope the sound of my breathing doesn’t give me away. I need to calm down.

The silence was broken by the boy’s familiar voice, repeating his earlier words. ‘Hey! Why are you running?’

‘Did you see anybody come this way?’ a harsh voice questioned.

‘Yes.’

‘Where did he go?’ The voice grew excited.

‘I can show you where he went, just follow me.’

‘Let’s follow him,’ the faceless speaker was no longer addressing the boy. ‘The crown prince shouldn’t be far off.’

At last, Marthanda heard their footsteps retreat. The only sound that remained was the gentle swaying of the trees and the occasional bird chirping. His heartbeat steadied; his body relaxed.

It seems the Madampimars have gone away. Still, I better wait for the boy to return and tell me that it’s safe.

More than half an hour later, there was no sign of the boy. Unwilling to wait any longer, Marthanda slowly extricated himself from the trunk of the jackfruit tree. Brushing away the critters that were running all over his body, he looked around for the boy, but there was no trace of him or the Madampimars. The prince was all alone in the forest.

I’d better not loiter around here. I need to reach Padmanabhapuram Palace before the Madampimars intercept me again.

He could only hope his unlikely saviour was safe. Marthanda placed his hand on the weathered tree and said, ‘I may not be able to thank the boy. At the very least, I can thank you.’

Then he vanished into the wilderness, leaving the area devoid of humans again.
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The same night at Padmanabhapuram Palace

The night was dark but Padmanabhapuram Palace, the seat of the kingdom of Travancore, was a beacon of light. The brass lamps hanging along the corridors gave the whitewashed walls a golden hue and the dark, polished teak pillars reflected their radiance.

Unni Kerala Varma, the king of Travancore, was a young man with a pudgy face whose only striking feature was his thick moustache. He was short, not well built, and tended to slouch. This made him look like a meek commoner rather than a powerful monarch. In his private quarters with his nephew, he looked completely at ease as he said, ‘You always bring interesting news with you, Elayaraja.’

Marthanda was a stark contrast to his uncle: tall and thin, with sharp facial features. If not for his rather long, hooked nose, he would have been considered a handsome young man. His bearing conveyed drive and determination, quite unlike the easy nature of Unni Kerala Varma. Marthanda’s cotton clothes were worn out and rather dirty, a simple pearl necklace his only ornament. Even so, he had a more regal look than his richly adorned uncle, who was decked with the finest silks and thick chains and bracelets.

Frustrated, Marthanda said, ‘I am Elayaraja, the crown prince of Travancore, only in name, Your Highness. I am forced to spend most of my time incognito in the forests to escape the clutches of the treacherous Yogakkars, the murderous Ettu Veetil Pillamars and the bloodthirsty Madampimars. You should not have disbanded the army at their request, Your Highness. Now we have no protection against the confederacy of these three.’

The Yogakkars were part of the priestly class and managed the holiest shrine of the land, the Shri Padmanabhaswamy temple. As gatekeepers to the abode of Shri Padmanabhaswamy, the chief deity of the land, every man, woman and child in Travancore had to go through them to access their God. They were more than just holy men; they were the earthly mirror image of God Himself. With such power, they had a stranglehold on the minds of the citizenry. They were always right and antagonizing them was akin to upsetting the Lord Himself.

The Ettu Veetil Pillamars managed the eight divisions of the Travancore kingdom, controlling the land and its bounty. The only source of food, money and employment for the people of Travancore, these eight men held the economy in a vice-like grip. Going against them was tantamount to suicide.

Finally, the Madampimars were local chieftains who provided internal security. They were, for all practical purposes, the muscle power of Travancore and controlled the fighting men and arms across the land.

The gentle smile on Unni Kerala Varma turned into one of resignation. ‘I am sure their request was well-intentioned.’

Marthanda grimaced but didn’t counter his uncle. Still, Unni Kerala Varma saw the resentment on his nephew’s face clear as day.

The boy thinks I am a useless man who can’t stand up for what is right; that I am perpetuating the weakness displayed by our ancestors. Alas, there is truth in his assumption but can’t he see my helplessness? The perils of young blood!

Incensed, the king rose from his chair. ‘The confederacy of the three controls all power in the kingdom: religion, economy, military. If they want me to disband my army, I can’t possibly go against their wishes.’

‘The confederacy works only to secure its own narrow interests, which many times have gone against ours. And now, without our army, we are defenceless against their machinations. The last semblance of the king’s power has been lost along with our last line of defence!’

‘They have our best interests in mind, Elayaraja. These Brahmins and Nairs, just like the Brahmin and Nair citizens, seek to protect and serve us.’

Marthanda gave a hollow laugh. ‘The only people who have protected and served me belong to the lower castes. Just a few days ago, a low-caste cowherd saved me by the skin of my teeth from the Madampimars. Months earlier, a Paraya woman covered me with her old clothes and before that, it was a Nadar who hid me inside an earthen elephant and saved my life. The confederacy is out to kill me and . . .’ he paused before adding, ‘I think they will come after you as well if you are not careful, Your Highness.’

‘The only reason the confederacy is after you is because you antagonize them at every step, Elayaraja. Every action you take is seen as detrimental to the authority of the confederacy.’

Placing his hand on his heart, the crown prince said, ‘I am merely trying to restore the rightful glory of the throne, Your Highness.’

Pointedly, the king reminded his nephew that the Ettu Veetil Pillamars had poisoned his forefather for attempting the same thing, and that the heartless feudal lords had not even hesitated to drown five innocent children of the royal household. But Marthanda only clasped his uncle’s hand and said, ‘Even if we accede to all their demands, they will not stop plotting against you and me. We need to stand up to them at some point – it might as well be now.’

‘To me, disbanding my army was the only viable option,’ Unni Kerala Varma said. ‘It was either that or risking the lives of my kin. But look at the bright side, I haven’t stopped you from conducting your activities, Elayaraja. I may be emasculated and unable to resist, but I haven’t dissuaded you from taking on the confederacy. I am well aware of your zeal, ambition and intelligence. God willing, you will succeed.’

Though he did not agree with the king’s decision, Marthanda was gratified by his faith. That faith was far more important to a young prince fighting a lone battle against the mighty confederacy. ‘Thank you, Your Highness. I will continue with my struggle and strive to bring back honour and dignity to the king of Travancore.’

Unni Kerala Varma hugged his nephew, the gesture full of fatherly love. ‘As a king I am more than happy with your fight against the confederacy, but as your uncle I worry for your safety. The confederacy is hell-bent on harming you. It’s just sad that the crown prince of Travancore lives in hiding in the forests, fearing for his life. I wish you didn’t have to lead such a life. I would rather have you sleep every night in the palace than have my own army.’

‘Tree branches are more comfortable than a bed in the palace, if I can sleep in peace,’ Marthanda reassured the king. ‘I trust the people of the forest more than those in the palace, for I know I will not be killed when my eyes are closed. I am safe and sound out there, Your Highness, and I’ve never been healthier. Something in the forest air keeps me hale and hearty. This way of living may be good for me after all.’

‘I love your outlook on life. I pray every day that you stay safe. Now tell me about this meeting you had with the English.’

The two of them sat down and Marthanda recounted the meeting, which had taken place at the British factory in Anchuthengu. He had been impressed with the muskets and other arms being produced there. The weapons were far superior to their current arsenal and would give them an edge in battle, if only they had an army to wield them. The fort commandant, Alexander Orme, had agreed to supply ammunition for the fight against the confederacy.

‘That’s great news! I’m sure you will figure out a way to raise an army,’ the king said excitedly. ‘Now tell me, how did you get them to agree to supply us with arms and ammunition?’

‘The English are frustrated with the Madampimars. They regularly send gifts to the Queen of Attingal in gratitude for offering them space to build the Anchuthengu factory but the Madampimars constantly harass and loot their messengers. The British have lost quite a few of their men due to these attacks. This has given us a common cause.’

‘The Madampimars are getting out of hand and as long as the Nairs – the fighting force of this land – are more loyal to these chieftains than to us royals, there isn’t much we can do. But the Madampimars’ misconduct can’t be the only reason that the English offered us support. Did they seek anything in return for their arms?’

Marthanda explained that the English pepper trade was suffering due to the exorbitant demands of the Ettu Veetil Pillamars. The eight landlords failed to deliver the promised pepper consistently and unilaterally increased prices. The English wanted a stable and mutually beneficial agreement and Marthanda had promised them better trading terms if the king of Travancore had true authority over the land. The English were very happy with this proposal and had agreed to supply arms and ammunition to help end the tyranny of the confederacy.

‘Control over the pepper trade would definitely improve our finances as well. It will help us become independent and escape the clutches of the Ettu Veetil Pillamars,’ the king mused. ‘But we need to balance the demands of the Dutch with those of the English. Keep in mind that the Dutch are the biggest buyers of our pepper; we can’t afford to antagonize them. I am sure you will be able to navigate the situation when it comes. Right now, I am extremely happy that you have finally found an ally, Elayaraja. You will soon be ready to take on the confederacy.’

‘I may have the arms and ammunition now, Your Highness, but I need men to wield them and money to pay those men. We don’t have an army and we need more allies.’

‘I can only support you from afar, Elayaraja, but please stay safe.’

‘I hope you will also be careful, Your Highness,’ Marthanda cautioned. ‘After meeting the English, I took the longer and less-traversed route to Padmanabhapuram to avoid the confederates. Still, the Madampimars intercepted me near Neyyattinkara. The fact that they were able to trace me to the less trodden route, and so close to Padmanabhapuram, makes me suspicious. Someone in the palace must have leaked my whereabouts. I would advise you to stay elsewhere for a few days for your safety.’

With a resigned smile, Unni Kerala Varma said, ‘My life is in the hands of the confederates. I am merely a harmless figurehead who agrees to all their demands. They will gain nothing by having me killed.’

‘Everyone knows that you love me and haven’t stopped my efforts against the confederates. They see you as an enemy, just like me. I urge you to move to safer environs, Your Highness.’

‘Don’t you worry, Elayaraja. I will be safe here in the palace.’

Realizing it was impossible to convince his uncle, Marthanda moved on. ‘I need to head back to Thiruvananthapuram at the earliest; it’s not safe for me here. The darkness of night will make it easier to evade the marauders.’

‘May Shri Padmanabhaswamy protect you. Safe journey, Elayaraja.’

Marthanda bowed before his king and took his leave.
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1726

Thiruvananthapuram Palace

In the three years since his meeting with the English, Marthanda had remained focused on vanquishing the confederacy. As he recruited men and procured arms, the confederacy was pulling out all the stops to eliminate the rising threat. They forced the crown prince to remain at the fringes of society, deep in the forests, with no access to the capital city of Padmanabhapuram. But the dogged youth didn’t lose hope despite the overwhelming odds and continued being a thorn in the affairs of the confederacy. At times, this meant emerging from the shadows to meet with the royal family, even if it meant risking his life.

Thiruvananthapuram Palace was much smaller and less grand than Padmanabhapuram. In fact, it did not even hold a candle to the typical home of an Ettu Veetil Pillamar. It was a simple two-floor structure built around a small central courtyard, with a few private quarters and a main hall. Its unassuming appearance was precisely the reason Marthanda chose it for his secret meeting with the Travancore king.

An older and grittier-looking Marthanda greeted the king. ‘Thank you for coming at such short notice, uncle. It gives me immense pleasure to meet with you after such a long time.’

Venad Rama Varma, the new king of Travancore, was a tall and thin man with thick, straight black hair. Large, well-cut diamonds covered his ears and fingers. Visibly young, he could not hide the worry on his brow and the nervousness in his demeanour. ‘I moved heaven and earth to come here as soon as I received your message, Marthanda. I’m relieved to see you healthy and well. I was worried about you after the murder of my brother, Unni Kerala Varma, and prayed for your safety every day.’

‘I am grateful for your prayers, uncle. They have kept me safe from my enemies.’

The king gave the prince a tight hug. He was clearly relieved that his beloved nephew was safe and sound. Then, with the pleasantries out of the way, Venad Rama Varma ordered his retainers to leave the hall so they could speak about more important matters. Marthanda guided the king to a smaller room behind the main hall and shut the door from inside.

In that private cocoon, Venad Rama Varma’s frayed nerves calmed down. ‘I cannot fathom the depths to which the Ettu Veetil Pillamars will stoop. They murdered my brother, Unni Kerala Varma, for no reason. Ever since I became king, they have confined me to Padmanabhapuram Palace. If they don’t want a king, I should abdicate and end the monarchy for good.’

‘The murder of His Highness Unni Kerala Varma was a deplorable act and we will avenge his death,’ Marthanda said in a resolute voice.

‘How? I am a puppet of the confederacy. My movements and communications are curtailed and intercepted. I had to beg the Yogakkars to allow me to come to Thiruvananthapuram. If they had known that I was travelling here to meet you, they would have assassinated me right away.’

‘We should not give up yet, uncle. We need to make our enemies answer for their crimes. These atrocities cannot go on forever!’

‘What can we do, Marthanda? We are helpless. I am not in the position to stand up to them. I am quite sure plans are afoot to kill me as well. Even if that’s not the case, their plotting is a hanging sword that aggravates my chronic illness and will end me for sure.’

‘This time I have a plan, uncle. My journeys through distant lands seeking alliances may finally yield fruit. That will give us the means to fight the confederacy.’

‘What do you propose we do?’

‘During ancient times, the Travancore kings pledged their loyalty to the Madurai nayaks. But for the past many years, we have stopped paying tribute to them. They too have lost interest in us. Let us visit Madurai to re-pledge our allegiance and offer an annual tribute in return for their military support.’

The king was silent for a moment. I don’t have the courage or wherewithal to take such a daring action. But I should not impede Marthanda – he needs my utmost faith and support.

‘You are the only person who has ever stood up against these murderers,’ he said at last. ‘You are the only person I trust in these matters. I agree with your proposal with my whole heart. Tell me what I can do.’

‘Let’s head to Madurai and propose this to the nayak. Hopefully, we will return with the necessary forces to take on the confederacy.’

‘Sure, Marthanda. I am willing to do anything to end the menace of these feudal lords.’

Time was of the essence lest the Madampimars got wind of their plans and took aggressive action against them. The very next morning, Marthanda, Venad Rama Varma and an armed retinue – all disguised as Pathans – made their way from Thiruvananthapuram to Madurai. The journey, which took a few days, was thankfully uneventful. Within a week of their arrival, they were given an audience by the Madurai nayak, Vijayaranga Chokkanatha.
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1726

Thirumala Nayak Palace, Madurai

Marthanda, dressed in the ceremonial attire of a crown prince, stood amongst other dignitaries in the court of the Madurai nayak, waiting to present his case. He looked around at the imposing palace, which boasted massive courtyards and a multitude of thick pillars supporting high ceilings. In comparison, the Travancore palace looked like the thatched hut of a peasant.

Despite its impressive features, it was clear the best days of the palace were behind it. There was disrepair all around. The walls – though adorned with delicate Thanjavur paintings and intricate wood carvings – were faded and cobwebs hung from the corners. The decorative drapes that once brightened up the court had grown worn and pale. The might and fame of the Madurai nayaks seemed to be in name only.

Vijayaranga Chokkanatha, a young, scholarly-looking man barely out of his teens, entered the court. A bright yellow veshti was wrapped around the lower half of his body, while a red shawl obscured his bare chest. It was clear that both were made of the finest Madurai Sungudi cotton. Wordlessly, he beckoned Marthanda to state his case.

With a deep bow, the young prince said, ‘The kingdom of Travancore has pledged allegiance to the Madurai nayaks since time immemorial. But of late, the true control of the kingdom has lapsed into the hands of the Yogakkars, Ettu Veetil Pillamars and Madampimars. They neither recognize the authority of Madurai nor pay tribute to you. I, Marthanda Varma, the crown prince of Travancore, and my uncle, Venad Rama Varma, the king of Travancore, would like to right this wrong. We will pledge our allegiance to you and accept the suzerainty of Madurai over Travancore. We will also pay an annual tribute of three thousand rupees to you, Your Highness.’

Venad Rama Varma, who was standing next to Marthanda, nodded in agreement.

‘But right now, we are powerless,’ Marthanda continued. ‘We have no semblance of control over our kingdom. We do not have the means to pay the annual tribute. We have no army or arms to take on the confederacy. We seek your military assistance to help restore your authority on Travancore.’

The mere utterance of 3,000 rupees had lit up Vijayaranga Chokkanatha’s eyes. Now he responded, ‘We will always stand in support of our feudatories. I am willing to provide military aid to ensure that the rightful ruler of Travancore has true control over the kingdom. I will provide you with 2,000 of my best infantry soldiers and 1,000 cavalry.’

He instructed Marthanda to correspond with his governor at Tiruchirappalli to work out all the particulars. The men would then be sent to the Travancore border, where they could help subdue the refractory elements.

‘Once the kingdom is back in your control, pay the troops for their services and upkeep, and reinforce your allegiance to me by paying the annual tribute of 3,000 rupees,’ Vijayaranga concluded.

Marthanda and Venad Rama Varma accepted these terms and, the next morning, began their journey back home. Once they neared the borders of Travancore, the always well-informed prince told his uncle, ‘I have received intelligence reports that word has reached the confederacy about our Madurai journey. The confederates might cook up some mischief once we enter Travancore. I recommend we split up to mitigate this risk. Please head towards Padmanabhapuram with the retainers. I’ll take the forest route to Thiruvananthapuram.’

‘I think we should split our retainers equally between us; we will both be safer that way.’ To Venad Rama Varma, the safety of his beloved nephew was paramount. He was the future of Travancore – its last hope. As a king, it was his utmost responsibility to protect the crown prince. As an uncle, it was his avuncular duty to protect his nephew, no matter how powerless and helpless he was.

‘No, uncle. I don’t need retainers. Once inside the forest, I will be safe. I have my people to safeguard me. Please take the retainers and head home. Once the army promised by the Madurai nayak arrives at our borders, I will bring them to you in Padmanabhapuram.’

Venad Rama Varma looked into the eyes of the resolute young man. Marthanda will not change his mind. The boy has made the forests his second home. He will be safe. In the end, the king only said, ‘Stay safe, Marthanda.’

After bidding goodbye to his uncle, Marthanda continued his journey through the forests towards Thiruvananthapuram. As he neared Nedumangad, he chanced upon a priest wearing a white thorthu – a piece of cloth worn around the waist – waiting for him in the woods. He looked agitated.

‘It’s my good fortune that I found you, Your Highness,’ the panicked man exclaimed upon seeing Marthanda. ‘The Madampimars are out looking for you. I overheard a large group of them talking about capturing you. They are moving in this direction – you need to hide, my prince.’

Marthanda was stunned for a moment. How are the Madampimars able to intercept me with such ease? I need to get to the root of this and flush out the spies in my fold. But now is not the time to think about that. I need to act. I need to hide.

As if he read Marthanda’s mind, the priest suggested, ‘There’s a temple nearby. You can hide in one of the inner chambers there.’

He ran forward, leading Marthanda through the wilderness to a small village. They only stopped when they reached its centre, where the temple was located. The priest guided the crown prince to a small room adjacent to the kitchen, behind the main deity, where they both sat down. ‘I think we will be safe here until the Madampimars leave this place,’ he said, panting.

Marthanda sat in silence, still contemplating how they had found him. The people in Padmanabhapuram Palace must have leaked information. A complete overhaul of the administration is necessary.

After a few minutes, there was some commotion outside the temple. They heard a lot of voices:

‘He must be somewhere here!’

‘The villagers told us that they headed in this direction. Look for him!’

‘He is alone. We’ve got him this time. I will remove his entrails with my bare hands!’

The priest jumped up, saying, ‘Wait here, Your Highness. I will find a way out for us.’ Without waiting for a reply, he left the room and went into the kitchen. He returned with a huge brass pot containing boiled rice and then retrieved a pouch from his hip filled with sacred ash, vibuthi.

At the priest’s bidding, the two quickly exchanged clothes. He smeared Marthanda Varma’s forehead, throat and earlobes with vibuthi and instructed, ‘Please chant some mantras as you pass the Madampimars.’

Before he left, Marthanda folded his hands in gratitude and thanked the priest.

 Many men and women have sacrificed their lives for my safety. My debt to my people is increasing with every passing day. I need to repay them all – I can’t remain helpless forever. I need to take back my kingdom!

Marthanda hoisted the pot above his head and balanced it on his thalekettu. He then headed outside while rapidly chanting incomprehensible mantras. More than fifteen men wielding swords and kattaris were searching for him around the temple and the mantapa that stood in front of it. Marthanda avoided eye contact and continued walking towards the exit of the temple with short but quick steps, muttering mantras under his breath.

A Madampimar noticed him and barked, ‘Hey! Did you see anyone entering the temple?’

Giving the big, burly man an irritated look, Marthanda replied, ‘Yes, yes. A man came in and went somewhere in the back. I didn’t see exactly where. Now excuse me, I am in a hurry to complete the formalities for my pooja.’

Not wanting to stop the brahmin from his duties, the Madampimar acknowledged the disguised crown prince and shouted out to his compatriots. ‘The prince is somewhere back there! Let’s flush him out!’

As the Madampimar party headed to the back of the temple, Marthanda slipped out of the building and through the village. Once he reached the forest, he dropped the brass pot and started running towards Thiruvananthapuram.
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Two years after meeting the Madurai nayak, 1728

The king’s personal quarters in Padmanabhapuram Palace

Marthanda had thought that bringing in the Madurai nayaks would force a change in the status quo. But Vijayaranga Chokkanatha, known more for scholarly pursuits than his political acumen, became caught up in the intrigues within his own palace. This had a collateral effect – the troops bound for Travancore had been delayed.

In the meantime, it was life as usual for Marthanda. The confederacy bayed for his blood while keeping him trapped inside the forests, away from Travancore’s royals. They had continued to harass Venad Rama Varma, even as it took a toll on his mental and physical health. Though Marthanda’s bold bet had eventually paid off – two years after their journey to Madurai – it was too late for some.

The king was lying on his bed, his face pale. His eyes had sunk into their sockets and he could barely keep his mouth closed. He had lost a lot of weight in the two years since he had parted ways with the Elayaraja at the Travancore border.

Marthanda, upon his arrival, signalled the attendants in the room to leave. ‘I bear good news, uncle,’ he said. ‘After the army of the Madurai nayaks arrived at our borders a few months ago, the Madampimars fled to the countryside. I didn’t even have to meet the nayak army, let alone use them to take action against the local chieftains. The countryside is calm and there have been no more attacks against me. Now, I can traverse the kingdom freely.’

In a weak and shaky voice, his uncle replied, ‘Alas, I can’t say the same about the situation here. The Madampimars may have been cowed but the arrogant attitude of the Yogakkars and Ettu Veetil Pillamars continues unabated. Constant harassment by the Yogakkars has taken a toll on my health, just as I had feared.’

‘The Yogakkars derive their power from the deep respect the citizens have for their religious authority, while the Ettu Veetil Pillamars are strengthened by their financial might and grip on the revenue administration. The people still stand by them, so they are not afraid of the army at our borders. But do not worry, uncle. We will soon put them in their place.’

‘I don’t think I will live to see that day but I pray that I leave a more secure kingdom for you.’

Marthanda gently held his uncle’s frail hand. ‘We will overcome the confederacy together.’

Venad Rama Varma placed his other hand on Marthanda’s and smiled.

There was a knock on the door – a messenger with important information for the king. Marthanda allowed him inside and closed the door again.

Bowing to the king, the messenger said, ‘I bear sad news, Your Highness. The senior rani, Mootha Thampuratti, her husband Kilimanoor Koil Thampuran and their young son Rama Varma were attacked by the Ettu Veetil Pillamars’ men on their way to Attingal. Fortunately, Kilimanoor Koil Thampuran was able to send the rani and their son to a nearby village before taking their place in the palanquin. The party bravely fought the Ettu Veetil Pillamars’ men and drove them back, but Kilimanoor Koil Thampuran was martyred. However, the rani and her son are safe.’

Marthanda clenched his teeth and fists with rage and punched the nearest wooden pillar. Dismissing the messenger, he said angrily, ‘They have crossed the line this time! My sister has been widowed! These scoundrels will pay for this transgression!’

The king sank back into his bed and began crying. ‘I have failed to protect the royal household. I don’t deserve to be the king anymore.’

Marthanda returned to his uncle’s side and touched his feet with his bruised hands. ‘Please don’t blame yourself. We are in this together. I promise you, the Ettu Veetil Pillamars will suffer the consequences of their actions!’

The wrinkled face of Venad Rama Varma was now wet with tears. Marthanda sat by him and clasped his legs tighter, even as the king continued sobbing, begging him to stay strong and assuring him that Kilimanoor Koil Thampuran’s death would be avenged. Venad Rama Varma did not reply and his eyes remained closed, tears trickling down his face.

I have failed as a king. I have failed as a man. I have failed to protect my family. I don’t deserve to live.

The assassination attempt only worsened the king’s health further. Guilt-ridden and distraught, he passed away a few months later. As per tradition, preparations began in earnest for his nephew’s ascension. An auspicious time was identified and, at the age of twenty-three, Marthanda was coronated as the new king of Travancore.
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Marthanda Varma sat on the throne with one leg over the other. His simple white silk thorthu stood in contrast to the mel mundu wrapped around the top half of his body – richly decorated, woven with a conch-shell design. He wore a multi-thread white pearl necklace finished with a large drop-shaped pendant and a matching set of round pearl-studded earrings. His hands were adorned with thick gold bracelets and the crown, studded with precious stones, completed the set. But the biggest change was that Marthanda had grown a beard, making him look older. He clearly wanted to give himself more gravitas in the company of his council of ministers and nobles, who were all old men with white hair.

The new king was ready for his first address in the manthrasala – the hall where important matters were discussed with the ministers. It was a simple square room on the first floor of the palace that connected to the stairs and other rooms via a network of corridors. The room had small windows that overlooked the palace gardens, illuminating the fact that it was clearly too small for the number of people inside it at the moment.

With a regal air, Marthanda expounded, ‘Many important administrative posts have been left unfilled for years due to the multitude of crises we have faced. We have always managed the affairs of the kingdom on an ad hoc basis. But it is time for a new approach. For the prosperity and security of Travancore, we need to give capable men positions of authority and the requisite power.’

Marthanda had always suspected that the palace personnel were spies. It was time to fill the place with loyalists and he chose to start at the top – the dalawa or prime minister.

‘We have lost control over the economy of the kingdom,’ Marthanda continued. ‘Although we are blessed with rich resources, we are not able to reap the benefits of this. To build and strengthen our economy, we need a visionary dalawa. I am pleased to appoint Arumugam Pillai, who handled the office during the reign of His Highness Venad Rama Varma, the permanent dalawa of Travancore. We expect him to continue the good work he did during the previous king’s tenure.’

There was congratulatory applause and voices of approval from everybody in the hall. Arumugam Pillai, an old man who was bald save for a few small tufts of hair at the back of his head, stood up, joined his wrinkled hands together and bowed in gratitude to the king.

Marthanda then turned his attention to the defence of the kingdom. ‘We need to reinvigorate our army. Our state has been plagued by enemies within and without. We must spare no effort to strengthen the security of the kingdom with men and arms under the guidance of a strong leader. I am proud to announce that Kumaraswamy Pillai will be the new commander-in-chief of the Travancore army.’

There was thunderous applause. Kumaraswamy Pillai, a burly old man with a thick moustache, moved forward to bow in front of the king, his hand gripping his sword.

‘Kumaraswamy Pillai will be ably assisted by the brother of our new dalawa, Thanu Pillai,’ the king added.

Thanu Pillai looked like a younger version of his elder brother and was standing in the back, amongst the nobles who were lower in the hierarchy. He came forward and bowed in front of the king and Kumaraswamy Pillai, accepting his new position.

With all the important positions formalized, Marthanda had one more appointment to make. He softened his tone just a little and said, with a tinge of brotherly affection, ‘I would also like to appoint young Ramayyan as the Rayasom, undersecretary, tasked with managing the palace and other affairs of the kingdom when necessary. Ramayyan has grown immensely under my care and patronage over the last few years.’

A short, fair-skinned teenager with a shaven head who was right at the back of the room – behind the lowest rung of nobles – moved ahead and bowed before the king. Despite the chubby cheeks that gave him a baby face, he had a stern demeanour. He stood straight and still until the king dismissed him.

Marthanda then addressed the audience at large. ‘We now have a competent team to lead the state forward. I request all of you to assist them in discharging their duties and making Travancore a prosperous and strong kingdom.’

Everyone in the hall voiced their support for the king’s request. Marthanda continued to look straight ahead, almost oblivious to the adulation that was being showered on him.

With all the key positions occupied by my loyalists, I should be able to get the house in order here at Padmanabhapuram. Once things are under control, it will be time to take on the wretched confederacy.

He focused on the room once again. ‘Now, let’s begin the first order of business. Our dalawa has some important items to discuss.’

Arumugam Pillai moved to the middle of the hall. In a sombre voice, he reported, ‘Thank you, Your Highness. The matter is of grave concern. The soldiers from Tiruchirappalli have been agitating for pay for quite some time. I have received intelligence reports that they are planning to attack Travancore to get their dues. We need to pacify them at the earliest, Your Highness.’

‘Why should we pay them? We haven’t used them to flush out the Madampimars in Travancore; they have remained in Madurai territory all along.’

‘They claim that it was their presence at the border that forced the Madampimars into hiding. According to them, they have done their job.’

‘But the purpose of hiring the troops was to fight the Madampimars and remove them,’ the king snapped. ‘They haven’t fought and so I don’t see any reason to pay them. They have no reason to be agitated.’

‘We may disagree on the services rendered by the Tiruchirappalli soldiers, but our immediate concern is to placate them. We can’t afford an armed aggression against the state at this juncture, when we don’t have a standing army or money in our treasury.’

Calming himself down, Marthanda replied, ‘Of course, we don’t want a war at this point. We need to take a diplomatic approach. Prepare a delegation to meet the soldiers and put across our point of view. I hope our diplomats can convince the soldiers to reach a middle ground that is mutually beneficial.’

‘Yes, Your Highness.’

Within days, the dalawa and a delegation of diplomats set out at the break of dawn to meet the Tiruchirappalli soldiers beyond the borders of Travancore.

A few weeks later, Marthanda was overseeing the ongoing renovation of the outer walls of the palace. Many years of neglect had left the palace in a state of disrepair. He was keen on sprucing up the structure, which was a visible symbol of the king’s authority. Suddenly, he was informed that a group of three messengers had arrived. The king granted them an audience right there and then.

The trio bowed in front of the king before the senior-most messenger delivered their report. ‘Our dalawa is in distress, Your Highness,’ he said. ‘The Tiruchirappalli soldiers have refused to talk to his party. Instead, they have taken the dalawa hostage and marched back to Thrikanamkudy, where they are camped right now. They are demanding the full payment in exchange for his release.’

Marthanda was stunned
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