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It is a very pleasant duty to acknowledge before the text of 

this thesis those individuals who have assisted me in its 

production. This varies from the occasional inspired suggestion 

and unintended help to extensive criticism and discussion. I 

thank you all very much. 

My first thanks must go to my first supervisor, Professor A.L. 

Basham. The topic which he originally suggested was the horse 

sacrifice. I started on this, but my interests soon expanded 

and I began to deal with the Indo-European knowledge of the 

horse. The ~gveda is the principal source material that I use, and 

this is supplemented with literature from other branches of that 

extensive family. 

From the outset Professor Basham has always been willing to help 

me with any problem. His advice and guidance on all matters I have 

presented to him have been most helpful. He encouraged me to come 

here in the first place, and was instrumental in securing 

for me an Australian National University Master's scholarship. 

If this thesis can in any way express the gratitude which I owe 

to Professor Basham for the labours which he has undertaken for me, 

then I shall be satisfied. 

After Professor Basham left for a position overseas, Dr. Jordens 

took over responsibility as my chief supervisor. To him I am 

greatly indebted for all the things he has done for me. I always 

knew that I could go and see him about any problem and he would do 

his best to help me. 
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Invaluable help also came from other quarters. The people who 

handled the inter-library:, loans, namely, Mr. A.Bennett, Mr. G .Morris, 

Mrs.S.O'Reilly, and Mrs.P.Turner, have been very helpful throughout. 
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All the material that I have needed from libraries either in 

Australia or overseas I have secured through the generous assistance 

of these people. They were pleased to help me at all times, and 

I was always pleased to deal with them. 

If it was not for a scholarship provided by the Australian 

National University I would not have been able to come to Canberra. 

To the University, therefore, I am greatly indebted and thank all 

concerned. I believe I have gained much from my stay here, and I 

will always remember Canberra with deep affection. 

I would now like to say a few words about this thesis. I have 

searched for many an hour for material relevant to my subject. 

The search has not been easy. The material is there but it is 

widely scattered. All that material I have included in the 

bibliography. I hope that it forms a useful supplement to the 

main text. I also hope that the reader finds as many gems in the 

literature as I have found when I read through it all. 

In addition, I have included a few sketches as an aide in 

understanding the structure of the chariot and the harness. When 

reading the chapter on chariotry it may serve as a useful addition. 

Should anyone accuse me of being an alien to the subject, may I 

say that I have ridden and handled horses before. I have never 

been a professional, but I am acquainted well enough with the 

horse to be able to speak with some authority. 

Because of my interest in horses, I have found this topic of 

considerable interest. A dedication to the horse, therefore, may 

seem ridiculous, and it may well be. To the lasting friendship, 

however, that has endured the ravages of time, between man and horse, 
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a dedication of thanks may not be that much out of place. 

To all those people who have stood by me during these two years, 

1979-1980, and have awaited this history , I say thank you. Many 

names besides those I have already mentioned could be named, but I 

believe that if they receive as much pleasure in observing or 

studying the history of man and horse as I have, then I could 

expect no better reward. And I hope that the reader obtains as 

much enjoyment from the subject as I have, and I hope will 

continue to for many more years yet. 
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Few animals have had such a profound effect on the course of history 

as the horse. It still finds a use today despite mankind's unsurpassed 

involvement with and reliance upon machines. The horse may continue to 

be even more popular simply because of this. Thus what may seem a 

setback to the horse's continued involvement with mankind could well 

turn to the horse's favour. Fortunately, there still remains among 

nearly all peoples a certain fascination for this creature. 

Books about horses are readily available today. They cover nearly every 

imaginable point on the subject from breeds to management and from 

the horse mind to dressage. What most have in common is that they concern 

horses and horse management of today: the present. Few consider the 

horses of yesterday: extending back to humanity's first association 

with the horse. 

There is a wealth of information about horses in mankind's early 

history. Perhaps the only hindrance is a lack of interest or inability to 

find it, search through it, and then present the information. 

It is perhaps true to say that each age steps on the shoulders of the 

a~es that have gone before. Thus the value of what we have today in 

large measure reflects our debt to our forerunners. Certainly each age 

has a different weight to bear, but if we can in any way show our 

appreciation of the labours of the peoples of antiquity who have 

bequeathed much to us, it is in the least to record what they did. 

How they used the horse and the developments revolving around it, 

including the revolution in land transport and its numerous results, 

is only a small but singly important development in mankind's attempts 

to improve both himself and those around him. 

Our ancestors had a unique relationship with that noble animal the 

horse for a long time. Traces of it remain and can be reconstructed. 
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We can learn about the lives of the people- how they travelled, what 

religion they had, their economy- by studying their closest companion, 

the horse. Early peoples' lives were tied with that of the horse 

because they were dependent on it. 

Few people have attempted research on mankind's early association 

with the horse. Those that do exist are for the most part about horses 

in the classical civilizations and were written during the nineteenth 

or early twentieth centuries. What is more, most are written in German. 

It is a regret that the Indo-Europeans' dealings with horses have scarcely 

received the attention that they deserve. The text that contains the 

myths and customs of the Aryans-a branch of the Indo-Europeans- is a 

vast treasure that abounds with information on horses. Why this 

information has not been fully utilized before is a mystery. 

This thesis hopes to reestablish the ~gveda as an important and vital 

piece of source material for the early history of the Aryans' use of the 

horse. Without it, our knowledge and appreciation of the Indo-European 

indebtedness to and relationship with the horse is diminished. With it, 

however, our appreciation will increase and a large gap in the history 

of man's dealings with horses will be filled in. 

From the pages of the ~gveda much can be learnt about the horses of the 

Aryans. Important to consider is why the horse features so prominently. 

This question has never really been answered before. The reason is 

simply because it is regarded as an important animal, if not the most 

important. It played a role so great that few texts can parallel the 

lavish pra.ises bestowed on the animal. The Aryans became so dependent 

on it for their survival that it should be little wonder that it becomes 

a god. 

Once we understand how important the horse is, this deification can be 

easily understood. The deification of the horse is always important to 
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is 
bear in mind, for itA the key in understanding much about early horse-lore. 

In addition, the horse possesses certain qualities that magnify its 

grandeur. It is a teachable animal and obedient to the master whom it 

knows well. Many heroes both ancient and modern have had their favourite 

horse that accompanies them through the thick and thin of battle, or 

takes their rider to another victory in the race. 

As the irryans became acquainted with horses so too did their knowledge 

increase. Of this knowledge they have left us much. The horses that draw 

the chariot or which are ridden would need to have been trained. Kikkuli's 

horse-training manual -a Hittite document- contains elaborate day-by-day 

instructions that could have served as a model for the Aryan/ horse-trainers 

in north-western India. 

Few areas in horse-lore are lacking in the ~gveda. For the researcher 

it is merely a case of what he chooses to include. This thesis is really 

only a beginning, since much more could be said on the subject. The 

chapters here have been chosen because they will fill in many gaps 

on the 1\ryan and Indo-European contribution to early horse-lore. 

While tbe subjects differ sometimes to a great extent, they share in 

common the single theme of this thesis-, that is, to show the exalted 

position of the horse that contributed much to the life of a vital people. 

If any people have come close to acknowledging the horse as the most noble 

of beasts it is surely the Aryans. To them no other animal could be 

compared or equalled in nobleness. If only our appreciation of the service 

and dedication of the horse to humanity can be furthered, then the effort 

of enquiry will be worthwhile. 
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Of all the domestic animals, the horse has had the closest relationship 

with mankind. Only in the most recent times has it been surpassed by the 

dog. This came about because it fulfilled the role of comrade-at-arms, 

a role unique to the horse. Unlike other animals that man dealt with in 

groups, the horse was treated individually. Every horse had its own 

rider or driver, and each came to know the other. 

The results of this relationship were enormous. Horse and Man could achieve 

much together, and they did. The early literature of the Indo-Europeans 

shows how much these peoples relied on the horse for their wars and for 

their entertainment. Though there is much obscurity because of the mixture 

of mythology and history, a lot may be learnt from both. An interesting 

point in the history of man and horse is that some individuals were selected 

as being preeminent in dealing with horses. 

Not limited by geographical separation but only by the imagination of 

men's minds, the fame of these beings travelled as if on the wings of the 

wind. For the most part they appear in early literature as gods, and although 

their horse association is there, it seems to have a subordinate role. 

The curious thing about them is that they are twins or brothers or possibly 

both. 

I 
The Asvins have been an enigma for a very long time. Their identity has 

remained elusive both to the earliest interpreters and to modern scholars. 

We find that their nature is diverse and their interests are equally so. It 

is because of this diversity that they appear a fascinating pair of gods. 

Moreover, the hymns that celebrate them reveal a special degree of 

kinship between the worshipper and the Afvins. This explains, in part at 

least, their functions and interests. 

I 
What does the word Asvin mean? One dictionary states that the word means 

"furnished with horses, consisting of horses, ~orse tamers, horse guiders".
1 

1. H.Grassmann, WzRV, Wiesbaden, 1872, col.l43 under A£vin-
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The word is derived from a£va- "horse", and the suffix in- means 

"having" or "possessing". A;vin- therefore means "possessing horses".
2 

I 
The close relationship that existed between the Asvins and the horse is 

thus evident from the name of the pair. 

Undoubtedly one of the most durable qualities of the horse is its 

swiftness. Because of this characteristic, the horse was a suitable animal 

for the battle. A fleet steed or mare, then, is one of the Aryans'most 

prized possessions. 3 The A£vins' horses are called flying steeds in 

several passages, 4 meaning of course rapid runners. Other passages 

liken these horses to swans: graceful in movement, swift, and beauteous 

. 5 1n appearance. 

I 
Both the chariot and the horses of the Asvins receive special attention 

in the Afvin hymns of the Rgveda. While most of the gods travel in a chariot 

drawn by swift horses or a similar swift creature, none receives as much 

. I 
attention as that of the Asvins. The horses are called bird-like, 

fleet-winged, golden-winged, falcon-like, swan-like, and as swift as thought. 6 

Lightning-like speed was a necessity in the poet's view for the brothers 

to undertake the tasks that were given to them. 

2. See A.A.Macdonell, A Vedic Grammar, Oxford, 1916, p.474., and for 
f:;rther references consult the following: Julius von Negelein, Das Pferd ... 
Konigsberg, 1903, p.2., Leopold von Schroder, AR, Leipzig, pp.441-442, vol. 
2., D.Ward in Indo-European and Indo-Europeans-,-eds. G.Cardona et.al., 
Philadelphia, 1970, p.406., M.O.Howey, The Horse in Magic and Myth, 
London, 1923, p.l51., D.Ward, The Divine Twins, Berkeley, 1968, p.12., 
L.Sternberg, "Der antike Zwillingskult im lichte der Ethnologie", ZfE, 
lxi, 1929, p.l60. 

3. In 1.91.20, along with a cow rich in milk, and a person of "active 
knowledge", a fleet steed is one of the prizes that the god Soma gives 
to the person who worships the gods of the Vedic pantheon. 

4. See for example v.41.3., 74.6,9., 75.3,5., x.22.4,5. 

5. See iv.45.4. 

6. ibid. 
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/ 
The horses of the Asvins are the swiftest of all creatures because time 

and hence distance present no barriers to them. Whether they are far away 

or close at hand, they can appear in an instant. This is why a poet calls 

them the swiftest to appear. 7 This and like tales serve the purpose of 

telling the hearers that the A£vins are not slack in their appointed 

tasks, but are always ready to come speedily when trouble or need arises. 

I 
The Asvins thus represent swift help. Although the name indicates 

their association with horses, it does not give us any idea that they are 

saviours or helpers. On this aspect we may see an ancient heritage 

preserved. The brothers in other lands of the Indo-Europeans also have 

an important connection with the acts of helping, protecting, and saving 

mankind.
8 

Such must have been the fame of the twins. It is interesting 

to see that they possess several important characteristics in common.
9 

The association with horses is of first consideration, although at times 

this often becomes secondary to more important aspects of their character. 

One of the epithets of the Greek Dioskouroi, the equivalent of the ~gveaic 

A£vins, is leukopoloi,"white horses",
10 

and Pausanias says that they were 

originally thought of as in the form of two horses. 
11 

Later, though how 

7. See for example v.77.3., 75.5,6., viii.69., x.22.4-5., 65.4. 

8. L.Sternberg, op.cit., pp.154, 158., H.Rosenfeld, "Germanischer 
Zwillingsgottkul t", in Mfirchen, Mythos und Dich tung, Munch en, 1963, p. 270. 

9. Healing and saving for example: see Leopold von Schroder, op.cit., 
p.449, vol.1. Regarding the acts of healing of the Dioskouroi, they appear 
to have been preeminent, even surpassing Asclepius. See L.Sternberg, 
op .cit., p .158., S .Eitrem, Die gottlichen Zwillinge bei den Griechen, 
Christiana, 1902, p.92. 

10. H. Rosenfeld, "Die Vandalischen Alkes 'Elchrei ter "', GRM, xxviii, 
1940, p.269. 

11. Pausanias, viii. 25.5., Alkman, Fragment 9., H. Rosenfeld, "Germanischer . . ' ' . 
op.cit., p.269. 
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much later we are not told, the white horses became their attributes, 

and then under the impetus of the Hellenes they were thought to wander 

in human form. The poet Pin dar calls them "those noble horsemen, the sons 

of Tyndareius". 
12 

And the invaders of Britain, Hengist and Horsa, were 

thought of as two horses. 13 In the Baltic mythology also, the ~ins' 

associ&tion.with horses occurs; Thus, we see their horses outside the 

door of the Sun maiden, or on the hillside eating oats, and their 

golden steeds accompany the sun as it j~urneys across the heavens. 
14 

Perhaps more than any other brother pair do the Greek Dioskouroi come 

closest to the meaning and functions of the ~gvedic A£vins. Dioskouroi 

means "sons of heaven". They appear riding snow white stallions, or 

travel in a chariot. Like the As'vins the Dioskouroi are "saving, 

greatly-aiding gods". 15 In the event of any danger to their people, the 

Dioskouroi appear immediately, and just as quickly and miraculously they 

disappear once their tasks are completed. On land they especially appear 

as helpers in the very thick of battle, and with their saving help the 

battle is always won. Thus in the battle against the Cronians the Dioskouroi 

appeared
16

, and in 496 B.C. they appeared in a battle at the sea of Regellus.
1 

The horses of the Dioskouroi, Zanthus and Kylarros, are just as much a 

part of the saving team as the riders or drivers. 18 They are not only lauded 

by the poets, but their names are carved into wood and stone. 

12. Olympian Odes, iii.39. 

13. L.Sternberg, op.cit., p.154. 

14. D.Ward, in Indo-European ... op.cit., p.406. 

15. Leopold von Schroder, op.cit., p.448, vol.2. 

16. Justin, xx.3 

17. H.Rosenfeld, "Germanischer •.. ", op.cit., p.270. 

18. Leopold von Schrcider, op.cit., pp.447-448, vol.2. 
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In ancient Germany too we find traces of a once flourishing twin cult. 

According to Tacitus, a pair of divinities called Alces were worshipped 

by certain tribes.
19 

He compares them to Castor and Pollux, the individual 

names of the Dioskouroi. 20 The pair. are brothers and youths and receive 

no image worship.
21 

Attempts to find the true meaning of the word have not 

been very successful so far. Two explanations that have withstood much 

disputation connect the word with, firstly, the Gothic alhs- "temple", 

and secondly, the Lithuanian elkas- "the gods'grove" or the Lettie 

elks- "idol". Thus the Alces could simply mean "the deities". 22 

How then did the idea of the twin horsemen arise? The surviving 

evidence indicates that these twins had a very close association with 

horses, but it appears that the horse was only used as a nickname.
23 

It 

was a sign of identity. That the twin horsemen in the widespread 

Indo-European world should be named horses or possessors of horses 

indicates that the similarities are too close to be ignored. An 

interesting parallel to the two horsemen occurs in a far-off land. This is 

the "sons of God" of ancient Israel. 

The tradition about the "sons of God" can be traced back a long way. 

In the Old Testament, for example, we read of the bene ha-elohim, "sons 

of God".
24 

According to several specialists, "sons of God" means simply 

"beings of the god-class". 25 In one place the expression stands parallel 

to 11morning stars", and this also occurs in a mythical text from Ras 

19. Germania, 43. See also W.Koppers, "Pferdeopfer und Pferdekult der 
Indogermanen", WBKL, iv, 1936, p.287., J.Hoops, RL, Strassburg, 1911, 
iii. p.298. -- -

20. ibid. 

21. ibid. 

22. ibid. 

23. As far as we know, no-one has put it quite that way before. We should 
I 

remember, however, that the Asvins are primarily rescuers, savers, and 
healers, and the horses are their companions and means of locomotion. "Horse
possessors" therefore seems a natural identity mark. 

24. Genesis vi.1. 

25. Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, New York, 1962, p. 426, vol.l. 
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Shamra. 26 This suggests that these heavenly beings may have been regarded 

as stars. The A£vins and the Dioskouroi have oftentimes been thought of 

as two stars, though this is just one of a number of suggested identificationE 

The "sons of God" of Genesis does correspond etymologically with the 

diva napata of the Rgveda and the dios kouroi of early Greek lite~ature. 28 

• 

Since, then, the twin beings are called "sons of God" or "sons of 

heaven", which indicates their divinity, and horsemen, which indicates 

their kinship with horses, who or what are they? That they are saviours 

is true, but are they human or divine saviours? Is it possible that 

the widely scattered Indo-European tribes could have invented these tales 

independently? What should be considered is that the twins at some time 

had achieved enough fame to be remembered by many peoples. Certainly tales 

were woven as time wore on and facts were forgotten, but the existence 

of the two has survived these ravages of time and mythology. 

Some leaders whose historicity we cannot deny, such as Julius Caesar and 

Augustus, were deified within their own lieftime. Such, however, is the 

exception and not the rule, even with the Romans. The divine twins, if they 

did indeed exist, must have lived in an age when mankind was in its 

infancy. They have been glorified by poets for millennia, and they appear 

in the literature of the Vedic Aryans as spirit beings. Their character 

and functions, however, tend to betray an existence that may not have 

been a figment of the people's imagination. 

British history records the historicity of the twin pair Hengist and 

Horsa. They and their followers arrive from Jutland. 29 They had come from 

the sea, and landed at Ebbsfleet on the island of Thanet. 30 The appearance 

26. ibid. 

2 7. W .Mannhardt, "Die let tisch en Sonnenmythen", ZfE, vii, 18 75, p. 313. , 
L.Myriantheus, Die A£vins, Munchen, 1876, p.34. ---

28. A.Krappe, "Zum antiken Zwillingskult im Lichte der Ethnologie", ZfE, 
lxvi, 1934, p.187. 

29. J. R. Green, The Making of England, London, 1882, p. 28. 

30. ibid., H.M.Chadwick, The Origin of the English Nation, Cambridge, 
1924, p.97. 
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of the twins f~om the sea and their rescuings at sea often occurs in 

Indo-European tales. The landing of the brothers on the British coast is, 

however, regarded as historical and in no way fictitious.
31 

The historian 

Diodorus tells us of a time when the appearance of the heavenly twins was 

known to the Celts of ancient times: 

the eel ts who dwell along the coast 
venerate the Dioskouroi above any of the 
gods, since they have a tradition handed 
down from ancient times .that these gods 
appeared among them coming from the sea. 
Moreover, the country which skirts the 
ocean bears, they say, not a few names 
which are derived from the Argonauts and 
the Dioskouroi.32 

The twins are connected with sea rescues in several places in the 

' ~gveda. First, however, there remains the question whether the Asvins 

used ships upon the waters. The Arabians used to call the camel the "ship 

of the desert".
33

such an expression, if taken without proper knowledge 

of its real meaning, would be meaningless. In Homer, on the other hand, 

we find the reverse situation. Here the ship is called the horse of the 

sea.
34 

In one of the great periods in the development of the German 

language the chariot is called "ship" and 11vessel" or "land ship". 35 

Old Nordic and Anglo-Saxon authors call the ship the "sea horse". 
36 

This is merely a metaphor for the ship. Many more instances could be cited. 
37 

In the ~gveda we find a similar situation: the horse or chariot of the 

A I • . 1 . d h' ' 1 38 
sv1ns 1s severa t1mes use to represent a s 1p or ocean-go1ng vesse . 

31. See for example, G.Kossinna, Die deutsche Vorgeschichte, Leipzig, 
1941, p.87., R.H.Hodgkin, A History of the Anglo-Saxons, London,1939, 

I, p.96., O.Huth, Janus, Bonn, 1932, p.87. 

32. Diodorus, iv.56.4-5. 

33. Julius von Negelein, op.cit., p.81., A.Schlieben, Die Pferde des 
Altertums, Neuwied, 1867, p.46. 

34. Odyssey, iv.708. 

35. Julius von Negelein, op.cit. 

36. ibid., G.Pfahler, Handbuch deutscher Altertumer, Frankfurt, 1868, 
p.753. 

37. Several comparisons reveal that the horse and water, and ship and 
chariot are interchangeable. Keles(KfA15l means a quick runner and a fast 
ship, and a quick sailing ship is compared with a quadriga, and a shattered 
chariot is compared with a ship wreckage. See Odyssey, xiii.81. 

38. i.47.6., x.143.5. 
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Alluding to their affinity with the water,a poet declares that the 

At"vins are "sons of the sea, mighty to sa.ve". 39 And their chariot "travels 

... in the sea" and "turns here from the sea". 40 It is in this context 

that one of the most popular of Rgvedic legends occurs. 41 The sage 

Bhujy~ was abandoned in the sea by his companions. The As~ins rescued 

him and brought him back to the shore in their mighty ship. For three 

days and an equal number of nights their unflagging birds(horses) journeyed 

in the sea until they reached their destination. The ship is propelled 

by one hundred oars, which, if an actual ship, was quite large by the 

I 
standards of ancient times. The Asvins travel in what is sometimes 

called a ship(nau) and sometimes a chariot(ratha). This interchangeableness 

agrees with the identification of the horse and chariot with an ocean-

going vessel. 

Some further examples show that rescues at sea formed an important part 

in the work of the twins. The homeric hymn to the Dioskouroi deals with 

several important items.
42 

Both beings, we are told, were born to save, and 

this included both land dwellers and those on ships at sea. It appears 

that danger is always associated with ocean-going vessels. The references 

to stormy weather and turbulent waters makes it sufficiently clear that 

safety was all the more welcome and precious. The hymn tells us of how 

the ship's crew cried and prayed to the Dioskouroi when a wild storm 

tossed the ship about like a piece of driftwood. In an instant, however, 

the Dioskouroi appeared,flying through the air on golden, shining horses. 

They chimed the turbulent sea, and delighted the ship's crew by their 

deed. 

The Greek twins used also to accompany the Peloponnesian colonization 

..!.. ..!.. I - - '~ ..!.. 39. i.46.2. ya dasra Slndhumatara manotara rayinam. 

40 . 4 6 . 3 1 18 I -' 1 - .~ d ' / -. 1v4 3.5, ., 1. 0. 7, . s1ndhur ha vam rasaya s1nca asvan 
.' rw;?ifsaQ. pa'ri gman. samudrd aSvindya te. 

41. i.112.6., 116.3-5., 117.14., 119.4. 

42. See hymn xxxiii, in The Homeric Hymns, Oxford, 1963, ed. T.W. Allen. 
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of the West, 
43 and the eastern expansion of Hellenism round the shores 

of the Black sea. 44 When lightning struck the masts or sails of a ship, 

a glow often formed about the.mast-head. This curious phenomenon was 

often ascribed in classical literature to the Dioskouroi. In the 

seventeenth century these lights were known to Mediterranean sailors 

as Corposants(corpo santo), or St.Elmo's fire. 45 They have excited the 

superstitious attention of sailors down through the ages. 

The fame of the brothers was widespread in the ancient world. The author 

of the Phoenecian history, Sanchoniatho, says that the Dioskouroi were 

also called Cabiri, Corybantes or Samothraces. They are credited with 

first inventing a TJAoiol! , or complete ship. 46 The story of the brothers' 

having invented the first ship appears to have been widely.believed in in 

the ancient world. 

In an interesting passage in Acts of the New Testament, the author Luke 

mentions that the Alexandrian freighter in which the Malta-to-Puteoli 

(1near Naples) part of the sea journey was made carried the figurehead of 

the "twin brothers" Castor and Pollux. 47 These divinities were the special 

friends and patrons of distressed sailors. Luke's reference to the 

ship's sign may have been prompted by the shipwreck of the previous 

Alexandrian ship. 48 Interestingly enough, personal names derived 

from Castor and Pollux were common in Egypt, and Dioskouric worship was 

'd 1 d. . d 49 
Wl e y 1ssem1nate . 

43. Thus the cult of the Dioskouroi at Tarentum, and the name Tyndaris 
given to the Messenian colony in Sicily. See B.V.Head, Historia 
Numorum, London, 1963, p.189 for the coins of Tyndaris on which they 
bear the title.:8.0.THP£t:. T.W.Allen, op.cit., p.438. 

44. Miletus founded Dioskorias probably before the Ionian revolt. For the 
coins see B.V.Head, op.cit., p.495. 

45. J.T.Bent, Early Voyages and Travels in the Levant, London, 1893, 
p.127. St. Elmo's fire is known in the laboratory as corona discharge. 

46. Sanchonia tho, p. 28. Distinguish between 77 ),oto'J and VO;' V} • The former 
can be any kind of ship, while the latter is a ship of war. 

47. Acts 28:11. 

48. M.Unger, Archaeology and the New Testament, London, 1962, p.313. 

49.J.Moulton and Milligan, Vocabulary·············· N.Y., 1949, p.159. 
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Perhaps it is too much to assume a mortal origin for these brothers. 

What cannot be denied, however, is the long tradition that exists in 

many lands about them. One author wants his readers to believe that the 

solution to the problem can be found in the universal attitudes toward 

multiple births. 50 This is an attitude of veneration. Yet the very fact 

that the twins or brothers have a very long tradition found in various 

lands at least does not dismiss the view that they were mortals. 

Let it be remembered that obscurity invariably attends heroes who 

have been deified after their death, and upon whose memory poets have 

troubled themselves "to scatter the weeds as well as the flowers of 

their ·fancy . .,Sl What may have happened is that there has been a succession 

of these brothers, a series of ava taras. The Spartan dual kingship was 

a reality, and so were the heroes Hengist and Horsa. 52 May not the A~vins 

have also been real? Either way, they, among all the gods of the Rgvedic 

pantheon, have bequeathed to us the best record of authenticity. 

The Indo-Europeans thus saw the twins as saving the crews of ships. 

The use of the horse and chariot is not surprising when we r_emember that 

the horse represented speed, strength, and endurance, and these qualities 

were also those of a good ship. Henceforth the twins were the beings 

to whom ships' crews looked to for help when danger threatened or a 

speedy journey was needed. Perhaps the historical prototypes of these 

twins were responsible for a few sea rescues, and consequently they 

became the divinities of aid at sea. 

The story of Bhujy~ is an example of the Aryans' record of the brothers' 

50. D.Ward, op.cit., pp.25-26. 

51. S. Turner, History of the Anglo-Saxons, London, 1836, I, p. 218, note 5. 
C.Robert, Die griechische Heldensage, Berlin, 1920, I, p.310, calls 
the Greek godR•· "originally outstanding heroes." 

.52. An Universal History, London, 1736, viii, p.441. 
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I 
rescuings at sea. One author believes that the story of Bhujyu reflects 

solar phenomena.
53 

Another author believes the episode reflects the 

rescue of the setting sun by the Advins. 54 As a parallel, a Latvian daina 

tells of the "sons of God" rowing their boat to save the drowning sun 

maiden when only her crown is visible. 55 This observation, like the 
/ 

Bhujyu legend, may have arisen from solar phenomena. There are, however, 

quite a few questions that need answers. The solar theory is all toooften 

seen as pervading nearly every myth of the ~gveda, and any hint of a 

rescue exposes a myth to claims that it is solar in origin. Although the 

I 
story of Bhujyu is open to every possibility, it should be borne in mind 

that the brothers' most lasting attribute is their reliance as rescuers 

I 
or saviours at sea. If for this reason alone, Bhujyu's rescue is a 

possible sea rescue and nothing more. 

The brothers are thus remarkable sea rescuers. They are also famous 

for their ability to effect quite remarkable feats on land. Here we may 

especially recall their many works as, for want of a better word, 

community workers and life savers. They are akin to and fulfilled a 

similar role as a modern-day rescue squad. Their help is frequently 

sought and their appearance is a welcome relief. Their help is never 

failing, and they can be relied upon to give whatever aid is needed. 

No other ~gvedic god guite approaches the station or position of these 

rescuers, and for this reason alone they warrant enquiry. Their 

exhaustless bag of aids is as mixed as the tasks they are called upon to 

attend. 

Our enquiry finds that the divine twins are especially healing or saving 

gods, physicians and helpers. 56 It is this role of saving and helping 

53. L.Myriantheus, op.cit., pp.l6, 69. 

54. Leopold von Schroder, op.cit., II, pp.442-443. 

55. See A.Svabe, et.al., Latviesu tautas dziesmas, Copenhagen, 1952, 
I, hymn 386-33969. 

56. See M.Mayrhofer, KEW, Heidelberg, 1956, I, pp.156-157., J.de Vries, 
Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, Berlin, 1956, II, p.251., F. 
Schachermeyer, Poseidon ... Bern, 1950, p. 78. 
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mankind that especially marks these gods out from others. The Afvins 

are given a title that has caused some problems: divine physicians.
57 

The problems arise principally because the ~gveda has only a little to 

say about medical subjects. It is not after all a medical text. The verses 

I 
that do enlighten the reader about the scope of the Asvins'activities 

as physicians are also obscure, and may lend themselves to several 

interpretations. 

The word bhi9~j- means saviour or physician. 58 The Aivins are physicians 

par excellence. They are especially "wonder-working physicians."
59 

Bh ·' . . d" 60 I . h eya]a-, 1ts compan1on, means a cure or me 1cament. t lS t ese cures 

that the physician uses. One verse says that the Alvins "are truly 

physicians with medicaments ... " 61 When we talk of a physician we mean 

a specialist who performs such tasks as mending a broken limb, restoring 

the strength of an emaciated person, or dealing with an eye unjury.Indeed, 

as we shall see, the Advins' deeds extend beyond the normal: that is why 
I 

they are called wonder workers(dasra) •62 Like other gods and their foes, 

I. -1\ 1 the demons, the Asv1ns possess supernatural power called maya. In one p ace 

they are called "lords of magic power", 63 a title they share with Soma 

and Vrtra only! 

I . 
The Asvins are credited with giving fertility to the bride, a child to 

a eunuch's wife, and milk to a barren cow. 64 There is of course no 

physical explanation for these occurrences, and hence they can be regarded 

57 • • • 18 8 I I d I - bh • I.- I ,. h k I I -. Vlll. . . uta tya a1vya 1~a]a sam na. arato asv1na. 

58. See H.Grassmann, op.cit., col.936. 

59. See J.Gonda, The Dual Deities in the Religion of the Veda, Amsterdam, 
1974, p.42. 

60. See H.Grassmann, op.cit., col.964. 

61. i.157.6. yov£m ha stho bhi§~ja bhesaj:bhir .... 

62. See H.Grassmann, cols. 585-586. 

63. See ibid., col.l035. 

64. D.Ward, op.cit., p.198. 



13. 

as inventions, though the poets and priests firmly believed in their reality 

and efficacy. But miracles s.uch as these are beyond physical explanation, 

and attempts to find a rational explanation would be rather futile. 

Yet while the Aivins are credited with performing miracles that defy 

explanation, they also perform deeds that can be quite adequately explained. 

The following verse is an example: 

You, o Nasatyas, it iS you who 
are called doctors of whosoever 
is blind, of whosoever is weak, 65 
of whosoever has had a fracture. 

Here at last we have something more substantial. These are cases of 

everyday life. The horsemen-physicians worked in an age when battles were 

being fought almost on a daily basis. The Aryans' enemies were many, and 

life represented a real struggle. Casualties and deaths must have been high. 

The poets are forever invoking the gods to bestow upon the population 

many sons, in order that the army's numbers would be increased. 66 Songs of 

praise would be sung round the sacred fires to commemorate the name 

of a victor or hero. After all, the Vedic Aryans deified horses because 

of their special martial qualities and daring in battles: ·how much more 

67 
so men! 

There was here a very special need for care of the ill. The chief 

' physicians; healers, bone-setters, and health bestowers were the Asvins. 

Judging from the examples that are recorded in the ?-gveda, blindness 

must have been quite common. We will look at two examples. 

/ 

Our first case concerns a man called Parav-~"j. The name means "rejected" 

or 11 outcastn. 
68 

Some believe that this name refers not to a person but 

to the setting sun.
69 

The sun is called blind because its light is 

65. x.39.3. andh~sya cin nasatya krsasya cid yuv~m {d ahur bhisaja 
rutasya cit. · 

66. See R.T.H. Griffith's Hymns of the Rigveda, on i.ll2.8. 

67. See the separate chapter on the horse's divinity. 

68. H.Grassmann, op.cit., col.783. 

69. R.T.H.Griffith, op.cit., note on i.ll2.8. 
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nearly gone, and lame because it no longer travels. One researcher does 

concede, however, that this event does refer to "curative help rendered 

/ 

by them(the Asvins) in favour of real blind men, but it has definitely 

a mythical origin."70 The reference is quite specific in what it says: 

the outcast, who was formerly blind and lame, was made to see and walk. 

Unfortunately no information whatever is given about the form of 

treatment used upon the individual to restore his eyesight. We are only 

, . 71 
told that the Asvins used "power" or "energy." 

Another case involves 11 d • - I 72 • f h a person ca e ~Jrasva. Hls at er, we are 

I 
told, blinded him, but the Asvins, "wonder-workers, physicians ... gave 

him eyes ... that he saw with sight uninjured." 73 And in another verse 

about thiS same wonder we read that, the As'vins gave 11 eyes" to ~jraiva, 

"light to the blind you( two) sent for perfect vision." 
74 ~jras'va' s 

father had "pushed" him into darkness, which is another way of saying 

' that he was blinded. The Asvins gave him sight again, and with his eyesight 

restored he was able to see as clear as by daylight. To see clearly 

means coming out of darkness. 75 

These verses are mentioned together with a long list of other wonders 

' that are attributed to the Asvins. There are, however, too many gaps in 

the information presented to enable us to come to any firm conclusions. 

Perhaps the persons received only minor injuries, but the degree of injury 

was exaggerated in order to increase in the ears of the hearers the super-

I 
powers of the Asvins. 

70. A.Bergaigne, Vedic Religion, Poona, 1971, II, pp.470-471. 

71 . 112 8 - - '· .!. dh'. ' '· 'k k h 1 h . 1. . . Vfqana paravrJam pran am sronam ca ~asa etave rt a .. 

72. Literally "red horse". 

73. i.116~6. t~sma akqi nasatya vic~k~a ~dhattam dasra bhiqajav anarv~n. 
74. i.117.17. ~kqr rjr~;ve a£vinav adhattam jy6tir andh~ya cakrathur vic~kje. 
75. iv.l6.4., i.ll3.5. 
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The Afvins' duty extends beyond that of sight restorers • They help the 

I 
lame to walk and mend fractures. In one verse we read that "the brahman 

seeks the worshipper, the wright seeks the cracked, and the leech the 

'76 77 maimed.' More precisely, the last word means the broken bone. There 

are a few references to broken bones, 78 yet one of the most interesting 

cases concerns a being who had a lower leg severed in a battle. 

' -In a verse about the circumstances of Vispala's accident we read: 

For a leg was severed like that of 
a flying bird in the battle of Khela 
at the break of morn; forthwith a bronze 
limb was put on the lower part of 
Vidpala so

7
9hat she could hasten to 

the booty. , 

From this we can see that Vi{pala's limb was completely severed and 

a metal prosthesis(probably of bronze) was given to her. The time of the 

event was just before dawn, part dark and part light. It could have been 

a pre-dawn raid on some enemy fortifications· or encampments, and, the 

light not being too good, the approaching weapon was not seen. 

There are many questions that could be asked about this particular 

event, some of which can be answered satisfactorily and others not 

so satisfactorily. 

The identity of Vifpala has long puzzled inquirers. Was she a mare or 

a woman? Most modern opinion would say that she was a woman
80

, but a few 

believe that she was a mare. 81 One inquirer believes that Vis'pal.i "must 

76. 
p_£ri 

• 112 1 1 k - I. 
1 bh' 1 b h f. I • h .!. d - d 1x. . . ta ~a ristam rutam 1~ag ra rna sunvantam 1c at1n rayen o 

srava. 

77. H.Grassmann, col.l170., op.cit. 

78. ibid. 
I . 

79. i.116.15. car{tram hi ver ivachedi par~£m aja khel£sya paritakmyayam/ 
sadyb j<liigham i'!yasim vi$palayai dhane hittf ' · .. 

80. Bohtlingk und Roth's SW, vi, p.1220., A.Bergaigne, op.cit., p.501., 
A.Ludwig's tr. of the ~gveda on iv.24. 

81. D.Ward, op.cit., p.18., J.P.Jog, "The 
xxxiii, p. 36. 

I 
Asvins in the Rigveda . .. ", JUB, 
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denote a being originally identical with Surya."
82 

From a practical viewpoint Vi£pala might well be a human. There cannot 

be a categorical affirmation because prostheses for animals have been 

known.
83 

Prostheses for humans, however, is much more well-documented. 

A parallel to the Vi£pala episode occurs in early Grecian mythology. A 

Chrotonian strategist called Phormio was wounded in the foot during a battle 

with the Locrians. The Dioskouroi appeared immediately and effected a 

. 1 84 m1racu ous cure. 

If the story of Vi£pala appears far-fetched, an examination of other 

literature points to not a few prostheses in antiquity. In early Irish 

tales there is recorded a man called Nuada Argetlam, "the silver-handed." 

Like the Vedic Aryans, the early Irish had their favourite physician. 

His name was Diancecht, and belonged to the Tuatha de Danaan. Nuada had 

a hand severed. Diancecht wasted no time to display his skill and 

fashioned for him an artificial hand made".of silver! This hand, the s.t6ry 

continues, was made so skilfully "that it moved in all its joints, and 

85 was as strong and supple as a real one." 

In all events, vifpala may be the earliest recorded occurrence of the 

phantom-limb phenomenon. This is where the severed part of the body can 

still be felt. But this would contradict what the text says, namely, that 

f 
a bronze or iron limb was made for her. Ayas could well mean bronze, though 

the question is still not settled. 86 

82. A.Bergaigne, op.cit.cf. i.161.10 for the lame cow of the ~bhus. 

83. See F.W. Oehme and J.E.Prier, Textbook of large animal surgery, Baltimore. 

84. L.Preller, GM, Berlin, 1894, II, p.l03., Leopold von Schroder, op.cit., 
II, pp.449. 

85. C.Squire, Mythology of the British Islands, London, 1905, p.78. 

86. See L.Beck, Die Ceschichte des Eisens ... Braunschweig, 1889, I, passim. 
S.D. Singh, "Iron in ancient India", JESHO, v, 1962. 
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Supposedly the first written account of a prosthesis is recorded by 

Herodotus.
87 

However, if the prosthesis given to Vi~pal'a was~ an actual 

case, then this must be the first ever recorded. Herodotus tells us that 

the seer Hegisistratos was caught in a fox trap. So that he might not 

be captured and be ~ut to death, he cut off his foot, and after his 

recovery he had it replaced by a wooden foot. 88 Pliny reports how one 

Marcus Secundus survived thirty-three wounds in various battles, and in 

one he lost his right hand.
89 

He had a prosthesis made of iron, and 

fought in many more frays in the Second Punic War. He could carry his 

shield with this iron hand. 90 

We believe that prostheses in antiquity were by no means isolated 

phenomena. Their manufacture could well have been on a fairly large 

scale.
91 

Judging from the scanty finds and equally scanty literary 

references, the prostheses of antiquity were of a high quality. The 

most famous of all prostheses is probably the "wooden leg of Capua".This 

leg, which can be dated to around 300 B.C., had a bronze coating over a 

wooden crust.
92 

Perhaps Vi£pala's leg was similarly made. Not until the 

"Small Louane", a locksmith, in 1560 prepared ·a limb and an arm for Ambrose 

Pare, was there again a prosthesis of such perfection as the "wooden leg 

of Capua."
93 

In relatively modern times Prince Frederick II von 

87. E.Scharizer, "Artificial limbs in antiquity", MfUV,lxiv,1961, p.469., 
Herodotus, History, ix.37:"Hegisistratos, I say, did a deed for which 
no words suffice." 

88. E.Scharitzer, op.cit. 

89. vii.29. He is said to have lived around 200 B.C. See OAA, Ann Arbor, 
1960, II., C.P.McCord, Cork legs and Iron hands", IMS,xxxii, 1963, p.l09. 

90. E.Scharizer, op.cit., pp.468-469. 

91. ibid., p.570. 

92. ibid. 

93. ibid. 



18. 

Hessen-Hamburg lost a leg at Copenhagen in 1659. He had a replacement made 

of silver. 94 

Not only are survivals of prostheses scarce because of the rapid decay 

of the material(which in most cases would have been wood), but also because 

the person may not have survived. Once the stump had healed, however, 

the making of a relatively simple peg-leg could have been well within 

the capacity of the local carpenter. The.~gvedic prosthesis, therefore, 

while fanciful, may not have been a figment of the poet's imagination. 

The A{vins are great healers and helpers of mankind, as seen in the case 

of Vi~pala. Their diverse functions are part of their role as physicians. 

I 
The Asvins are frequently requested to bring the worshipper nourishment. 

Prks{, i§a, and bh6jana are three words that can mean nourishment. 

-An interesting case where nourishment occurs is in a legend about a man 

called Atri. His name, "the consumed one",
95 

explains in part the 

maltreatment that he was subjected to. He was thrown into a fiery pit 

.- I 
by some of the Aryans' enemies. The Asvins came to the pit and 

extinguished the fire. "You warded off with cold(water?) the fire's 

f . b . f d . h . . h " 96 Th A I • 1erce urn1ng; oo very r1c 1n nour1s ment you gave. e sv1ns 

I 

administered a cooling or pro tee tive application to Atri. "You( two) 
I 

administered to Atri (in) the fiery pit a pleasant substance, to 

94. ibid.Other relatively recent examples could be cited, as for example, 
Paolo Giovio relates that the Turkish corsair Horuk(otherwise known 
as Horush or Arouj or Koruk) ·lost his right hand in the battle of Bugia 
(1517) against the Spaniards and had an iron prosthesis especially made 
for him: qua cubitum religia multis in proeliis postea feliciter usus 
est. Also, Duke Christian of Brunswick lost his right hand in the battle 
of Fleury(l622), and had a replacement made by a Dutch worker. See 
the excellent article of V.Putti, "Historic artificial limbs", AJS, 
vi, 1929, p.113. 

95. H.Grassmann, op.cit., col.31. 

96. i.116.8. him~nagn{ill ghransrim - - 1._.!. -avarayetham pitumat1m urjam asma adhattam. 
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Saptavadhri".
97 

The words bmanvat and oman are translated by Geldner as 

II • If 98 h H d f preservatlve In another verse the poet speaks oft e won er·ul 

nourishment with which you(two) warded off the powerful heat(?) from 

Atri, who as your beloved receives your goodwill."99 Both verses refer 

to the same thing. In the last verse cited the protective aid is called 

/ I I 
citram bhojanam, "wonderful nourishment."The qualifying word citram 

underlies the importance of the substance. Geldner considers bh6jana 

to be a sort of ambrosia.
100 

In addition to this, Atri is also given 

a vitalizing elixir, which may be the same as that used to cool him down. 

A study of the use of the word oman may enlighten our understanding of 

/ - / 

the aids given to Atri. Oman occurs in the verses referring to Atri 

and in one verse referring to the waters. 101 In this last instance we read: 

You benevolent waters bring uninjured 
aid; to future generations peace and 
prosperity, because you are the most 
motherly of physicians-moiszrs of all 
that moves and moves not. . 

Oldenberg and others consider that oman has a double meaning, namely, 

cold and blessing. 
103 

Geldner thinks that "cooling" is perhaps the more 

suitable here.
104 

He adds that the aid which the A[vins give to itri is 

I.!, I IJ I • I 
97.x.39.9. yuvam rb1sam uta taptam atraya omanvantam cakrathuh saptavadhraye. 

Sapt£vadhri, according to Bergaigne, means "he who hrs seven castrated 
(horses)., op.cit., II, p.477. It is an epithet of Atri. 

98. Commentary on vii.68.5. 
.. . I• I - I, , I . 

99. Vll.68.5. c1tram ha yad vam bho]anam nv astl 
~ot:_a_m/ yc{ vam omii:narn dil'dhate . '· l 

I • 
e mahisvantam 

100. Commentary on vii.68.5. 

101. i.112.7., 118.7., vi.50.7., vii.68.5., 69.4., x.39.9. 

102 · s·o 7 .l - - - ' k · d !. kJ ' - 1 .. 'h/ . Vl. . . omanam apo manuzlr amr tam hata to aya tanayaya sam YO. 
yuyam hi ~th~ bhijajo mat{tama v{svasya sthatJr jagato janitri~. 

103. H.Oldenberg, ~gveda-Textkritische .•.. ,Berlin, 1909, I, p.l03. 

104. Commentary on vi.50.7. cf.i.34.6. 
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used against sickness or high temperature. 105 Professor Geldner's 

I 
explanation is appropriate in the circumstances. In the Atri legends a 

I 
cooling agent would be the best treatment for the burnt Atri. This 

cooling agent is probably the waters referred to above. 

Ihe waters bring these aids because they are physicians. Water is 

regarded as a medicinal. 106 In like manner, the poet requests the 

' . . 107 Asv1ns, who have charge of medic1nals from heaven, earth and water, 

I 
to grant poor Atri the protection of their curatives. Geldner suggests 

that here also oman may mean "cooling". lOB The word for "curative", 

"' • h . d d . . . 1 f R d . 1 109 d . samyo,, lS use as a escr1pt1ve t1t e or u ra 1n one pace, an 1n 

the previous place Grassmann translates it as "health and prosperity . .,llO 

I 
In all these instances Atri was cooled down and restored to health by the 

AEfvins. 

The idea of restoration and rejuvenation is in fact a prevailing theme 

in the verses about the Aivins. The aides which they bring on their 

mira<:>:ulous three-wheeled chariot are for their human worshippers. "On 

this(chariot) are three shared sources of nourishment; a fourth is a 

bag of honey full to the brim . .,ll 1 The word translated as "nourishment" 

I 

here, Pik~a, may mean a number of things. It especially means 

I 
"invigorating" and may refer to the horses of the Asvins or the powers 

of sustenance or the elixirs which the As~ins so frequently bring. 112 As 

105. ibid. 

106. i.34.6., vi.50.7. 

107. i.34.6. cf.viii.9.15."Whatever healing balm is yours,Nasatyas, near 
f II I - - -k I -k I ' • bh ' I or ar away .... yan nasatya parae arva e ast1 e$aJam. 

I I I 

108. i.34.6. tr{r no a6vina di ani bhe aja trih parthivani trir u 
dattam adbhyap/ om nam samy6r m makaya sunave tridh·tu Sarma vahatarn 
lubhas pati. 

109. i.43.4. gath£patim medhipatim rudr~rn j~la?abhe?ajam/ t~c charny6h 
sumna'm imahe. 

110. H.Grassmann, op.cit., col.1365. 
I I 

111. iv.45.1. n:ksaso asmin mithuna £dhi 
vi rapsate. 

I I ..: I 
trayo drtis tur1yo madhuno 

112. See, for example, iv.45.2., vii.60.4. Also, i.34.4., 47.6., 139.3., 
iv.43.5., v.73.8., 75.4., 77.3., vi.62.4. 
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an elixir it may mean honey or a sweet substance. 113 

There was in the days of the Aryan rulers a saying, already ancient, that 

the Atvins were the swiftest gods to come and prevent decay and trouble. 

This is why verses speak of the life hereafter where there will be no 

decay. 
114 

It is the same hope of all religions from the most ancient 

to modern times. 

The j<gvedic poets stress how unshaken is their belief in the ability 

of the Aivins to prevent decay, scarcity and affliction. The A~vins' 

existence is therefore the answer to the pains and many troubles that 

occur in this life, and at the same time provide the promise of a 

better life hereafter. The poet gives to them possession of a nourishing 

substance that appeases the appetite, gives added strength, delays affliction, 

and in addition to all these, has preserving properties. One verse tells 

of how 
I 

the Asvins "mount that early harnessed chariot that travels early, 

laden with its freight of balm. " 115Honey is frequently associated with 

/ 
the Asvins. Indeed, one of the epithets applied to them is "lovers 

116 
of sweetness" or "lovers of honey." 

The word for honey in the ~gveda, m£dhu,may mean anything sweet, and at 

times it is used to qualify a word, as in sweet soma. 
117 

1be Indo-European 

intoxicating drink was prepared from honey. It was called methu by the 

Greeks, and in other languages meto(OLG), mjotr(Old Nordic), mid(Irish), 

medu(Old Slavonic), meddo(Old Persian), and midus(Lithuanian). As one author 

11 . 4 5 /d - .:: I - I - ' I - ' ' . 3. lV. .Z.u vam prk9aso madhumanta 1rate ratha asvasa U§aso vyu7t1eyu. 

114. i.154.5. It is interesting to note that the place where immortality 
is and where former mortals enjoy their new existence is the "fount of 
honey" or sweetness(x.l. 3.). This is also the place where Vi(i':'U places 
his highest footstep(i.22.20,21., 154.5,6., iii.55.10., vii.100.5.), 
which is itself idRntical with the highest birthplace of Agni (i.143. 2. , 
ii.9.3., vi.8.2., vii.5.7., x.45.1., 187.5). 

I 

ll5. x.41.2,. cf.l.157.3,and i.34.2. pratarycijam nasatyadhi ti§thathalj 
prataryava9am madhuvahanam r£tham. 

116. madhvl. Geldner says that "Perhaps honey originates from the As'vins 
since they are called madhvr". See his comments on i.ll2 .21. 

117. See H.Grassmann, op.cit., cols.983-985. 
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says: "There can be no doubt that honey was well-known in the first home 

of the Indogermanics."
118 

Many indeed are the references in the ~gveda to the honey or similar 

sweet substance that the A~ins carry and bring to humans.
119 

Where does 

honey fit into the ~gvedic notion of the A£vins' functions? Mention has 

already been made to the Aryans' concern about decay. The prayers of the 

Aryans to their gods reveals a deep concern for the problems of this 

life. Doubtless the life of the average Aryan was subject to much want. 

The reason, therefore, why honey was so popular with the Aryans was - -

because it symbolized,perhaps more than any other substance, immortality. 

Because it prevents decay it symbolizes immortality~ 20 In addition, 

honey could have been considered the essence of plants and saps. 
121 

This 

could account for its efficacy in representing or promoting fertility. 

The Aryans believed that the Advins' chariot carried this divine essence. 

I 
Thus the poet asks the Asvins to sprinkle the sacrifice with their honey-

/ 
rich whip: "Your whip, grand and sweetly nourishing, 0 Asvins, with this 

the sacrifice is sprinkled."
122 

There are a number of possible interpretations 

of this passage. It may, on the one hand, refer to an actual mixing 

of some sweetener, such as honey, with the Soma juice, or it may refer 

to the sweetness inherent in plants themselves, and this is the juice 

that is extracted by the pressing-stones. To account for this property 

which the pdant possesses the Afvins are held to be creators. They are 

responsible for the plant's sweetness, as they are also responsible for the 

healing properties of other substances. Thus one verse reads: "You(two) 

118. op. cit. , II, p. 386. 

119. For example, i.22.3., 157.3,4., v.75.1., ix.107.5. 

120. If it is properly stored, honey can be kept for a long time. The 
ancient Egyptians, for example, used honey to embalm their dead. See 

N. Yoirish, Curative Properties of Honey and Bee Venom, New York, 1978. 

121. J.Gonda, Dual Deities ... op.cit., p.45. 

2 
. 

2 
_f - • t_ I I - - t - _

1 
, - -I 

1 2. 1.2 .3. ya vam kasa madhumaty asvina sunrtavatl taya yajnam 
mimiksatam. cLi.157.4.The whip is the characteristic weapon of the 
divine twins. See J.Rendel Harris, Picus ... Cambridge, 1916, p.57. 
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have created marvellous things in waters, trees and plants ... "
123 

In these 

three objects the healing balms exist. The As~ins created them for 

mankind's benefit. And so we see that they are also credited with having 

created in all living things the power to reproduce. 
124 

The Aryans did 

appreciate that there is a 'germ' in life that causes life to be 

/ 
renewed. And so the Asvins are responsible for creating new life, in 

other words, rejuvenating life. 

The chariot of the Afvins extjtes great expectation among Aryans. Their 

chariot receives praise because it is loaded with honey: "Refresh the 

way you go, refresh the paths with honey; here, o A£vins, bring the 

skin that holds the honey ... harness for the honey your dear chariot! You 

(two) enliven the path with honey ..• "
125 

While the Aryans placed great emphasis on the importance of honey, they 

were not the only people to do so. The ancient Greeks, for example, 

equated honey with nectar. 
126 

Honey seemed to them to have a special 

divine character. It was in fact the drink of the gods. Honey, together 

with milk, were special attributes of the divine world, and they both 

flowed abundantly in the land of the blessed, where the gods dwelt. 
127 

For many peoples honey was the only sweetener, apart from sweet fruit. It 

was much in demand and therefore expensive. Because of this demand it 

was the more highly thought of. 

In Germanic mythology, for example, bees feed upon the world-tree 

123; viii.9.5.yad aps~ 
i. 34.6. 

I I I It • _I 
yad vanaspatau yad o~adhi"qu purudansasa krtam.cf. 

I bh • . I - d I • I I bh ' ar am 1agat1su hatto yuvam v1svequ uvanesv 
ca v Jnaspa t:rifr-a~iv--air-a-ye-alam. 

125. iv.45.3. m~dhva~ ~ibatam madhup~bhir as£bhir ut£ priy£m m£dhune 
,Yun.jatgam dtham/ a vartanlm madhuna jinvathas patho drtiin vahethe 
mJdhumantam a8vin3. 

126. H.Guntert, Der arische Weltkonig ... Halle, 1923, p.160. 

127. In the early age of the earth's history when the earth was unspoiled, 
"streams of milk and streams of sweet nectar flowed, and yellow honey 
was distilled from the verdant oak." Ovid, Metamorphosis, I, 111-112. 
See also F.A. Kuhn, Die Herabkunft ... Berlin, 1859, pp.121ff. 
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Yggdrasil, which happens to be located in the land of the blessed. 128 

What is especially significant, however, is that not only is honey 

regarded as a delicious food(for it was more than a drink), but also as 

a medicine. 

In ancient Egypt, honey enjoyed pride of place amongst foods and 

medicines. From the earliest times, it featured among offerings to the 

gods.
129 

Beekeepers formed an officially. recognized profession.
130 

In the 

early Egyptian medical papyri. there are many cases where honey was 

used for a variety of ailments. The swnw, the Egyptian physician, 

chose a substance that was 

practically harmless to the tissues, 
aseptic, antiseptic, and antibiotic ... 
the ingredient: nothing else, in ancient 
Egypt, could have beT~Y 'to match these 
properties of honey. 

The Aryans.knew as well as any other people of antiquity that honey was 

an excellent source of nourishment. In addition, it was very sweet. The 

I 
Asvins are associated with rejuvenation and fertility, and honey being 

I 
considered an excellent rejuvenative, was connected with the Asvins. 

Honey also attained a high place in ancient society because it was 

mysteriously made. The A£vins are thus respcr.sible for the sweet sap 

of the Soma plant: the healing plant par excellence.And they were 

responsible for the making of honey, whose origin was in plants. The 

relationship between honey and plants(especially Soma)is thus unmistakable. 

I 
The Asvins are credited with creating the drink of immortality, but 

they are more .than rej uvenators and healers. They were also saviours, as 

128. W.Hannhardt, Mythclc•gische Forschungen, Strassburg, 1884, p.535., 
J.Grimm, Deutsche Hythologie, New York, 1966, II, pp.664, 666. Reprint. 

129. F .Hartman, L' Ag_:ricE._l_!:_uE_~ dans 1 'ancienne Egypte, Paris,, 1923, 
pp.205-206. 

130. J.G.D.Clark, "Bees in Antiquity", Antiquity, xvi, 1942, p.210. 

131. G.Hajno, The Healing Hand, Cambridge, Hass., 1975, p.118. Honey 
was. the most popular medicine in HIIC~_er:t Egypt. 
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I -we have seen in the rescue of Bhujyu. One of their epithets, nasatya, 

· b 1 . d h , . ,132 It may well be the older name lS e 1eve y some to mean sav1our. 

of the pair. In the Matiawaza text the word nasaty~ appears, and not 

A 
1 

• L1J A h . d 1. A 1 
. b bl . . 11 . svJ.n. s ~~e ave sa1 ear 1er, sv1n was pro a y or1g1na_ y JUSt a 

nickname, but it soon became their proper name.The origin of the word 

nasatya appears to be lost. Some would derive it from a word meaning 

"not-untrue", or even 11nose", but batt of these c.:re doubtful. 
134 

Another 

possible derivation, though not so popular, derives the word from 

sata, "rider", with a prefix na. 
135

Yet another takes it to mean 

"saviour, rescuer through speed."
136 

This interpretation befits the 

A£vj_r:s' charc:,cter more than any other 'explanation. As saviours of mankind, 

they are often invoked 

Nasatya may thus be thought of as saviours. There is yet another 

part to their character that has not been dealt with before. This is 

that they were given a special command that sums up their tasks: 

You(two), under the dominion of the 
heavenly, rule over every tri~J?by the 
vastness of your immortality. 

/ 
Here the place of the Asvins is seen: they are between the gods of h£avut 

and the mortals of earth. According to the decree of the gods they were 

appointed as the helpers and healers of mankind. They are, in effect, given 

the position of roving emissaries of the gods. They thus have a commission 

132. M.Mayrhofer, KEW, ."J'..c.ci_t., pp.156-157, I., H.Guntert, op.cit., p.529., 
D.Ward, op.cit., p.14. 

133. F.Schachermeyer, op.cit., p.78., S.Konow, The Aryan Gods of the 
Mitani People, Kristiana, 1921. 

134. M.Mayrhofer, op.cit., p.157. 

135. "Completely off the track", says M.Mayrhofer ragarding this thought 
of J.Przyluski. See the latter's article, "Satvant, Satvata and Nasatya," 
IRQ, ix, 1933, pp.SS-91. 

136. H.Guntert, op.cit., p.259. 

137 • 1123 / . .!__,d' 1 t.! .I.! k h I . l. . . yuvam tasam lyY3Sya prasasane Vlsam ~ayat 0 amrtasya 
majmana. cf.Pindar, Olympian Odes, iii.39, where Herakles assigned 
to the sons of Tyndareius, "the ordering of the wondrous contest waged 
by men, the contest in prowess and in the driving of swift chariots. 11 
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to fulfill on earth. That is the reason why we find so many verses 

speaking of their numerous feats of rescuing a_nd healing. Whatever the 

brothers were, they are credited with possessing considerable skill 

in many areas. Hence nasatya could have been their original title. 

Only later when they used horses in their rescuings did the twins 

become associated with horses, indeed, one might say inseparable from 

them. 

' The Asvins begin(and perhaps even follow) a long tradition about brothers. 

They existed in a past age, but their h'eritage had been passed on from 

generation to geheration. Accuracy may have been sacrificed at times 

by the poet's whim in favour of fictitious story-telling, but the substance 

of many of the tales cannot be lightly dismissed. The brothers are 

especially close to man, perhaps more than any other god. And while it 

is true that inquirers in the past have been inclined to shy away from a 

human origin of the gods, it is not easy to dismiss the possibility 

that the twins such as the A£vins could once have been just that, 

namely, human horsemen. 
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Technology's impact on all our lives does not become clear until 

we review the changes over the years, decades, centuries, and millennia. 

The further we look back the more we are able to marvel at the effect 

of the changes on our lives. The advent of the internal combustion 

engine heralded a new era and its impact is still being felt. This 

invention had revolutionary implications-since it meant the displacement 

(either wholly or in part) of one form of power that mankind had relied 

upon since his first appearance. 

Animal power had faithfully met most of man's needs quite adequately. 

True, travel time was slow and muscular effort took time to accomplish 

the purpose required of it, but there was something there that forces one 

to overlook what disadvantages there were. Mankind had a close relationship 

with those animals that he relied upon, as one can still see today 

in certain rural areas of the world. Companionship went hand in hand 

with work. Man knew the animals he worked with and they knew him. 

Hindered by being unable to travel back in time and disburdening our 

own times' outlook and influences, it is difficult to explain the 

tremendous impact animals had on man's lifestyle. For it was really 

nothing short of spectacular. Of all the beasts that have contributed 

to mankind's progress and purpose, whether for good or ill, few can rival 

the horse. To give a proper appreciation of the services rendered by 

this most noble beast is a formidable task and could scarcely do justice 

to the animal. Before mankind's familiarity with the horse he could move 

no faster than his legs could carry him. With the use of the horse, 

however, he could travel distances hitherto unthought of. The horse enabled 

overland travel to advance, mobile, far-ranging armies were possible, and 

empires could become reality and be protected. 

Traversing distances has always taken time; with the horse it became 

quicker and easier. Communications took less time; conquest became more 
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desirable; and sport grew to suit popular taste. The changes wrought by 

man's employment of the horse for innumerable purposes lasted until the 

internal combustion engine. The thousands of years that intervened 

between the first use of the horse and its gradual deescalation is 

itself a pattern of great change. We shall be looking at a period 

comparable in technological and revolutionary impact to the beginning 

of this twentieth century. The middle of the second millennium B.C. was 

such a period. It witnessed the unquestioned rise and undiminished 

supremacy of the horse. In the field of chariotry it made its most 

significant impact. 

Speed among animals was and still is something marvellous to behold. 

Witness the swift eagle as it swoops effortlessly upon its prey, or a 

race horse galloping through the open plains. Both are beautiful sights 

and pictures of harmony and gracefulness.The Indo-Europeans(and especially 

one of their branches,the Aryans) knew both creatures. In keeping with 

their keen eye on the marvels on and above the earth, they have 

preserved for future generations their appreciation of wonderful 

phenomena. The Aryans assigned to the horse the first place among swift 

beasts so much so that the Aryan name for horse means "swift". 
1 It was 

this aspect that caught the eye of the Aryans and reveals to what use 

the horse would be made most of. 

For what purpose, then, was the horse first used? We shall reserve until 

later the controversy whether chariot preceded riding or contrariwise. 

Undoubtedly, however, the chariot was the result of much development and 

experimentation. Its early history and origin can at best only be 

1. The Indo-European name for horse, akva, is found among all branches 
of the family: AS esh, OI ech, L equ~S asva. The word is derived from 
the root ak- "to hasten". See V.Hehn, Kult;;-;::pi'lanzen und Haustiere ... 
Berlin, 1877, p.48. 3rd rev.ed. 
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surmised. Quite a few people have attempted to reconstruct the origins 

of the chariot. It should be remembered, however, notwithstanding the 

convincing arguments put forward by some, that they are all reconstructions 

as each author sees it. What sometimes appears as a logical progression 

may not have been such at all. 

The forerunner of the chariot may have been the wagon. Oxen, cattle 

and asses served as drawers of this vehicle. 2 Block-wheels could have 

3 -been used on the early ones. One theory explains that the Aryans 

acquired the use of wagons in Central Asia whence they had come from 

Mesopotamia. Cattle, according to this idea, first drew the wagons, but 

they were replaced by horses once these Indo-Europeans had succeeded 

in taming and domesticating the wild horses. 4 Once this step was taken 

it occurred to them at first, not to ride 
these animals, but to substitute the horse 
for the slower moving cattle in pulling their 
wagons. Once this change had been effected the 
evolution of the wagon to the war cgariot was 
an easy and natural development .... 

No indication is given of the time that this development may have taken. 

Nor can we be certain that such was the progression of events. Without 

a doubt though, the significant feature in the development of the chariot 

was the wheel. Without the wheel few peoples would have progressed very 

far. 

During the second millennium there were a series of related invasions. 

These peoples spoke variants of the Indo-European language group. This 

2. A.Schlieben, Die Pferde des Alterthums, Neuwied, 1867, p.l62. 
Archaeology has unearthed early representations of these, which see 
V.G.Childe, "The first waggons and carts from the Tigris to the Severn", 
PPS, xvii, 1951, pp.177ff. 

3. A.Schlieben op.cit., p.154. 

4. W.M.McGovern, The Early Empires of Central Asia, Chapel Hill, 1939,p.47. 

5. ibid. 
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included Hittite in Asia Minor, ~titanni in Ararnenia, Kassite in 

Babylonia, and Vedic in north-west India. Accompanying these peoples was 

the horse. The horse was in fact the vehicle by which these peoples 

accomplished their conquests. Thus the Kassite ascendency may very 

likely be seen as one of a number of interrelated movements which 

included the development of the new arm in the Hittite and Egyptian 

empires, and also the entry of the chariot and its masters into Greece.
6 

Chariot and Indo-European thus went hand in hand. Where the Indo-Europeans 

settled there the chariot went. One may question, as one scholar has 

already done,
7 

whether during their incursions into northern India the 

Aryans brought their chariots with them. If they did not literally take 

their chariots they certainly took their knowledge of them along. 

Steep, impossible terrain may have hindered movement by chariot but it 

did not cause the Aryans to forget the knowledge of the chariot maker's 

art. The surviving evidence indicates that the horse-drawn chariot was 

one of the most important items in the military equipment of the ancient 

world. 

Of paramount importance is the wheel. It is this part that tests the 

craftsman's skill the most. It is the highlight of his handworking 

performance. As a profession that is declared as important and labelled 

as distinguished, the chariot-builder impressed his years of experience 

on the wheel.
8 

Anyone who has doubts about the tremendous skill" needed 

to produce a perfect wagon or chariot wheel should read a rather recent 

work by a wagon-maker.
9 

It is no fool's trade. This is important to 

remember because it is easy to lapse into the old but erroneous notion 

6. H.L.Lbrimer, Homer and the Monuments, London, 1950, p.309. 

7. See S.D.Singh, Ancient Indian Warfare, Leiden, 1965, pp.65-66. 

8. W.Treue, Achse, Rad und Wagen, Munchen, 1965, p.59. 

9. The book is by one George Sturt, The Wheelwright's Shop, Cambridge,1958. 

It is truly a remarkable book, and provides an excellent insight into a 
very ancient craft. 
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of primitive, uncivilized Aryans who possessed little technical skill. 

A simple example will show that the Aryans knew their trade well. 

Everything about a wooden axle and its wheels implies a fairly well

established population. Consider the following: not any timber would 

serve the job nor even any beech; rather, to obtain the right wood 

demands throwing and opening a tree at the right season, and on the right 

soil too. 10 Did the Indo-Europeans bring a s~it with them? Or perhaps 

they brought a stock of seasoning timber , or a stock of it already 

seasoned? Maybe they brought benches, wheel-pits, the requisite axes and 

handsaws as well? If they did not, then they were familiar enough with 

the local areas to set up their own established wheelwright and related 

shops. Time was needed for making a chariot. The spoked wheel was more 

costly than the solid wheel since its production was more complicated 

and demanded the competence of a skilled wheelwright. 
11 

A clear picture can be reconstructed of the Aryans' know7edge of the 

craft. This is an important contribution to the knowledge of the technical 

arts that the Aryans possessed. Their technical knowledge has regrettably 

been either abased, ignored or seen as so insignificant as to not 

deserve attention. The following will show otherwise and it is hoped 

that the Aryans will be seen as a people possessing cQnsiderable arts 

and sciences, and endowed with much wisdom. The ~gveda contains information 

that has hitherto not been acknowledged. The wheel fulfills a vital part 

in that storehouse. 

The centre of the wheel is the hub or nave(na:bhi). It is the mainstay 

of the wheel. TI1e ~gveda refers to the nave about half a dozen times, 

nearly always in an analogy with something else. Though the ~gvedic 

10. ibid. 

11. L.Tarr, The History of the Carriage, London, 1969, p.50. 
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authors are poets , yet they seem to have been sufficiently aware of the 

purpose of the chariot components. Speaking about Varu~a, the poet 

declares that all knowledge, especially divine knowledge, is held 

firmly together in Varuva, just like the nave holds the wheel together 

firmly. 
12 

Another verse compares the sun with a nave, although the 

comparison does not extend beyond their common roundness. 
13 

The nave was the support .of the axle .as well. Hence if an unusual 

weight was imposed upon the chariot which was only meant to carry two 

occupants, the axle would overheat and break, and so too would the nave. 

Such, however, does not apply in the divine world. The wheel of the sun 

can withstand any stress; the axle never overheats; and the nave is like 

the sun itself: it never rolls off its course. 14 

Many components fit soundly together to make the chariot a sturdy and 

reliable vehicle. A nave must have some attachment to the axle. A 

lynchpin or gudgeon pin serves this purpose. An analogy proves that the 

poet unders-tood this :"Bringing healt~, come here on your chariot, come, 

in order to hold fast the treasure like the lynchpin (holds se<;:urely) 

the nave(of the wheel)." 15The Vedic word for lynchpin is api-, and is 

directly related to ~- , "thin, narrow". This lynchpin probably 

fitted securely into the axle that passed through the nave. It would serve 

the same purpose as a cotter-pin does on small axle and wheel of today. 

The pin may have been outside the wheel proper. According to another verse, 

as everything immortal rests on the divine being Savitf so too does the 

12. viii. 4_1. 6. y~smin v{£v3ni k~vya cakre' n~bhir iva Jrit"Ef. 

13. vi.39 .4. 

14. i,l64.13-l4. t{sya n~kias tapyate bhTiribhara~ samid ev~ n~ ~iryate 
g,{n8.bhib. sclnemi cakrdm aj a ram vl vavri ta uttam~yan\ . ... 

I - I !. _ !. /. I• I - / I 
15. ~.43.8. mayobhuva saratha yatam arvag gantam nidhlm dhuram avlr na 

nab him. 
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chariot or wheel depend on the lynchpin. 
16 

Much can be learnt about the lynchpin. Geldner states that it not 

only holds fast the wheel onto the axle, but also in its elongation 

is a bearer of the chariot body. 17 This is because the word r£thyam 

used here may refer to the body of the chariot. For purposes of 

convenience a lynchpin on the outside of the wheel through the axle would 

be most suitable. An interesting legend has as its basis the consequences 

of releasing the lynchpin . 

The powerful god Indra is a warrior god. In one place he is said to 

war against a divine foe called £u'sna, and after this event helps K~tsa .. 
in his struggle with the Sun by releasing the lynchpin. 18 The two are 

related thus: Indra takes away the Sun's wheel and uses it to slay the 

I 
demon sJ~~a. Indra had released the lynchpin and in this way had allowed 

K~tsa to win the race. There is no faster chariot than the Sun's. "Tear 

off the wheel of the Sun!", we read. 19 And in another place we read: "The 

I I one wheel of the Sun you tear away; for Kutsa you allow the other(Kutsa's 

chariot) to travel safely. You smash to pieces the mouthless o{syus with 

20 your weapon; you hurl the speechless ones to the ground." Here the Sun's 

wheel, or the Sun itself, is the weapon used to smite the foes. 

Next in position comes the felloe. This is the outside of the wheel, 

and it serves the purpose of holding the spokes onto the nave. The felloe 

must of necessity be very strong since this takes the impact of the 

thrust on the ground. Consequently most of the hymns which mention the 

16 • 5 6 - I .. I ' I ..! I - I t J 
• l. 3 .. arum na rathyam amrtadhi tasthur iha bravltU ya U taC Clketat. 

17. Conm1entary on i. 35.6. 

18. i.63. 3. 
1,. /1 , I 1_ I.!. I- I 1_ 

tvam su~nam vriane pfkia agau zune kutsala dyumate sacahan. 

19. i.174.5. I ..!. I I • -
pra suras cakram vrhatad .... 

20. v.29.10. 
.!.1 I .J 1--1 I .!.. 

Eranyac cakram avrhah suryasya kutsayanyad varivo yatave 'kal,l/ 
..{ I _._:.. 1 1 1 - _ I -

anaso dasyunr amrgo vadhena Til duryoga avrgan mrdhravacaQ. 
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felloe pray that it be firmly fixed and strong. Hence "firm be the fellies 

of your wheels"
21 

is a common request. Further analogies show that the felloe 

was to f.i:i!mly.hold all the spokes together: "Over all living creatures 

he rules as king, containing all as spokes within the felloe. "
22 

Another 

analogy tells of how as Agni(fire) surrounds the gods and protects them 

23 
so too does the felloe the spokes. 

The ~gveda does not record the details about how fellies were made. Its 

main purpose is to laud the gods and everything else serves to amplify 

that clear goal. A brief account will, we hope, enable us to better 

appreciate the skill that is involved in not only making fellies but in 

all aspects of chariot construction. Felloe parts could vary from one 

to perhaps four or even more. No two felloe blocks are ever alike. A 

fresh problem is presented with every one. But the felloe-block "would 

lend its own subtle virtues to the man who knew how to humour it: with 

him, as with an understanding friend, it would co-operate."
24 

Unlike 

spokes, there was considerable diversity in the material a felloe could 

be made from: ash, elm, or beech would all do fine. 

Fellies differed in curve according to the diameter of the wheel and 

in length according to the number of spokes used. We at least know that 

the felloe was not single on Aryan chariots. 25 Thus if a wheel is say 

four feet high, fellies about two feet long would suffice if there were 

six, but if there were only five they needed to be about six inches longer 

to make up the full circumference. In the Greece that Homer knew the.fellies 

varied from one to four.
26 

.!_ I / .... "/-
21. i.38.12. sthira vah santu nemayo ratha asvasa esam. 

22 • 32 15 . 141 9 1d .1...- k ' - .!. - I /h I ' . 1 . .. , 1. • • se u ra]a ~ayat1 car?ag1nam aran na nem1. par1 
I 

til babhuva. 
. / I, I I I 

23. v.13.6., ii.5.3.agne nemfr arag iva devans tvam paribhur asi. 

24. George Sturt, op.cit., p.45. 

25. i.38.12 says"may your fellies be secure". 

26. See A.Schlieben, op.cit., p.162. 
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Serious consequences would result if the fellies came apart. The poets 

request divine aid so that this will not happen. Perhaps this is an 

indication that this was a problem, though too much cannot be made of 

this point. Nevertheless, high-speed must have put considerable strain 

on the fellies and severly tested the craftsmanship of the artificer. 

In a few verses a poet describes the parts of King Sudas' chariot just 

before he departs for battle. "You whose felloe is intact, is guided 

by your protection!"
27 

The other two instances of this word, a'ristanemi, 

apply as an epithet to a very famous racehorse, Tark~ya~ 8 

Finally come the spokes themselves. When considering lightness in a 

' vehicle, every effort is made to shave away every superfluous hairs 

thickness of timber in the wheels generally, and in the spokes in particular. 

It is necessary here 11 to save every posSibl·e grain of strength, while 

shaving ruthlessly away every grain of mere weight."
29 

What is true for 

wagons of the early twentieth century apply equally so to chariots of 

the second millennium B.C. 

The spokes are tightly fitted into both felloe and nave.The back of 

the spoke is where strength is wanted. The front or face does not matter 

so much. The holes in the nave are called kh~-. They are the "bored-through 

holes of the wheel, in which the spokes were fitted, and which were 

oiled."
30 

Thus we read in one place:"The Vrtra-slayer pressed them 

together like the spokes in the navehole."
31 

Another prayer requests 

the naveholes to be strong : the navehole of the war chariot, the 

heavier chariot, and the hole in the yoke. 32 

27 ... 53 17 I d h - l ' d d -' I' - 1 ' I h . 111. . . 1n ra. pata ye a atam sar1tor arlj~aneme abh1 na sacasva. 

28.See i.89.6 and x.l78.1. 

29. George Sturt, op.cit., p.95. 

30. WzRV, cols.371-372. 
I I I / 

31. viii.77.3. slm {t tan vrtrahakhidat kh~ aran iva khedaya. 

32. viii.91.7. kh~ r~thasya kh~ 'nasa~ kh~ yug£sya tatakrato. 
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A problem that has scarcely been treated is how the peoples of 

antiquity overcame friction problems. In some cases they probably did 

not. We are fortunate, however, to know that the Aryans did indeed oil 

their chariot wheels. Thus we read in one place: "Oil the navehole, 

convert the godless."
33 

By oiling the mortices where the spokes join 

I 
the nave-the naveholes- the wheel turns smoothly. This turning(vartaya) 

also figuratively speaks about the turning-around or conversion of the 

non-believers of the Aryan faith. With 'what substance they used as oil 

no indication is given. 

Whetever substance they used, it had to fulfill its prime function 

as a preservative against friction. If friction is cut to a minimal, 

smooth running is ensured and energy is saved; wear and tear is reduced; 

over-heating is prevented; and squeaks and groans are eliminated.
34 

The 

real problem lay with the axle-bearing of a chariot. This is why the 

above verse occurs. Water would hardly be effective over the long term, 

so something of a more durable nature would be needed. In Cato we find 

that watery dregs(amurca) from olives were boiled down and smeared on 

axles and the leatherwork of harness.
35 

Pliny, more than two centuries 

later, follows Cato's advice. 36 

Animal fat seems to have been used. Pliny calls it axle-grease(axungia). 

He says that "the men of old used to employ it especially for greasing 

the axle-bearings of their vehicles, to make the wheels revolve more 

easily-whence its name ... " 37 The Vedic Aryans had ample opportunity to 

use animal fats or oils since they featured prominently in their 

sacrifices. The many races and battles which required constant use of the 

33. x.l56.3. andhf kh~m vart~ya pagim. 

34. See H.A. Harris, "Lubrication in Antiquity", Greece and Rome, xxi, 

(April 1974), p.32. 

35. Agriculture, xcvii. 

36. Natural History, xv.34. 

37. ibid., xxviii.l41. 
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chariot implies that they were well-oiled. 

It is principally the invention of the spoked wheel and the means 

of making a light body that brought the chariot preeminence as a vehicle 

of warfare. This is aided, of course, by the use of fast horses. This 

last point we shall consider shortly. Altogether there was a "revolution 

in the art of warfare ...• " 38 

The body of the chariot is called k6:la.Piggott thinks it implies 

'"a more or less closed vehicle. "
39 

In the Aegean and Celtic worlds it is 

d , 1!0 -
rna e of w1cker-work or in Egypt of leather. The prayer of the Aryan 

poet, in addressing himself to FU~an's chariot, is that the wheel will 

not be damaged, that the box not fall away, and the tyre remain solid.
41 

The body is fixed on a wooden axle(~ksa). A few verses speak of the need 

to firmly dovetail the axle into the nave of the whee1.
42 

Another verse, 

referring to time, speaks of the five-spoked wheel(a metaphor) on which 

all life rests. This axle never gets hot although it bears a great load. 

Neither does it break along with the nave.
43 

Another prayer asks that 

the axle remain firm. 44 As we mentioned before, particular care is 

required in selecting special wood for a special part of the chariot. 

- I 
The axle of the Aryan chariot, for example, is made of strong Khadira 

d 45 h . . 1 . • It - d 46 woo . Ot er parts of the char1ot cons1st of spandana and s1nsapan woo s. 

That the axles were especially subject to breaking or cracking should 

come as no surprise. The axles had to withstand great strain as the 

chariots roared across the plains or around the racing circuit. No 

wonder then, that the Aryan chariot's axle was made from the heartwood 

of a very strong tree: Acacia catechu. One poet could scarcely have 

emphasized more the urgency to make the axle strong when he uses the word 

38. Fr.Schachermeyer, "Streitwagen und Streitwagenbild ... "Anthropos,xlvi, 
1951, p.707. 

39. S.Piggott, Prehistoric India, Penguin, 1950, p.276. 
40. ibid. 

-.- ,, I• f • I ,;, ' I I h 41. Vl.54.3. pu~gas cakram na rigyat1 na koso va padyate no asya vyat ate 
pav{h. 

I I • I ' / k ' I I J -bh. h 42. i.30.14,15. rqor ak§am na cakryoh.rqor a gam na SciCl 1 .. 
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for strong-~- three times in one place. 47rhe axles of the Homeric 

chariots are also of wood, though some are also covered with iron.
48 

The purpose once more is to ensure' the maximum strength for the support 

not only of the wheels but also of the two occupants!Breaking of 

the axle is not rare, 49 and we find it happened to Caesar's triumph

chariot. 50 

The next part of the chariot is the pole and yoke. The pole is fixed 

to the axle by means of leather thongs:
51 

The homeric chariot had 

two cheek pieces(furca) by which the pole was fixed and made steady to 

the axle.
52 

The pole (or temo) was inserted into the axle.
53 

The Vedic 

chariot is joined firmly together by the leather straps while the yoke 

is fastened to the pole by a peg.
54 

In the homeric chariot this hole 

is called a krikos through which a peg or estor is fastened.
55 

The yoke is made of wood, and in Roman times is smooth and varnished, 
56 

57 and often gracefully decorated. The pole served a number of purposes: 

the drawing of the chariot; as a braking action; as a control or lever 

58 or steer; and for balance. The yoke was also bound fast to the pole 

besides the peg(krikos) which firmly joined them together. The famous 

gordian knot was used to tie these two together: the purpose was to make 

the knot impossible to undo. Alexander, however, cut the knot with his 

59 
sword. 

Extending from the yoke is the harness. The harness consists of collar, 

43. i.l64.13. I .f.. ~ , - !. I / 1- I - . 
tasza nak~as tarzate bhur1bhara~ sanad eva na slrzate sanabhl~. 

44. iii.53.17. h • I .f. bh - • -1 1 1k st 1rau gavau avatam v1.ur a xo .... 
45. iii.53.9. 

46 . . . 53 19 bh I kh d' I .!. 1
' dh h' d I I. ' 1" - -. 111. . . a 1 vyayasva a 1rasya saram OJO e 1 span ane s1nsapayam. 

47. iii.53.19. £kja vilo v1lita v1l~zasva ...• 

48. Illiad v.838. 

49. Ovid, Metamorphosis, xv.523. 

50. 

51. 

Suetonius, Caesar, 37. 

vi. 47.26-27.g6bhi~ s£mnaddho 
I 

asi v1l£zasvasthata te jayatu j~tvani. 

52. R.Berenger, Historz and Art of Horsemanship, London, p.274. vol.l. 

53. Ovid, Metamorphosis, iii. Illic fraena jacent, illic temone revulsus, axi~ 
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girth, subjugia(Xugodesmos) and yoke, and finally the reins. The 

throat and girth harness is used invariably throughout all antiquity in 

Sumer, Chaldea, Egypt, Greece and Rome.
60 

This type of harness finally 

died out in the Middle Ages in Western Europe. And "it was the same 

everywhere, in every ancient realm and culture, equally inefficient."
61 

The one people who l)ad a different type of harness according to one author 

were the Chinese. They employed the breast-strap harness or the postillion 

harness, where the strap in front bears right upon the shoulder so 

that the tractive force is fully exerted. The trachea is not compressed.
62 

Information about the type of harness from the ~gveda is difficult to 

gather. The references to "well-harnessed" horses would seem to indicate 

that few problems were encountered. There is at least no mention of the 

horses gasping for breath, nor does one find in the hymn of the horse 

sacrifice apology for choking the horse by the use of this harness.
63 

The 

absence of any reference does not of course mean that it was not used, 

neither is there any firm evidence for its use . Even the type of 

harness used shows that many aspects of the Aryans' daily life.are not 

easy to find out. 

Not only in the ~gveda but also among other Indo-European tribes we 

find the chariot, horses and occupants heroized. Why should this be so? 

What role of importance did the chariot play that it should receive 

unbounded praise? To understand the answer to these questions we 

should remember the implications that this new mode of warfare had. In 

Egypt, for instance, the chariot was introduced by the Hyksos. It 

transformed warfare as much as motoring transformed life in our times, 

54. S.D.Singh, op.cit., p.28. 

55. See Appendix C . For a full account see Illiad,xxiv.265-274. 

56. Cato, Agriculture, 98. 

57. Curtius, iii.3. A.Schlieben, op.cit., p.l57. 

58. W.Nagel, Der mesopotamische Streitwagen .... Berlin, 1966, p.4. 

59. Curtius Rufus, iii.l., Arrian, Anabasis, ii.3.7., Justin, ii.7. 

60. J.Needham, ed., Clerks and Craftsmen ... Cambridge, 1970, p. 35. 

61. J. Needham, Science and Civilisation .•. Cambridge, p. 304, val. i v. 
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and set the war organization on a new track, and changed equally social 

and scientific life of the people.
64 

The Hyksos were an Asiatic tribe 

who ruled Egypt in the seventeenth century B.C., and the Pharaoh Kamose 

paved the way for their expulsion. In the beginning of the sixteenth 

century mention is made of the famous "horses of Hyksos."
65 

When we cross to the land of the two rivers we find an equally 

remarkable development. The Mesopotamian chariot was used in its original 

form throughout the whole of the third millennium. However, it is only 

during the first half of the second millennium that the chariot undergoes 

a revolutionary development where it appears as an effective mobile-firing 

platform. This came about when the two great problems of mobility and 

firepower were mastered. 66 The second millennium must stand out 

prominently as the time when the pinnacle of chariotry was attained. The 

light, two-wheeled spoked chariot, drawn by two highly trained horses made 

possible this development. 67 Is it coincidental that this development 

occurs at the same time as the invasions of warrior nations speaking 

related Indo-European languages? Julius von Negelein has no doubt that 

the Aryans or Indo-Europeans(in the early part of this century they were 

thought of as the same) were responsible for this development in 

chariotry.
68 

It may well be, then, that the invention of the spoked wheel 

and the chariot itself may have preceded rather than followed the 

entry of the horse-taming tribes into southwestern Asia.
69 

We should look 

to that area commonly called Scythia as the departure point for the 

Indo-European peoples. 

62. J.Needham, Clerks .. op.cit. 

63. i.163. As one might expect to find since the author apologizes 

for excessive urging but not for choking the animal. 

64. W.Treue, op.cit., p.89., Y.Yadin, The Art of Warfare in Biblical Lands, 

1963, p.86. vol.i. 

65. ibid., p.75. Pharaoh Kamose was the last Pharaoh of the xviith Dynasty. 

66. ibid., pp.37,39. 

67. T.G.E.Powell, "Some Implications of Chariotry", in I.Foster and L. 

Adcock, eds., Culture and Environment, London, 1963, p.154. 



41. 

The Kassites overthrew Babylon. While their language is not Indo-

European, the names of their leaders certainly are. This Kassite 

ascendency(to be dated about the late. seventeenth or early sixteenth 

century) may well be regarded "as one of a group of interrelated 

movements which included the development of the new arm in the Hittite 

and Egyptian empires and also the entry of the chariot and its masters 

into Greece. ,,70 This is also the time when the Hittites embarked on 

their conquests and won for themselves a name synonymous with terror. 

The reason for their victories is not difficult to trace. It is due in 

large measure to the possession of iron weapons and war chariots. 
71 

Indeed, the Hittites have been credited with the initial development 

and exploitation of the formidable war chariot, made largely of iron.
72 

The Aryans who came and conquered north-western India brought along 

with them the formidable light-weight chariot. How did they cross the 

Hindukush mountains? The question has been considered before. 
73

.Enormous 

difficulties would have beset any attempts to drive the chariots over 

steep and rugged terrain, even though the chariots were in all probability 

very light. The Aryans could have dismantled and carried them on horseback,
74 

or perhaps on large drays. Certainly the Aryan chariots appear as 

"startling innovations." 75 , and for their ancestry we should turn 

our eyes to Western Asia where it seems to have been developed and perfected. 

68. Julius von Negelein, Das Pferd in arischen Alterthum, Konigsberg, 

1903, p.22. vol.1. 

69. J.K.Anderson, Ancient Greek Horsemanship, Berkeley, 1961, passim. 

70. H.L.Lorimer, Homer and the Monuments, London, 1950, p.309. 

71. D.A.Fisher, The Epic of Steel, New York, 1963, pp.10-11. 

72. ibid. cf.Judges i.19., iv.3. 

73. See S.D.Singh, op.cit., p.65.· 

74. ibid. 

75. S.Piggott, op.cit., p.273. 
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Why did the chariot become the fear of those who did not possess it 

and the treasure of those who did? Effective mobility of the chariot 

(which heretofore had been limited) was achieved with the discovery 

of the light spoked whee1
76 

and a light body. This bears repetition 

because it is extremely important. Accompanying these changes was the 

shifting of the axle to the rear to give the chariot greater manoeuvrability? 

These advantages were further strengthened by the use of fast horses 

especially bred for the purpose in place of the former onagers and 

draught animals. Strengthened firepower was provided by the composite bow. 

The rear positioning of the axle is an important step in both warfare 

and racing. It enabled the chariot to be completely maneeuvrable even 

on sharp turns. In combination with a light body and light wheels, 

the perfect chariot resulted: stable, fast and highly manoeuvrable. 
78 

When 

these advantages were combined the foe faced a powerful force. To be of 

real advantage, however, the chariot attack had to be en masse at high 

speeds. The thundering of masses of chariots over the plains, aided by 

shrieking wheels and the snortings and neighings of the horses, gave 

victory to its possessors countless numbers of times.Lance and bow. 

added to this deadly combination. 79 

Like so many peoples of antiquity, the Aryans trusted in their chariots. 

Like their leader who wields the thunderbolt proudly from his chariot, the 

Aryans are only concerned with "that which speeds his might in conflicts, 

like wind borne onward by the clouds that thunder."
80 

Under Indra's 

supreme control are 11all horses, chariots, villages, and cattle".
81 

Indra gives victory with the troops and with the chariot.
82 

76. By making the spokes lighter and stronger more could be added. This 
would increase the strength of the wheel. Perhaps the reason why earlier 
chariots had only four spokes is because any more would have added a 
a great more weight. After experimentation, however, with the use of 
lighter wheels it was found that the strength of the wheel increases, 
not diminishes. 

77. Y.Yadin, op.cit., pp.39-40. 

78. ibid., p.S. 

79. P.Greenhalgh, Early Greek Warfare, Cambridge, 1973, pp.l-2. 
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Without a trusting horse to draw the chariot unforseen dangers await. 

This is why constant reference is made to the horses' major role in 

the battle and the trust the driver and companion have in them: 

Horses whose hoofs rain dust are neighing 

loudly, yoked to the chariots, showing 

forth their vigour. 

With their forefeet descending on the 

foemen, they, never flinching, trample 
83 

and destroy them. 

Indra is undoubtedly the foremost charioteer. He remains a bulwark 

and constant inspiration to those who fight for their people in war or 

contest against one another in the chariot race. No one surpasses Indra 

in strength, nor indeed are there any equals to his faithful companions, 

the bay steeds.
84

The two bay steeds receive many titles of praise that 

befits the duties they perform. They, like Indra, are impetuous and 

relish in battles, are well-groomed, well-yoked, faithful as the sun's 

uprising, instant to obey, elaborately adorned, and swifter than any beast.
85 

They strain at the leather bridle, snorting and swerving on their way.
86 

With their long, flowing manes they pursue the coursers of the Sun.
87 

Indra is the hero of the Aryan peoples. His position is in contestable. 

80 ,1712 I /, uhk/ I '..( I.-I I db!' . 1V. . . yo asya su~mam m u a1r 1yart1 vato na ]Uta stanaya 11r 
I abhra1l;l. 

. . / .!.. I - I I. 1 _! I .f - I 1 I I -81. ll.l2.7. yasyasvasa9 prad1s1 yasya gavo yasya grama yasya v1sve rathasaQ/ 
'h .f.. • f I • . . ..!. I ..!... .!.. ya. suryam ya U§asam Ja]ana yo apam neta. 

82. i.100.10. s~ grfmebhi9 s1nita s~ r£thebhir vid~ vi~vabhih krstfbhir 
I nv adya. 

. _. _! /- I - 1 1- I . I -.1 
83. Vl.75.7. t1vran gho~an krQVate V{eyapanayo asva rathebhlQ Saha Va]ayantal;l/ 

avakrimantab pr1padair amitran kiiv1nti s~trU~r 1napavyayantat. 

84. i.84.6., i.81.3. 

85. x.105.2,4,5., vii.29.1,2., etc. 

86. x.105.2,4. 

87. x.105.2,4-5. 
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One title given to Indra shows how important the Aryans viewed this 

dominion. This title is "lord of bay steeds". Ha'ri-, by which these horses 

are known, menns"fire-coloured". 88 This is the god who over 1 oras a..Ll 

battles, who gives victory to the Aryans, and utterly vanquishes their 

enemies. The ~gveda is, after all, a book about contests- the contests 

of the Aryans. One can easily visualize the bloody savagery, the clanging 

spears, helmets and shield; the earth shaking beneath the fast-rolling 

chariot wheel, which is used by Indra to slay the foes, signifying what 

important role this vehicle plays in early warfare; the loud snortings of 

the horses, the soundings of the trumpets,and the cries of agony and triumph. 

Indra was an umbrella of protection to all those who cried out to him. 

Thus in the battle we read:"Indra! do you protect our chariot that mingles 

foremost in the fights, that bears its part in every fray, invincible 

and seeking spoil."
89 

Indra's power to animate is such that even a slow 

steed can be vitalized , and what was formerly sluggishness personified 

now turns into fleet of foot. 90 If Indra can produce a transformation 

like that, it is no great wonder that he can cause victory to go either way. 

In their chariot racing(which seems to have occupied men's minds 

during times of peace), men would call on Indra. The poet credits Indra 

with directly animating the horses. This shows how close Indra is to 

horses and how much he understands them. Equally so, do horses know 

and obey him. Appropriately enough, therefore, Indra bears a title 

that reveals his interest and character. 

Be it on the racing track or on the battle field, Indra can change 

the mood of horses. In one brilliant description of the chariot attack 

88. WzRV, col.l648. 
-- r 1 I 

89. v. 35. 7. asmakam indra dug~ram puroyavanam aj {§u/ sayavanain dh£ne-dhane 

90. 

- • I' - I VaJayantam ava ratham. 

41 
r.f. _I 

vi. 5 .. ya anayat paravataQ 
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yuva sakha. 

'•• II• 1 !' r sun1t1 turvasam yadum 1ndra(l sa no 
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in battle, Indra urges horses to speed over the "uneven road and on a 

toilsome path". They, in turn, respond "to the urging call ... like 

birds attracted to the bait."
91 

Indra's horses are instrumental, in 

fact indispensible, to the outcome of any battle. 
92 

Being a being of perfection, Indra's two instruments of war, the 

bay steeds, are also of perfect craftmanship. The. divine craftsmen, the 

I 93 
~bhus, formed Indra's horses. In common with other members of the god-class 

they are called sun-eyed. 94 This deification of horses shows the 

extraordinary respect the Aryans bestowed on these animals, culminating 

in the despatch from this life to the gods by sacrifice. 

It is not, however, the horses alone who are perfect examples of 

divine workmanship. We have already cited instances where according to 

the poets the axle of the divine chariot does not smoke nor does the 

wheel wear though it revolves through all periods of time. Everything 

divine is perfect and highlights the imperfection of human endeavours. 

Such a religion evokes daring and courage which takes little account of 

human life since there awaits the believer a better and brighter life 

after this one. Yet the poets have only praise for the great skill the 

Aryan chariot builders exhibit, which along with other peoples of 

related speech, is quite a wonder. 

Chariot building, as we have seen, is no small matter. The Rbh6s are 

I 
credited with building the chariot of the Asvins- a pair of divine beings 

/ 

who drive a fabulous three-wheeled chariot. The reputation of the l}bhus 

as skilled wheelwrights was well-known among the Rgvedic Aryan tribes. 95 

. 46 3 I . I I / / - - II 91. vl. .1 -14. yad 1ndra sarge arvatas codayase mahadhane 

c{dhvani. v:rj ine' path{ £yeniii iva s'ravasyat.:iQ.. 

92. v.33.2. 
It - 1- I _ t_ 

93. i.20.2,3. ya 1ndraya vacoyuja tatak~ur manasa har1. 
/ 

94. i.l6.1. {ndra tva suracaksasah. 

95. See ix.21.6., viii.75.5. 

I 
asamane 
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Equally endowed with manual cunning are the gods called Bhrgus. Two 

verses compare the skill of human worshippers with the skill of the 

Bhrgus. One declares that as the worshippers have laid a secure 

foundation with Indra so do the Bhrgus build a worthy, secure chariot.
96 

The other verse of friendship states that the worshippers have worked 

out a hymn of praise for the A/vins just as the Bhrgus have worked on a 

chariot.
97 

The ~gvedic word for work here means the whole array of 

tasks involved in fashioning a chariot.as in fashioning a hymn: from 

the first job of hewing out the rough form to the final finishing touches 

which includes polishing, ornamenting and revision. 98 What the poet 

means to convey to his listener is that he tries his best to produce 

his best product fit for. divine presentation. In like manner the Bhrgus 
• 

toil long hours to produce a fine chariot. The end is that both will be 

proud of their productions since it represents the culmination of long 

hours backed up by experience. Those who handle it in the future will 

acknowledge the artistry of the creators. 

The number of wheels of a vehicle suits the purpose of: the vehicle. 

The two-wheeled chariot is the fighting chariot, which includes the 

scythed chariot, 99 and the racing chariot. The four-wheeled vehicle 

is the goods chariot, state or travelling chariot, and equivalent to the 

100 -covered wagon. The Aryans employed both. The light two-wheeled 

chariot is called rftha, while the heavy chariot, often used for 

ceremonial purposes, is called ~nas. 101 
These two vehicles are 

mentioned together in three verses so that there can be no doubt about 

the different uses to '"hich each is put. 
102 

The chariot of dawn is of the 

96. iv.16.20. 

97. x.39.14. cf.i.9.6., vi.37.3. 

98. See WzRV, col.510 under takj-. 

99. The fellies of the Marut's chariot have knives . This can scarcely 

be anything but a scythed chariot, whether imaginary or real. i.l66.10. 

100. A.Schlieben, op.cit., p.l6l. 

101. WzRV, col.54. 

102. iii.33.9,10., viii.91.7. 
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heavy type. It features:in a myth which shows the war god Indra shattering 

dawn's chariot by hurling his thunderbolt at it. 
103 

That the Aryans possessed,various types of vehicles for different 

uses shows that vehicle manufacture was diverse. There is rnentio~1ed an 

eight-seated vehicle, which is a vehicle of the sacrifice, particularly 

the Soma sacrifice. 
104 

An unusual vehicle is, the Advins' chariot.This 

has three seats, three parts and three.wheels. 105 In all liklihood this 

must be taken as an example of poetical licence.
106 

The A£vins win the 

Sun's daughter Surya as a bride and they are therefore inseparable. 

The agreeableness of threeness extends to everything that these three 

beings do together, and every part of the chariot is not excepted. 

Throughout ancient history the number of spokes on the chariot changes. 

Homer gives to the chariots of the old Grecian heroes wheels with eight 

spokes. 
107

According to one inquirer, the chariot of Greece from the 

sixteenth century to the classic age retained two primitive features:the 

four-spoked wheel and the central position of the axle. 
108 

In the ruins 

of Nineveh wheels with eight spokes are found. 109 In the ~gveda the 

number of spokes that the normal chariot wheel possessed is not certain. 

There are references to the spokes of the wheel of time but this is 

merely a metaphor. One verse speaks of the twelve-spoked wheel of time 

which turns ceaselessly through the heavens. This refers to the twelve 

months.
110 

Another verse refers to a six-spoked chariot wheel. 
111 

The familiar two-wheeled chariot is put to a variety of uses. In the 

103. ii.15.6., iv.30.8-11., x.73.6., x.138.5. 

104. x.53.7.See Geldner's note on this verse, p.216, note 7. 

105. i.116.7.,118.2., 157.3., 183.1., iv.36.1., x.41.1. 

106. See s,D.Singh, op.cit., p.27, note 3, and references there. 

107. Diodorus Siculus , xviii.27. 

108. A.Schlieben, op.cit., p.162. 

109. ibid. 

110. i.164.11. See Geldner's comments on this verse. 

111. i. 164.12. Leopold von Schroder, Arische Religion, Leipzig, 1916, II, p .1f' 
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~gveda at least, the chariot features prominently as a vehicle of 

war. What is often forgotten is .that the chariot is also important 

in the race. Among the Indo-Europeans chariot racing became an 

important sport. Here on the track the drivers had the opportunity 

to prove their worth. In the ~gveda racing is a favourite pasttime. 

For a moment war is forgotten, and the contestants line up to 

wage the contest for the proferred prizes. 

If we can form an estimate of the importance of the subject 

by the frequency it appears, then chariot racing ranks high. One 

author describes it as an "important and favourite sport."
112 

It 

may even go back to the common heritage that the various branches 

shared, since chariot racing is found in ancient India, Greece, 

d R 
113 h . . . d d 1 . an orne. C ar1ot rac1ng prov1 e not on y enterta1nment 

but also a reprieve from the exigencies of war. 

In warfare the horse draws the chariot of his master in to the 

thick of the fight. No less esteemed is his role in the chariot 

race, for here too does the horse bear the hero to honour and 

glory. In Rome, as in Constantinople in years ahead, the most 

popular of all displays was chariot racing in the Circus "with 

'star' horses , many if not all of which had personal names that 

114 
were shouted by the onlookers .. , . , , " The J:).gveda also speaks 

of horses that were the darlings of the spectators. These few horses 

are in fact so highly prized that after death they become deified 

and take the role of aides to earthly horses. 

The J:).gveda abounds with references to the staging of the 

chariot race. The word 3j[- denotes a "·race" in the first instance, 

and secondarily, a battle.
115 

The race-track was probably 

112. 
113. 

. 114. 

115. 

h" Leopold von Scloder, AR, II, p.l66. 
ibid., p.168. 
J.M.C.Toynbee, Animals in Roman Life and Art, London, 1973, p.l7., 
Pliny, Epistolae, ix.6.2:equos illos, quos procul noscitant, 
quorum clarnitant nomina. 
WzRV, col. 173. 



49. 

quasi-circular and at one point there was a special mark(karsman) 

that answers to the present-day stopping-post of the race track.
116 

Upon the competitors passing the mark, prizes (dhana) were given 

out, and judging from the urgent requests to the gods for 

favour, the prizes must have been considerable. 
117 

An interesting legend revolves around the chariot race. The twin 

horsemen,the Afvins, contest a race for a big prize: the 

marriage of Surya. Interestingly enough, the normal battle and 

I 
racing chariot was built to carry only two, and the Asvins are two. 

They are two but they do everything as if they are one. One poet 

/ 
mentions the problem about accomodating Surya after the Asvins won 

the chariot race. Three would cause the chariot to collapse. 
118 

Through their swift horses the Afvins win the race and receive 

Surya as their prize. This event became a favourite story amongst 

the Aryan population, for a poet asks,"which chariot do they 

call the swift one with the impetuous horses, which the daughter 

119 
of the sun chooses?" 

• I . 
Another legend speaks of Etasa in a race with the sun's horses. 

The word ~ta£a has several meanings. It can mean the horse, in 

particular the horse of the sun, and is also the epithet of a man. 

Its primary meaning, however, is "racing" 
120 

Thus ~tas'a contends 

with the sun in horsemanship, 121 and aided by Indra wins the 

prize of the race.
122 

As the race of the A£vins became a byword 

h .,.. 'b d'd h . h' h p p d 123 
amongst t e .aryan tr1 es, so too l t e race ln w- lC Etas a con teste . 

116. ibid., col.324. 

117. ibid., col.654. 

118. See the marriage hymn, x.85.14-16. 

119. iv.43.2. 

120. WzRV, col.299. 

121. i.61.15., iv.30.6. 
I. I 1 /, I I I I 

122. i.54.6. tvam ratham etasam ketvye dhane tvam puro navatlm dambhayo 
I nava. 

r L 1 ;. I I I_ 1 1. 1 ! 
123. viii.50.9. yatha prava etasam k,tvye dhane yatha vasam dasavraje. 
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Both the A'vins' and Etafa•s success in the race illustrates how 

important in the minds of the poets is the tradition of racing. Indra 

and all of the gods that the poet can think of are called upon 

to aid the horse and charioteer.
124 

In one place the "noble ones" 

I I I" , 

or Vasus are mentioned. These, like the racers Etasa, Asvins, 

Dadhikra and Tark~ya, are called upon to aid the then present 

participants in the race. They are the divinely-worshipped 

racehorses 
125 

of kings who have long since gone. Even the river 

sindhu is compared with a rushing horse in the race.
126 

This Indo-European fondness for horse racing is evidenced in 

another text. This is the horse-text of Kikkuli of Mitanni. This 

book gives detailed day-by-day instructions for bringing chariot 

horses into peak .condition over a course of several months. 
127 

There can be little doubt that the text is a preparation text for 

racing. 
128 

The language is definitely related to Vedic, as for 

instance a~f(u is the equivalent of a£va, and the numbers from one 

to seven are almost identical. 
129 

The care bestowed on the 

animals with a deep concern for their progress is shared also by 

the Rgveda. Both texts show that the Indo-Europeans were not • 

only 'addicted' to horses but also handled them with great care 

and thoughtfulness. 

The chariot race was a great spectacle. It was a favourite of the 

130 
Greeks and Romans wherever they went. Truly, as one early horseman 

124. vi.46.1., ii.31. ,vi.67.1. 

125. See x.74.1., vii.38.7-8., vii.40.6., x.56.4., x.64.6. 
f I I I I I l -0 

126 .. x.75.2. prate 'radad varu~o yatave pathah s~ndho yad vajan 
abhy adravas tv~m. 

127. R.K.Anderson, op.cit., p.S. 

128. H.A.Potratz, Das Pferd in der Fr~hzeit, Restock, 1938, p.15. 

129. A.Kammenhuber, Hippologia Hethica, Wiesbaden, 1961, passim., 
G.Hermes, 11 Das gezM.hmte Pferd im alten Orient", Anthropos, xxxi, 
p. 393. 

130. W.M.McGovern The early empires of central Asia, Chapel Hill, 1939, p.46. 
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remarked about the chariot race: "and what a scene of unavoid~ble, 

inextricable wreck must all these chariots rushing together, in 

converging lines, have made."
131 

The ~gveda mentions the rapid 

. . 132 
turn1ngs of the horse and char1ot that were made on the track. 

This is reminiscent of the homeric description of the "advancing 

and retreating of the chariots, and those sudden rapid wheelings 

to the right or left." 133 The brisk ride for the occupants in 

the race must have taken much courage, for in one passage 

a poet makes a charioteer speak of the similar effect of the 

soma juice and the chariot ride: both made him rise to not 

inconsiderable heights. 134 Another verse speaks of the "rattling 

chariot. "
135 

The dangers that presented themselves in the chariot race seemed 

only to add to the general excitement and chaos. In ancient Rome 

there were perhaps as many as fifty races in a day's programme, 

and each chariot would have been used several times each day. The 

build-up of heat in the bearings must have been considerable. 

When, therefore, Horace speaks of the "turning-post being narrowly 

missed by the glowing wheels", he was probably using the word 

fervidis in a much more literal sense than has at times been supposed. 
136 

Virgil also speaks of this danger. He remarks on King Ericthonius' 

chariot: 

131. R,Berenger, op,cit., p.290. 

132. raghd-vartani-, see viii.9.8., ix.81.2. 

133. 

134. 

135 0 

Iliad, viii.107., xxiii.306. 
I ' I 

x.ll9. 3. un rna pit:! ayansata 

5 I .. - I "d I h v.10 .. par1Jmano na v1 yuta 

136. H.A.Harris, op.cit., p.34. 

I 1/- -1 1 ratham asva ivasavah. 
- I I I _ I 

svano ratho na va~. 



Bold Ericthonius first four coursers yok'd 

And urg'd the chariot. as the axle smok'd.
137 

Possibly attendants were on the side of the track to throw water 

on the chariots as they blazed by. 
138 

The whole event must have 

been as amusing as it was dangerous and exciting. 

Although chariot racing was a popular pasttime, ownership and 

the racing of horses was invariably the privilege of a class or 

52. 

caste. Horses and chariots were expensive, as must have been their 

repair. The mass production and maintenance of chariotry reveals 

a complex technology that required the collaboration of various 

bodies of professionals and a centralized, bureaucratic administration. 

The latter would need to· collect and control raw materials, organize 

the work of the many specialized craftsmen, and distribute the 

new or repaired chariots. 139 This would have cost money. When 

we read of offerings of cattle and horses, they are invariably 

the offerings of the nobles, princes or kings. The priests must also 

have been reasonably well-to-do for they received the offerings! 

The ordinary soldier or agriculturist could scarcely afford to 

maintain a horse or a horse and chariot. The horse became the symbol 

of the aristocracy or the palace-type of society in Crete. 
140 

The 

horse itself speaks of its high position in homeric Greece: 

without me neither king nor government 

nor princes race through the streets ... 

next to the king my box is placed. 
141 

While cattle are the chief domestic animal of the farmer and herdsman, 

137. B.Tozer, The Horse in History, London, 1908, p.S. 

138. C.Daremberg and E.Saglio, Dictionairre, article cirque. 

139. P.Greenhalgh, Early Greek Warfare, Cambridge, 1973, p.12. 

140. ibid., p.43. 

141. E.Cassin, Problemes de la Guerre en Grece Ancienne, p.300, in 

ibid. 
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the horse may well be said to be the chief animal of the aristocracy. 

He is thus highly esteemed by the warrior whom he serves on his 

campaigns as friend and companion. 142 In far-flung Egypt, records 

of Thuthmoses III (about 1483 B.C.) make reference to the 

aristocracy of the maryannu,the chariot-warrior bands of the Mitani 

ruling in the land of the Naharina. 
143 

Although, therefore, the horse-drawn chariot was a vital piece 

of equipment in the Indo-European world, it was really because 

of this importance that it became a priviliged part of society. 

It was no easy life for the charioteer, and the privileges were 

probably just recompense for the services he rendered to the tribe. At 

the same time, those unable to afford either horse or chariot were 

not exempt from military service, for the ~gveda does speak of 

d . f ld" 144 troops an compan1es o so 1ers. 

The vehicle that set warfare on a new footing was a major 

technical achievement and a highlight of man's ingenuity. The 

full impact of this chariot may be visualized by reading the ~gveda. 

The vehicle that was produced through "manual cunning"
145 

meant 

speeds could be attained that were hitherto unattainable.Distances 

were not so great a problem now, and the two advantages of lightness 

and strength were best attained during this second millennium. 

For a large part of mankind's history animal power reigned 

supreme. Few moments indeed can compare with the unrivalled position 

of the horse in the early period of the Indo-European peoples. 

As drawer of the chariot the horse achieved fame that still echoes 

in the ancient records of these and other peoples. For although the 

142. W.Geiger, Civilization of the Eastern Iranians, London, 1885,I, p.174. 

143. N.R. Banerjee, The Iron Age in India, Delhi, 1965, p.122. 

144. v.53.11. S.D.Singh, op.cit., pp.7ff. 

145. iv.2.14. 



Aryans, the Indo-European peoples in general, and the horsesc 

which made them a name, are long sinc.e vanished, the memory of 

these peoples' dependence upon horse-power will pulsate through 

all ages. 

54. 
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The era of the dominance of the horse as a transport animal has gone. 

It is unlikely that it will ever return again. For a brief period in 

the early history of mankind, however, it enjoyed first place among 

man's domestic fauna. Undoubtedly it is the noblest of all the creatures 

that man has subdued to his will. Yet man's relationship with the horse 

did not come from nothing. To establish a friendship required many hours 

of patient training and handling. Once this was done, there was the 

question of what use the horse would be put to. The Indo-European, and 

especially the Aryan, peoples furnish us with details and information 

thatrnay be surprising and unrealized before. What is certain is that 

these peoples emerge as specialists in many areas of horse-lore. 

Without a doubt, the Indo-Europeans' association with the horse is 

often believed to begin and end with the chariot. The idea that they 

knew and practised riding has not received much support. Chariot and 

horse have predominated discussion about the horse in the Indo-European 

world. Did the Aryans know riding? Did riding precede chariotry or 

contrariwise? 

The answer to the first question is yes. Not a few inquirers on the 

subject in the past, however, would say that the contrary is true. One 

researcher on the ancient animal world says that the "Rigveda does not 

know horsemanship. Without a doubt it came together with horses from 

Assyria into the land of the five rivers."
1 

Another researcher speaks 

of the "absence of the horse-warrior in the Rigveda."
2 

To say that riding was subordinate to driving is correct. The majority 

of verses of the ~gveda that deal with the horse usually connect it with 

1. O.Keller, Die antike Tierwelt, Hildesheim, 1909, I, p.223. 

2. J. Wiesner , 11 Rei ter und Ritter im Eil testen Rom", Klio, xxxvi, 1943, p85. 
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chariot driving. This is not the same as saying that the Aryans did not 

know riding. There are several verses that refer to riding in the ~gveda. 

In one instance there is a vision recorded. s'yavas'va("he who has 

brown horses") sees the Maruts coming from heaven. He asks them: 

Where are your horses, where (are) the 

reins? How was it possible for you to 

come here? (Where is) the saddle on the back 

(of the horse); the bridle in the nostril 
3 

(of the horse)? 

Indra is credited with being the first to mount the horse.
1
' The word 

"to mount" means "climb onto", and can either mean climb onto the chariot 

or the horse. In each case the context is straightforward: where chariot 

occurs the person climbs onto the chariot, wh~re horse occurs the person 

mounts the horse. There is no chance of mistaking what is meant. 

Indra performs marvellous deeds through his bay steeds, the hlris. 

While for the most part they draw Indra's crariot there is reference 

to Indra mounting his bays. Thus Indra "mounts the flying (steeds), the 

best flyers."
5 

And in another place Indra "mounts the bays like a marksman 

(mounts) the firing platform". 6 The only problem one has to face here 

is how does Indra mount two horses? The poets do not question Indra's 

ability to achieve this feat and therefore do not elaborate. The important 

point, of course, is that here there is evidence of horse riding. 

In the first sacrificial hymn (i.l62.) of the ~gveda the sacrificer 

addresses the horse. He tells the horse that if a rider had overexerted 

or spurred the horse on excessively, he restored to the horse through this 

offering a reward. 
7 

(;eldner says that this verse can only refer to the 

3 612k ' •'- ~.!.., '·'k .!. I h 1 
. v. . . va va svah kvabhlsavah katham se a katha yaya Pr•t e 
nas6r yama~. cf.S.D.Singh, Ancient Indian Warfare, Leiden, 1965, 
says that this "proves beyond doubt the use of cavalry in war." 

4. i.l63.2,9. 

5. i.5l.ll. 
I I 

... {ndro vai\ki'i vankut£radhi tis thati. 

6. vi. 20.9. ' d /-/ f I tl?tha dhar1 adhy asteva garte ..•. 

7. i.l62.17. 

sa' do 
p.57, 
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There is yet further proof that the Aryans rode horses. In their many 

raids on neighbouring tribes surprise on horseback would have been much 

easier than chariot raids, particularly if cattle had to be rounded up 

and difficult terrain had to be crossed. The words frvato junTm~si 

refer to the urging forward of the horses and not to the chariot-yoked 

horses. 
9 

When raids(bha'ra-) were undertaken, the ridden horse would have 

proved invaluable. Thus Dadhikra is probably a representative of the 

ridden horse used in cattle raids. 
10 

That cattle raids comprised many 

of thei\ryan battles is proved by the word g£viota meaning a fight.
11 

To say, therefore, that the Aryans did not ride horses is to misunderstand 

the society of the early Aryans in north-western India. 

What of the other Indo-European peoples? Did they use the horse for 

riding, or were they confined to the chariot? The people called Scythians 

of old and later times lived on their wagons and horses. 
12 

The Scythian 

horses were very swift. 
13 

These people were so accustomed to riding in fact 

that they were invariably, as an early traveller put it, "utterly hopeless 

.. 14 
on foot. 

As it is true for the Aryans, so too have the ancient Greeks been 

believed to have been devoted to horse-drwan chariots. They were well 

acquainted with the horse , but hardly ever used them for riding.
15 

An 

early inquirer after horsemanship does, however, believe that riding 

was well known in Homer's time, otherwise he would not have alluded to Lt. 
16 

8 ... Es konnte aber auch der Reiter gemeint sein." Comment on i.162.17. 

9. ix. 79.2. O.H.de A. Wijesekera, "Some Prehistoric Survivals in the 
Rigveda", Indologen Tagung, 1959,p.236. pr£ vo dhanvantv {ndavo 
madacytito dha'na va yebhir a'rvato ·junima'si. 

10. iv.38.5. 

11. S.D.Singh, op.cit. 

12. Se.e Pausanias, viii.43.3., Herodotus, iv.46. The latter says," ... 
living, as the Scythians do, in waggons which they take with them 
wherever they go, accustomed, one and all, to fight on horseback.with 
bows and arrows, and dependent for their food not upon agriculture but 
upon their cattle .... " cf .Ammianis Marcellinus, xxxi.2 .10, 17. 
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Following on the heels(or hoofs one might almost say) of whether the horse 

was ridden, is another controversy. This is whether riding preceded 

chariotry or contrariwise. One inquirer has no doubts that driving 

preceded riding since the designation for riding comes from driving. 
17 

Thus the Celtic reido, the Old High German ritan,Old Nordic rita, Anglo-

Saxon ridan all mean originally "to be propelled"; then came the meaning 

11 to ride", and likewise the Iranian rathae¥tar "rider11 meant originally 

"chariot driver".
18 

Another writer declares that "riding has nowhere 

been shown to precede the driving of horses in antiquity." 19 He suggests 

that chariots were used in China before cavalry. 2° Furthermore, the fact 

that the cult of the chariot predominates is cited as evidence that this 

has always found first place in the Indo-European world.
21 

The chariot has thus been viewed as far surpassing in importance and 

origin the ridden horse. During the eighteenth century the controversy 

raged over which came first: whether the horse was first ridden or driven.
22 

The second millennium may well be called the era of chariotry for it was 

then that the chariot was perfected. This has occupied so great a place 

in the history of that era that the other use of the horse, namely, for 

riding, has been virtually forgotten. The ridden horse has even been 

13. Herodotus, iv.l34. 

14. De Hell, Travels, pp.243ff. in H.Rawlinson, Herodotus, London, 1862, 
p.90, note 9., Zosimus, Historias neas, San Antonio, 1967, iv.20. 

15. W.M.Mc Govern, The early empires of central Asia, Chapel Hill, 1939, 
p.46 0 

16. Richard Berenger, The History and Art of Horsemanship, London, 1771, 
I, p.30., Illiad xv, Odyssey v. 

17. J.Wisener, op.cit., p.83. 

18. ibid. 

19. G.Clark, "Horses and Batttle-Axes," Antiquity, xv, p.54. 

20. ibid., cf.H.G.Creel, The Birth of China, London, 1936, p.149. 

21. J.Wiesner, op.cit., p.83. 

22. R.Berenger, op.cit., II, p.4. 



59. 

thoughtof as non-existing because of the pinnacle of the chariot era. In 

that era the horse was ridden and it forned a very important part in the 

lives of the Indo-European speaking peoples. A bright mind of the 

eighteenth century appreciated that horse riding was just as important 

but it was overshadowed by chariotry because of the latter's incredible 

rapid development. For he says, 

it does not follow, that the art 

of riding and dressing horses, in 

its various branches, for ba-ttle, hunting, 

or exhibitions of pomp and pleasure, 
23 

was not known before that memorable aera. 

This "memorable aera" also witnessed great developments in the art of 

horsemanship. In the Indo-European world horsemanship "must have been 

studied and cultivated with care and attention." 24 Horsemanship is the art 

of riding and of training and managing horses. To the Indo-European 

peoples we must look as masters of the horse and not only as perfecters 

of the chariot. All evidence shows an exceptional knowledge of 

horsemanship, and this is especially evident amongst the Aryans. 

A horse has to be broken in. The art of remoulding a horse that is 

not used to man to one that accepts him takes time. And to transform 

an intemperate wild horse to one that will be ridden is "no small 

matter!"
25 

It could well be that the knowledge of training and taming 

the horse came about before the separation of the Indo-European tribes. 

The name for the horse has a common stem, thus Vedic adva, Persian aspa, 

Lithuanian aszwa. 
26 

Breasted thinks that North or Asia Hinor is the 

27 
area where the Indo-Europeans had tamed or domesticated the horse. 

23. ibid., p.32. 

24. ibid., p.30. 

25. H.Jahns, Ross und Reiter, Leipzig, 1872, I, p.l54. 

26. See Otto Schrader, Reallexikon .... Berlin, 1917,1, p.l70. 

27. J.H.Breasted, The Conquest of Civilization, New York, 1926, p.l54., 
G.Hermes, 11 Das gez3.hmte Pferd im alten Orient", Anthropos, xxxi, p.367. 
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If the horse was used by the Indo-Europeans before their diaspora 

then concomitant with this is the taming and training of the animal 

for service, in particular, war service. We should appreciate, 

then, the skills of those who were responsible for instructing 

others in the principles of horsemanship. For it is without a doubt 

no "light and idle accomplishment", but an art "which was of 

solid use, and indispensably necessary in business of war."
28 

The 

i:itle of horsebreaker, therefore, was a title of "praise and respect. "
29 

There is much in the word "well-trained." Everything rests, 

however, on one foundation, and that is a close trust between horse 

and man. Without this first principle neither will do his best, 

but with it, training becomes that much more of a pleasure and. the 

benefits are enormous. "Depending on their gifts, horse and rider 

can reach a higher or lesser level of rapport and performance, 

some reaching the point of equitation as an art which, like all 

others, is infinitely perfectable. " 30 

How were the horses of the Aryans trained? A couple of verses 

' show that the horses were well-trained. The word smad-disti means 

"well-trained." 31 In a hymn that thanks the A~vins for their 

I 
manifold blessings, one Sa':'~a gives to the priests (who accept on 

behalf of the A~vins), "gold-decorated, well-trained (horses)."
32 

Another verse refers to the four horses of Paijavanf that shall be 

given to the priests. These are well-trained and decked with pearls.
33 

The last reference in which the word occurs tells us of two people 

called Yadu and Turv~fa who present to the priests two "well-trained" 

1 . h 34 servants a ong Wlt numerous cows. 

28. Richard Berenger, op.cit., p.49. 

29. ibid. 

30. J.Froissart, Equitation, !lolywood, 1978, p.123. 

31. M.Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p.1271., WzRV, col.1614. 

32. vi.63.9. land~ d~d dhiranfnah sm;ddistrn ..... 

33. vii.18.23. catv{ro rna paijavanJsya d&nah sm&ddistaya~ krqanino nirek~. 
34. x.62 .10. ut~ dasi pariv{se sma'ddist'i g6par'inasa. 

~- ~--~---~---~---------~--------~_., _____ '' -- --------·· -·---
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The Aryans therefore knew the art of training a horse. A basic principle 

is kindness to the horse. Xenophon recommends never to act with anger 

toward a horse, "for anger is a thing without foresight .... "
35 

In the 

~gveda the sacrificer apologizes for any unkind treatment meted out to the 

horse , and with a prayer and offering makes good that excessive 

36 
treatment. 

Next comes mutual understanding. This can only come through~ 

familiarity with the subject, and involves a projection of oneself so 

that the horse really becomes second nature. The centaur is the symbol 

of horsemanship and explains its meaning as soon as it is beheld, for there 

is such a harmony between horse and rider that they may be said to be 

but one. The horse understands the aids of the rider as if he was a 

part of himself, and the rider equally consulting the genius, powers, 

and temper of the horse. 37 The rider may almost be said, as in Hamlet, 

to be "incorpsed and deminatured with the brave beast. n
38 

The Aivins may present a parallel to the Centaurs. The horse became 

I 
their sign, like it did with the Greek Dioskouroi. The oneness of the Asvins 

I 
and their horses is evident from many of the hymns to the Asvins. The 

fact that the horse is a part of their name highlights the singular 

nature of man and horse. 

Indra also has a close relationship with horses. Being "lord of bay 

steeds" he is the acknowledged master of horses. As for his own two horses 

that draw him, they are "ever close" to him and- obey his instructions 

h . . . 1" 39 un es1tatiug.;}'_;· 

35. On Equitation, vi. 13. 

36. i.l62.17. cf.iv.lO.l. 

37. R.Berenger, .'2.l'·cit., pp.36-37. 

38. Hamlet, iv.vii., spoken by the king . 
.. I / I 1- ~ .I ..!_ 1.-

39. l.v11.2 1ndra 1d dharyot saca samm1sla a vacoyuJa. 
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The close relationship between horse and man is especially evident 

among people who depend for much of their existence on the horse. Thus 

the Huns were preeminent horsemen. Each member of the tribe was mounted 

"on a hardy wiry little steed ... which so perfectly understoood its 

rider's wishes, that it seemed as if horse and horseman were one being. 1140 

Equally interesting, as we push forward in time and place, is the 

relationship between horse and the Australian bushranger. A pioneer 

of those days recalls how great care, attention, and thorough breaking 

a bushranger bestows upon his horse. For he knows "how much depends on 

keeping him in good condition and ready for any emergency."
41 

The horse is 

trained to stand fire under any circumstances, 

to come to the call of a whistle, so long as 

he hears it, even if in a fenced paddock, to 

jump it, and slip his head into the bridle 

extended to him, showing to what extent a horse 

in the hands of a man who can master him, 

together with firmness and patience, can be 

trained. So it is the bushranger's interest 

to treat the animal that carries him with care 

and consideration, and to procure the very best 

as to breeding and intelligence at any risk. 
42 

A similar situation is revealed by a writer of the sixteenth century. 

Here, as in t.he above example, the dependence of the person on the horse 

required that he treat him with consideration and above all, regard 

the animal as an extension of the rider. Therefore the rider should 

endeavour to "conceyue with youre selfe, that he and you doe make as 

it were but one body. And that you doth ·have but one sence, and one will. "
44 

40. T.Hodgkin, The Dynasty of Theodosius, New York, 1889, p.85. 

41. John Phillips, Reminiscences of Australian Early Life ,London, 189 3, p. 184. 

42. ibid., p.185. 

43. Thomas Blundeville,The Arte of Ryding and Breakinge Create Horses, 

London, 1560, chapter v. cf.M.Jahns, op.cit., I, p.155. 

44. W.Geiger, Civilization of the Eastern Iranians in ancient times, 

London, 1885, I, p.176. 
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The consequences of not treating the horse as a dear companion is 

vividly shown by an example in early Iran. Here the subject cries out 

against a neglectful master: 

Never more shall you harness horses, 

nor ride on horseback, nor yoke horses 

to the carriage, you who do not ask for 

strength for me in numerous assembly, 
. 1 . .. h. 45 lll popu ous companlons 1p. 

That oneness that the centaur symbolizes finds expression in the devotion 

of one to the other. Thus the Arab beduin says that only his horse 

understands like a son. 46 In Homeric times, two horses called Xanthus 

C)'Cl'V~U5 ) and Balios Cf?dt":S ) drop their lovely manes and cry on 

Patrocles' death. 47 And a bestiary says that "when their master is dead 

or dying, horses shed tears - for they say that only the horse can weep 

for man and feel the emotion of sorrow."
48

small wonder,therefore, 

that to all peoples who had close dealings with the horse and came to 

regard it as part of their family, the horse should be "as much a 

part of individual life as his master's boots."
49 

Apart from a love for the horse manifested in kind deeds and good 

treatment, there were also other measures necessary to produce a 

well-trained and trusted horse. The use of aids is an important part of 

true horsemanship. 50 Voice and heels were important pushing aids: "Like 

a war-strong racer with heels and with voice I spur you on ... "
51 

Proper 

l~e of the whip(k~fa), 52 heel, 53 and voice(urging on) 54 are designed to 

communicate to the horse the will of the rider. Obedience is also an 

essential aid to be imbued in the horse. For if the horse would not obey 

45. Yast. xi.2. cf. the sacrificial hymn 1.162.2. 

46. Brehm's Tierleben, iv. p.27. 

47. Illiad, xvii.426 ff. 

48. "T.H.White, ed., The Book of Beasts, London, 1969, p.86. 

49. C.Wissler, Man and Culture, New York, 1923, p.113. 

SO. See T.Blundeville, op.cit., chapter vi. He lists the aids as voice, 
tongue, rod, bridle, calves. of legs, stirrups, and spurs. 
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the rider in a battle, what guarantee of safe escape was there? 

Indra's horses are perfect examples of obedient horses. They are 

"yoked at a word. "
55 

The race horse and ultimately the divine horse 

Dadhikra is another proof of the benefits of obedience. He is "victorious 

and faithful", and "obedient with his body in the combat". 56 No one can 

fight against Dadhikra, for with his strong hoofs and thunderous roar 

he. "fights against embattled thousands", and "none may stay him."
57 

The equipment that the Aryans had for their horses is interesting. They 

probably used spurs(kTja). 58 Spurs(calcaria) were also used and common in 

the Roman world, but of stirrups there is no trace. 59 Neither is there 

any indication in the ~gveda that stirrups were used. Stirrup is in 

fact a contracted fom of the Old English stige-rap(stigan "to mount"), 

and etrier from the Old High German estrifa- a strap of leather. In 

the earliest stirrups, according to Clark, a metal strip was introduced 

to strengthen the leather strap.
60 

One author believes that stirrups 

were evolved in Siberia by nomadic tribes not long before the fifth 

century A.n.
61 

The first stage in the development of the stirrup was 

11 the attachment of a rope or a strap of leather to the riding pad to 

assist the rider to mount."62 De Camp believes that this loop which 

was on one side of the saddle helped the rider to mount. He also believes 

it was invented in this form by the Scythians before 100 B.C. as shown 

by the Chertomlyk vase, and the rigid twin stirrup was invented by the 

51. ii. 32.3. p~dy'Ubhir as' urn vC:casa ca v8j inain tv~ffi hinomi puruhlita vi£vaba. 
52. See WzRV, col.320. 

53. i.162.17. 
I 

54. i.l62.17. ~u-krta-
55. vi. 20.9. 

56. iv.38. 7-8. 

57. ibid. 

58. viii.66.3. 

59. J.M.C.Toynbee, Animals in Roman Life and Art, London, 1973, p.l72. 

60. G.Clark, op.cit., p.54. 

61. A.D.H.Bivar, "The Stirrup and its Origins", Oriental Art, 1, 1955, p.65. 

62. W. Ridgeway, The Origin and Influence of the TI10roughbred Horse, Cambridge, 
1gns nn hQR_~qQ 
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Sarmatians soon after 100 B.C., and helped them to overthrow the Scythian 

empire. 63 

Regardless of who invented the stirrup, the fact remains that rider 

managed to do without its use for some time. The Persians, like the 

Greeks, used neither saddles nor stirrups, and as a rule mounted by 

giving each other a 'leg up.•
64 

Other items that the horse was equipped with included bridle and bit. 

The bridle(ra£m~n, ra£ana, ra£m{), halter(samdana), reins(abhTiu), 

and ropes(dama, rhjju)for leading and tying the animal to an object 

were all known. In addition, there is an interesting word mentioned called 

/ / 65 
pa<;l-b1sa-. It has been translated "foot-fetter," but better and more 

likely is "hobble."66 A representation of this is found on the Chertomlyk 

silver amphora of the Scythians.
67 

The Aryans, like all good horesmen, knew that a horse's value lay in 

• f W h f • d h d -d I - • 11 h f d" 6 S 1ts eet. e t us 1n t e wor v1_u-pav1- , strong- oo e , or 

"having sound hoofs." The hippologist Xenophon recommends that an 

examination of the body of the horse should begin with the feet, "so 

too a war horse, even if all his other parts were good, could be valueless 

if he had bad feet. 1169 

The Aryans washed their horses regularly, 70 possibly daily.
71 

Columella 

lays down a rule that the body of a horse should be cleansed every day 

with as much care as that of a human, and that its back should be 

rubbed by hand. 
72 

The Aryans employed the curry-comb for cleaning their 

63. L.S.de Camp, "Before Stirrups", Isis, li, 1960, p.159., for the 
Chertomlyk vase see M. I .Artamonov, Treasures from Scythian Tombs in the 
Hermitage Museum, Leningrad, London, 1969, p.52. The silver wine amphora 
from the Chertomlyk barrow shows Scythians breaking in horses. The 
horse which has the rope hanging from its saddle is being hobbled. 

64. For mention of the Persian fashion of mounting see Xenophon, Anabasis, 
iv.4.4.Cyropaedia, vii.1.38., Arrian, i.l5.8., O.M.Dalton, The Treasure 
of the Oxus, London, 1964, p.xli. Jrd rev.ed. 

65. KEW, I, p.470., Bohtlingk und Roth, SW, iv, p.387., WzRV, col.760. -- -- ---
66. Pischel, VS, I, pp.233-236. 

F.B.J.Kuiper, "Rigvedic Loanwords", in W.Kirfel, Studia Indologica,l955, 

p.l62. Kuiper suggests that this has a non-Aryan origin. 
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horses. 
73 

They also possessed stables for their horses. 
74 

And like 

good horsemen, they were aware of the defects in a horse and appreciated 

the good qualities, such as a straight back.
75 

Throughout ancient and modern times, wherever horses occur, many 

people have a favourite steed or mare. The name given to the animal may 

indicate the nature of it, and .this is especially true in antiquity when 

racing was a very popular pastime. 

The ~gveda provides several examples of loyal horses that became the 

favourites of their masters. Indra's two bay steeds, for instance, were 

the wonderment of the Aryans. These were noble, swift,unwearing, and 

obedient. 
76 

Agni's horses are wind-impelled(vata-juta), beautiful 

(sv~~a), ruddy(roh{t), tawny(aru9~), active(jira:va) and mind-yoked 

I 
(manoyuj), showing what singleness of thought existed between Agni and 

his horses. 
77 

The horses of the A;vins are especially swift, auspicious and 

vigorous.They deserve worship because of the many wonders they perform.
78 

There are in addition a few horses whose individual names have been 

preserved. These are Dadhikra, Pedu, Tarksya, Eta§ a and the Vaj ins. 

They are all deified horses and as they have a new existence they are 

responsible for spurring earthly horses. 79 

Dadhikra has an interesting derivation. It comes from two words, the 

first being dfdhi-, "sour milk", and the second kra-, from kir-, "sprinkle. "
80 

The meaning is therefore "milk flakes." This may well be a vestige or even 

an isolated piece of evidence to show that the Aryans relished mare's milk. 

67. See quote 63. 

68. WzRV, col.1315. 

69. i.2. 

70. ix.20.5-6. 

71. See iv.15.6-9. 

72. De re Rustica, vi.30.1. 

73. viii.66.3. M.Monier-Williams, op.cit., p.828., WzRV, col.1054. 

74. See iv.2.11. 

75 . . 2 11 lV. . . 
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One author believes that it is a reminder of the Aryans' ancestors who 

lived on the steppes.
81 

According to Callimachus, the Cimbri(who were. no other than the 

Cimmerians) were mare-milkers. He explains, 

The attachment to mare's milk has been 

common to most nations in their 

uncivilized state. Mos·t rude and poor 

nations drink the milk of the animals 

they ride .... This habit suits their 

moveability, scanty property, small 

supply of food, and a sterile or 

uncultivated country. 82 

The flesh and milk of the horse were well-known articles of food 

to the Indo-European peoples.
83 

The Scythians and Sarmatians used mare's 

milk as a regular food supply.
84 

It was the most important singular 

item in their daily diet.
85 

This fermented mare's milk(Greek oXvy~A~) 

is exactly the same item as used by the Turks who call it kumis.This 

custom may still be found in parts of Central Asia.
86 

The Greeks heroized swift horses. In the foaming, restless billows of 

the sea, the white foam of the surging sea, in the typical white-top 

waves ·that precede the outbreak of a storm, the Hellenes saw the moving, 

white-maned horses of Poseidon.
87 

A white-topped wave is still known 

in the English language as a white horse.
88 

76. See i.30.16., 177.1-2., ii.16.3., 18.3-7., iv.29.2,4., 32.22-24., 45.6., 
v.33.2-3., 43.5., vi.20.9.,vii.31.12. 

77. J.Muir, Sanskrit Texts, v, p.213. 

78. vii.67.8., vii.74.4. 

79. See x.l78 for TI!rksya., iv. 38 for Dadhikra., i.ll6 .6 for Pedu., also 
vii.38. 7-8 for the• collective divine race horses. 

80. WzRV, col.574. F.Schachermeyer, Poseidon .... Bern, 1950, p.SO. 

81. ibid., p.7l, note 18. 

82. v.252, in S.Turner, History of the Anglo-Saxons, London, 1836, I,p.38. 

83. Julius von Negelein, "Das Pferd in der Volksmedizin", Globus, lxxx, 1901, 

p. 203. 



Poseidon was the creator of the horse in Greek legends, first 

called Areion.
89 

It remained his main symbol, and legends all 

over Greece(especially from Thessaly and Attica) ascribed to 

Poseidon the creation of this marvellous creature.
90 

The Poseidon of the Tuatha de Danaan in Eire is Ler, but 

little is heard of him in comparison with his son Manannan mac 

68. 

Ler. He had a horse called "Splendid Mane", which like all horses 

that have been deified, possessed supernatural strengths. He 

was swifter than the spring wind and travelled equally fast on 

land or over the waves of the sea. 91 His horses bear the title 

Wogen, meaning 11 surges" 
92 

The heroization of the horse thus marked a unique bond between 

man and horse. Although the horse and chariot were important, they 

were not inseparable. The horse could be used as a mount and 

enjoy as much esteem as if it was drawing the chariot. But the 

age of chariotry was too strong to be removed at the moment, and 

the horse must wait before the age of riding attains a similar 

greatness. Either way, the horse could not be forgotten for it 

had made itself a name, and ,;auld impress that name on many 

more civilizations long after the Aryans had perished. 

84. W.M.McGovern, op.cit., p.44. 

85. ibid., p.45. 

86. ibid., cf.Herodotus, History, i.216., iv.2. 

87. O.Keller, op.cit., p.249. 

88. Chamber's Twentieth Century Dictionary, under white-horse, p.1555. 

89. ll.xxiii.344., J.von Negelein, Das Pferd .im arischen Alterthum, 
Konigsberg, 1903, p.71. 

90. O.Keller, op.cit., p.249. 

91. Charles Squire, The Mythology of the British Islands, London, 1905, 
p.60. 

92. F.Schachermeyer, op.cit., p.98. 
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The hymns of the ~gveda abound with references, stories and myths 

about conquest and defeat. The cry of war, the battle, can be vividly 

heard from the voices of the poets. The clang of swords, the rumbling 

of chariots across the plains, the war cry, and the snortings of horses 

are all picturesquely described, if only at times briefly, by the 

poets of almost three thousand five hundred years ago. 

In the midst of these battles there is the part played by heroes. Every 

nation has had its heroes who have led their r:aople through battles: their 

mere presence enspirits the army to go forth with renewed vigour and 

determination. People can put their trust in a leader who they know 

will safely deliver them from their enemies. In ages past, the leaders 

who generated most enthusiasm in battles are the gods. The god of war 

is an extremely powerful figure and appears in many mythologies as the 

most powerful and influential of the gods. This is not surprising since 

the occupation of a territory meant constant alel'tness and preparedness 

for war. 

Indra is the war god of the~ryans. His supremacy overall is unquestioned 

by the poets. The trust in him not merely borders on divine worship, it is 

divine worship. He is a god whose tasks involve the defeat of wicked 

powers in the heavenly realm and the enemies of the Aryans on earth. The 

problem that researchers have had with war gods like Indra is who or 

what they are or represent. This has not been easy as one Celtic scholar 

has admitted: 

Indra was far more human than the elemental 

gods, and, i.n fact, so much so that no one 

has been able to say with any great probability 

what he was originally a personification of .... 

it being, to say the least of it, just as probable 

that, in point of origin and history, Indra 

should be regarded as a deified man.
1 

1. J.Rhys, Lectures on the Origin and Growth of Religion as Illustrated 
by Celtic Heathendom, London, 188 , p.293. 
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The task of finding out what a god is is not easy. 1ne poets do not 

say in a straightforward manner what Indra is. This is not to say 

that they do not tell us, it merely means that we have to search hard, 

piecing the evidence together before we. can find out what he is. He 

is certainly an elusive god, possessing diverse characteristics .. A 

clue to what he is comes when one examines a common theme in the legends 

involving him. It goes likei this: Indra releases the water from the clouds 

(which are figuratively called mountains) and sends the lightning(which 

is his bolt), but one does not see him.
2 

Where is he? 

Natural phenomena are seen , but the beings that control them are 

not seen. Indra is one of these latter. He is invisible because he is 

immortal. So are the other gods. The Indo-Europeans emphatically 

proclaim their existence and anyone who does not is regarded as an 

unbeliever and will incur the gods' +eavsome wrath. The processes of 

nature are not believed to be accidental. A higher, much more potJerful 

and intelligent lifeform is responsible for them. The Aryans' creation 

of these beings is meant to explain the forces and happenings of nature. 

In this s~heme of things each being has a special sphere of operation, 

though sometimes it overlaps with another. With Indra war is the principal 

concern. 

The epithets describing Indra are legion, but one of especial interest 

calls him "lord of bay steeds . .,J Why should he bear this title in 

many passages of the ~gveda? Indra has two horses. They are his dear 

companions that take him to the battle scenes and the sacrifices. Indra's 

horses are swift, well-trained and dearly loved by their owner. No 

other courser can overtake these two supernatural beasts. Their yoking 

or mounting depends on the prayers of the worshippers. If they do not 

2. H.Oldenberg, Die Religion des Veda, Berlin, 1923, p.4l. 

3. i.3.6., 165.3., viii.l.9,24,25,3l-32. 



71. 

request help then surely the horses of Indra cannot be expected to come. 

The references to these horses are many, and this fact confirms the 

importance of the title. 

A little reflection will show why Indra bears this title. The god 

Indra is principally a god of war- he wields the thunderbolt and leads 

the charge into battle. The horse, like Indra, is also a charger, that 

is to say, one who delights in the battle. All authors on war, ancient 

and modern, have known that the horse is an animal suited for war. 

The Roman writer of the fourth century on animal husbandry, Vegetius, lists 

the horse's most important uses as , firs-tly, war, secondly, racing in 

the circus, and thirdly, riding.
4 

Plutarch, when referring to the Trojan 

horse, says that the horse is a spirited and warlike animal. 5 The 

Greek writer Oppian refers in a brilliantly descriptive passage about 

this particular temperament: 

How in the battle does the warhorse hearken 

to the martial note of the long trumpet that 

marks the din of conflict! How with unwinking 

eyes does he look upon the dense array of armed 

warriors, the gleaming bronze, the flashing 

sword! He has learned also when it behoves him 

to stand and anon to charge; and he has 

learned to hearken to the watchword of mighty 
. 6 

captalns. 

The horse's reactions in battle have proved favourable ground for 

poets and writers both old and modern. A seventeenth century treatise on 

animals describes the desirable qualities in a great war horse: 

4. Ars Mulomedici·na, iii.6 .2. 

5. Quaestiones Romanae, 97. 

6. Oppian, i.205-211. 



they must be such as will rejoyce 

and gather stomach at the voice of 

music, trumpets, and at the rLnging 

of armour: they must not be afraid 

of other horses, and refuse not combat, 

but be able to leap high and far, 

and rush into the 

(as is said) with 

battel, fighting 
7 

heels and mouth. 

72. 

When a rider's life depended on the horse it would be comforting 

to know that the animal will play its part in the battle. The comments 

above agree that the horse is the animal of war par excellence even 

more in antiquity than in modern times. 8 Its preeminent place is in 

the battlefield and here it has no rivals. So much in fact is the horse 

identified with war that some cities in antiquity used it on their coins 

to symbolize conquest. As an illustration of the significance of the 

horse, in particular its head, signifying war, take the example of 

the founding of Carthage. 

According to tradition, Carthage was founded by Dido, the Phoenecian 

queen in the ninth century B.C. By the order of the oracle, a priestess 

of Juno dug in the ground and discovered the head of a bullock. This 

was deemed unsatisfactory because bullocks and oxen were servile animals 

under the yoke. Hence the city would be enslaved. Another attempt was 

made, however, and a horse's head was uncovered. This was reckoned 

auspicious because the horse was symbolic not only of war but of victory 

as well.
9 

Justinius
10

says that the finding of a horse's head indicated 

that the people there established would become bellicosus potensque. The 

head of the horse is the important thing since the head contains the 

senses and thoughts of the animal. 
11 

7. E.Topsell, The Historie of Fovre-Footed Beastes, London, 1607, p.313. 

8. H.M.Hubbell, "Horse sacrifice in antiquity," Yale Classical Studies, 
i, 1928, p.183. 

9. F.Creuzer, Symbolik und Mythologie der alten V~lker, Leipzig, 1843, 
iv, p. 380. 

10. xviii.5.16. 
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The horse's place is thus in the battlefield. It is not unusual, 

therefore, to find that it is held as a sacred animal to the god of war. 

In the ~gveda this place belongs to Indra. As the chief god of war he 

is called "lord of bay steeds." As Indra's steeds are instrumental in 

slaying Vrtra and his company, so too does the earthly warrior desire 

that divine strength in him and his horses. Thus Indra' s horses are 

said in one place to be linked with the power of Indra. 12 They are his 

helpers in all situations, and because they bear him through all tasks 

they also partake of the offerings which mortals prepare for Indra. In 

most cases this is barley and perhaps some Soma. 

The continued existence of the Aryans dependsupon victory. Hence 

sacrifices relating to war are foremost among the people. When the 

~gveda is read war comes up as the dominating theme. The life of tbe 

people, their security and well-being depend on the alertness of the 

Aryans and their ability to crush incursive tribes. In the Aryans' 

war equipment the principal vehicle is the horse. Here this creature 

comes into its own. It is valuable since it is the security of the tribes. 

Whether used in riding or drawing the chariot , the horse is depended 

upon for the !iv~l lhood of these tribes. Hence the veneration and care 

bestowed upon it. 

Sacrifices were many, but those concerned with war were the most 

important. The winning of spoil looms high among the poets' praises, and 

rightly so. Spoil means increased wealth and better .life for the people. 

Just as Indra wins spoil "with steeds"
13

, so too presumably does the 

leader of the tribe wish to do the same. If the horse is sacrificed, the 

spirit of the beast will be with the leader in his conquests. Conquest is 

11. 

12. 

13. 

H.H.Hubbell, op.cit., E.S.HcCartney, "The Omen of the Buried Horse's 
Head in Vergil's Aeneid," Classical Journal, xxii, 1927, pp.675-76. 
cf.Aeneid, iii.537-543. 

I / / I 
i.52.8. ~hanva~ u haribhiQ sambhrtakratav {ndra vrtram manuje 
gB"tuya'nn apcll;l. 
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an important part of the horse sacrifice because the horse symbolizes 

it. It is no great wonder, therefore, why Indra is called "lord of bay 

steeds" because he is the conqueror whom no one can defeat.
14 

There survives some evidence that ancient kings employed the horse 

to assert their suzerainty. It grows into a complex ritual in later Indian 

history where it becomes an expensive state ceremony, but the ~gveda 

knows the sacrifice as relatively simple. In one example King Sudas 

is pictured establishing his hold over territory and conquest of foes: 

Let loose Sudas' horse to win riches! 

May the King slay the enemy in the 

East, West and in the North; then he 

shall 

place 

perform a sacrifice 
15 of the earth. 

at the best 

Here the releasing of the horse indicates that the king hopes to be 

victorious. As in the battle the racing forth of the horse means spread 

of territory and freedom to roam over that territory, so would the 

extent of the king's dominion be. This releasing of the horse, therefore, 

. " h . . f . f k. h. ,,16 
lS t e most lmportant man1 estat1on o 1ngs 1p. 

There is another verse which hints at this custom. In this instance 

King Bhavy£, who dwelt on the banks of the Sindhu, presents to the 

priests a magnificient display of gifts: cattle, horses and chariots of 

all kinds. This may be a token of appreciation for the priests' prayers for 

his victory, or rather, assertion of suzerainty. For example, he is 

called "unconquered king", and he has extended his "unwearied glory to 

the high heavens."
17 

The word for "unconquered" may be equally well 

4 • • . 2 36 ' . - I I dbh • hI - I, 1bh "h I.! h/ 1 . Vlll;.· . . san1ta v1pro arva 1r anta vrtram nr 1, sura. satyo 
'vita vidh£ntam. 

I I I - I I ' I • - I I - - .! I 15. iii.53.11. upa preta kusikas cetayadhvam asvam raye pra muncata sudasap 
ra\i vrtdni janghanat prag ,ipag tdag atha yajate vara if rrthivyi\:p. 

16. J.Gonda, Ancient Indian Kingship from the religious point of view, 
Leiden, 1966, p.114. 

• ..!., .!., • - • I I f , I J. -17. 1.126.1,2 ..... aturto raJa ...... ,,d1vl sravo Jaram a tatana. 
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translated ''unrivalled" or "matchless", signifying that there is no 

worthwhile opposition, and that consequently his power and glory are 

firmly established. This is precisely the purpose of setting the horse 

free. In a way, just as in Carthage the finding of a horse's head 

signifies conquests and victories for the city in the future, so too 

does the releasing of the horse mean the establishment of victory. The 

victor(symbolized by the horse)is unhindered in his movements. In 

each instance the horse plays a role in asserting dominance and power. 

The act, however, is not complete. To show respect to the gods who 

have favoured the ruler, he participates in the slaying of the horse. 

It must have been a great loss to the ruler to lose such a horse, since 

only the most faithful horse could be offered to the gods. No sacrifice 

is really worthy of the gods, but the best possible horse is chosen 

and invariably the animal is white or a light colour. 

White was universally held to be a sacred colour. Its sanctity was 

not confined to animals alone but extended also to such objects as robes 

and garments. One Roman writer, Ammianus Marcellinus, states that in their 

triumphs and sacrifices the Romans chose white oxen.
18 

And others observe 

that if white oxen could not be purchased which were perfectly white they 

were coloured with chalk, so that they would be artificially white!
19 

The oxen were called boves cretati. 

VJhit·e was considered the pre8minent colour. It was "the most admired, 

and considered as a mark of pre-eminence and sovereignty."
20 

It was 

"always considered as the imperial badge, and consecrated to sovereignty."
21 

Li vy reckons white horses among the insignia of royalty, just as much 

as the purple robe,armed guards and the diadem. 22 ~~ite horses invariably 

drew triumphers or royalty- no other colour was fit for sovereignty. 
23 

18. xxv.4. 

19. Richard Berenger, The History and Art of Horsemanship, London, 1771, 
I, p.94. 

20. ibid., p.93. 

21. ibid., p.95. 
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The origin of the veneration of white-coloured objects may be traced 

back to the word shine. D{v- is the verb form from which the word god 

(dev£) is derived, and it means "the shining one."
24 

The Indo-European 

speaking peoples regarded the sun as representing 

the sum of all beauty and sovereignty, 

everything good and beneficial, as the 

principal condition for every aspect 

of created life on the earth, as a 

divinity without which no-one would 

be, and without which the entire 

creation would be annihilated. 
25 

The sun is the brightest luminary. Its bright colouswhich filled the 

whole earth, remained a source of mystery to the ancients. Anything white, 

therefore, had some sanctity attached to it. But especially is the horse 

sacred and all the more so if it is white. For just as the sun is 

sometimes likened to a horse and at times said to be drawn by white 

horses, so a white horse would in fact be thought to have descended 

from the sun. It may be of interest. to note here that of all the animals 

kept by man only the horse's history has been genealogically kept. This is 

still true today with racehorses. 

Because of the sanctity attached to white horses, they were often kept 

apart. This is certainly true in some northern countries. Not that there 

was anything superior about white horses either in speed or other 

qualities, "but rather to the sanctity attached to animals of a white 

colour .. .. "
26 

There are a number of instances in Indo-European countries 

where.only white horses could be sacrificed, in particular to the sun. 

22. Natural History, xxiv.S. 

23. Propertius, Elegiae, I, Book 4. 

24. H.B~ttger, Sonnencult der Indogermanen, Breslau, 1890, p.29., J.Scherr, 
Germania, Chicago, 1891, p.1. 

25. H.Bottger, op.cit., p.26. 

26. W.Ridgeway, 1be Origin and Influence of the Thoroughbred Horse, 

Cambridge, 1905, p.l05. 
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Thus in Persia after Cyrus' reign a horse was sacrificed every month 

to Cyrus at his tomb at Pasargadae.
27 

So great was the value set upon 

white horses by the Persians that the tribute paid by the Cilicians 

was set at "three hundred and sixty white horses, one for every day 

in the year, and five hundred talents of silver."28 

The Illyrian Veneti sacrificed white horses in a shrine called after 

Diomedes; and white horses were held in special esteem by some tribes of 

Germany, and "the sacrifice of horses was a characteristic of the religion 

of the Teutonic and Scandinavian peoples." 29 In Sicily white horses were 

highly esteemed. 30 White horses were specially bred in Persia.
31 

A 

breed, called the Nisean breed, was regarded as very sacred. Darius 

took them along in his army and they drew the chariot of the gods.
32 

According to early Greek legend Poseidon created the horse. It was 

also he, according to several Greek writers, who introduced the horse 

sacrifice. These authors speak of white horses being drowned in his 

. 33 honour: they were drowned because Poseldon was also god of the sea. 

When we examine the literature of Greece's successor and indebtor, Rome, 

we also find references to white horses being offered to the gods.Thus 

on the first of January the newly elected Consul sacrifices to the sun 

god Janus a white horse on the Capitol in Rome. 34 And in the field of 

Mars a white horse is sacrificed yearly. 35 It is noteworthy that Mars, 

like the ~gvedic god Indra, is that country's chief war divinity, and 

because the horse was regarded as the animal of war, it was a fitting 

sacrifice. The ancient Germans, particularly in the north of the country, 

27. Anabasis, vi.29., Strabo, Geography, 729. 

28. Herodotus, History, iii.90., vii.40. 

29. W.Ridgeway, op.cit., p.105. 

30. ibid., p.104. 

31. Herodotus, History, iii.90., vii.40. 

32. ibid., i.189., Fr.Schachermeyer, Poseidon ..... Bern, 1950, p.76. 

33. L.Malten, "Das Pferd im Totenglauben;" JKDAI, xxix, 1914, p.214. 

34. Lydus, De mensibus, iv.3., H.Bottger, op.cit., p.42, note 95. 

35. Sextus Pompus Festus, 14. 
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offered up humans and horses to the sun and war god "and nourished 

prophesying white horses in groves." 36 

Quite a few parallels were offered by the ancients to justify the 

glorification of an animal or object. The horse was an animal of the 

sun because like the horse the sun is a runner. "The sun in the heavens 

has the white horse as its emblem. n 37 Interestingly enough, the Romans 

firmly believed in the superior fleetness of horses of white colour, so 

that "to outstrip with white horses" became a proverbial expression for 

an easy victory.
38 

Vergi1 39 represents Turnus, king of the Rutuli, as 

drawn by horses "which surpassed in whiteness the snow, in fleetness 

the wind." 40 

Returnlng LO Vedic India we find a similar situation. Here, as elsewhere, 

white horses are esteemed. Hut it is not only for their white or bright 

' colour but for some superior qualities. Take the example of the Asvins 

I r 
and Pedu. These beings gave to Pedu "a swift horse, winning thousands, 

who carries off the prize, who is irrestible, the dragon-slayer, 

41 
glorious, conquering (enemies)." 

I 
And again: 11 You Asvins have given to 

Fed~ from Indra a fiery, dragon-slaying, white horse .... the superior 

powerful, winning thousands, like a bull with strong limbs."
42 

one, 

This beautiful horse (s'vet~m <:\s'vam) replaced the nag which he formerly 

owned. 
43 

The praise given to this horse shows that it was the kind of 

horse an Aryan would treasure. He is called "the swift horse"44 , 

showing that all the valuable attributes a horse could possess were 

packaged in this beast. In a later hymn, Soma is compared to him on 

the grounds that he is "a slayer of all these who are called dragons .... "
45 

Fed~, like Dadhikra and Tarksya, joined the league of divine horses 

whose job it is to aid those in the battle and the race on earth. 

36. Tacitus, Germania, ix.l., i.l6. 

37. H.Bottger, op.cit., p.43. 

38. Horace, Satires, i.7.7-8. 

39. Aeneid, xii.84. 
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The ~gvedic poets were not without recourse in finding appropriate 

comparisons for the horse. Indeed the many comparisons show how 

uppermost was the horse in their minds. Its importance is recognized· 

in many spheres of life: the sacred and the secular. When we find 

the horse compared with another highlight of ~gvedic life we should 

not be surprised. It is only regrettable that the significance has been 

only rarely appreciated. 

Soma's fame has grown since its identity has been revealed and accepted 

by quite a few Vedic scholars.
46 

But Soma's identification is not 

necessary for the use we need to make of it. The epithets and descriptions 

are sufficient to show how close the poets viewed Soma and the horse. 

Perhaps the comparisons may appear absurd, but such is far from the truth. 

It is in fact "of the greatest importance in Vedic mythology."
47 

The most familiar of offerings, that of Soma, is often presented 

as the offering of a horse. Soma represents the horse. In one verse 

we read of the offering procedure: "Pour out the gold-coloured (Soma) 

in the bowel of the wooden vessel; chip it with stone axes! wrap it with 

48 ten bands; harness the beast to the two poles!" Stone axes are not 

used for chopping up a juice. It may refer to the actual stalks, but even 

so the verse is an allegory. Indeed the verse calls the juice a v~hni-

a drawer, runner, that is, a horse! The poet understood the comparison: the 

40. 

41. 

42. 

W.Ridgeway, op.cit., p.308. 
I 

i.117.9.
1
puru virparlsy a~vina dadhana 
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i. 1 ~8. 9. 
johutram ary 
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n1 pedava 
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tarutram. 
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4 • 116 / I , - I / t , I ..!.. I - 1 ~I / . / 3. 1, .6. ~m asv1na dadathuh svetam asvam aghasvaya~asva~~svastl. 
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46. R.G.Wasson, Soma. 

47. A.H.J.Bergaigne, La Religion Vedique, Poena, 1969, I, p.225. Trs. by 
V.G.Paranjpe. 
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Soma offering symbolically portrayed the offering of a swift horse: the 

Soma runs down through the filter and is then partaken of, just as the 

horse is, as we shall shortly show. 

Soma is sometimes called h£ri- a colour which may vary from flaming 

fire to golden yellow. It may be doubted whether "any mundane colour 

such as 'bay' would describe the steeds of the sun, "
49 

but one should 

remember the different colours the sun radiates from its ascent to its 

descent. Thus we find Soma compared many times with the sun because 

of their like colours. 

Soma shines with the sun, 50 and he makes the sun to shine. 51 The 

colour of Soma blends well with the sun. It is directly called the sun 

innumerable times or represented as the sun.The sun here is Surya, the 

physical luminary that, from an earthly viewpoint, traverses the heavens. 

Just like the sun, Soma is a great mystery. The ~gvedic poets asked 

questions such as why does the sun not fall? what holds it up? To 

their thinking the sun housed the secret to eternity. All eternal beings 

had their abode there. 

Where the everlasting light is, 

in which world the sun is placed, 

in this send me, 0 JUlce, in the 

immortal, imperishable world.
52 

And again one can see that immortality was greatly desired; and objects like 

Soma were thought to represent, as it were, a shadow or semblance of 

immortality: "Where every wish and desire (are fulfilled); where the highpoint 

f h 
. ..53 o t e sun 1s ..... 

49. R.G.Wasson, op.cit., p.37. 
I • .f.. 

50. ix.2.6. sam suryena rocate. 

51. ix. 2 8. 5. , 3 7. 4. 

52 • 113 7 I . / ' I' • 
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/ I ' -. hitam tasmin mam dhehi 
I 

53 • 113 1 Q 1 k-" - 'k- .:_ I I b dh I ' 
1 

. 1x. . . yatra ama n1 ainas ca yatra ra nasya v19tapam. 



81. 

Like the sun, Soma is compared with a courser. The horse sums up in 

an earthly object the nature of the sun, and so does Soma. But although 

Soma has divine-like qualities, such as giving added strength and the ability 

to perform valorous deeds that ordinarily could not be performed, it 

is not a member of the animal world. It therefore does not have the ·life 

that an animal does. The horse sacrifice represents the highpoint in the 

Rgvedic sacrificial calendar. The Soma sacrifice, while it was very • 

important, was a daily event, and a type of the greater, horse sacrifice. 

Like the horse, Soma is divine. He is "sprung from the gods."54 The 

procedure of crushing the Soma stalks and allowing the juice to flow down 

until it reaches the filters and is poured off is picturesque, and oftentimes 

compared with preparing a horse for a race or battle, and then watch it 

attain the victory. Firstly, then, the horse is selected: "We choose today 

that chariot steed of yours, the Strong, that brings us bliss, the Guardian, 

the desire of all."
55 

The,..comes the adornment and robing: "Ten rapid fingers 

deck the courser in the jar .... " 56 "Carefully cleansed and decked like a 

prize-winning Steed, 0 Soma .... "57 "O Soma, you are decked to win ..... "58 

The priests array in gorgeous dress the Soma for immortality just as a 

driver or rider adorns his horse. 59 

The next step is the race. "Like chariots that thunder on their way, 

. f f l h n
60 llke coursers eager or renown, have Soma drops flowed orth for wea t ... 

In an allegory, the pressers who squeeze the juice and send it along to 

the bowls for collection are compared to charioteers: "Drive you that tawny 

courser, 0 you pressers, on his way to war, swift steed that carries off the 

spoil. "
61 

And the fate of the juice? "To glory you go, sage with disposing 

skill, like a groomed steed you rush forward to the prize."
62 

"Haste, like 

54. ix.97. 29. d '·--. ... eva]ata. 

55. ix. 65. 28. -{ te d;;-k?am mayobh{vaffi vil'hnim ady{ vp;Tmahe/ 
I I 

pantam a purusprham. 

56. ix.85.7. £tyam mrjanti kal£1e d~/a k~{pab .... 
57. ix. 85. 5. '-'- 1 I- ( "d 'h/ I k h marmrJyamano atyo na sanas r lD rasya soma Jat are sam a ~ara •. 

58. ix.56.3. " ( 
IDijy Se soma sataye . 

59. ix.62.6. 
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a steed, to victory for glory ..... "63 Like a courser, Soma gives 

victory and hence ultimate glory. He raises the courage of the 

combatants who drink him, and his part in the defeat of Vrtra and 

other demons is substantial. Soma is the human's gift to the gods, 

and once they partake of it, their power becomes unsurpassed. 

Indra slays Vrtra because Soma imbibes in him incredible strength. 

Soma also gives victory to humans. The arguments for Soma being 

a mushroom are well-grounded, and the effects produced add to the 

argument. A stimulant such as this would produce 'fire' in 

humans that hitherto was not there. Small wonder, then, that 

the people who drank this juice looked _on .the mush·x;oom, __ as cca ~gift 

from the gods. It did something that few other things could do. 

It gave victory. And so too did the horse, another gift from 

the gods. The comparisons continue. 

The prize is now in sight. One should expect loud neighings and 

snortings from the beasts as they gallop onwards in ever increasing 

fury. "Like a courser racing to the prize, Indu, the lover of the 

gods, roars as he passes, in the sieve. "
64 

And later: "The king 

is passing through the filter with a roar ..... " 65 "You, yoked 

by strong men, neigh like a courser, swifter than thought is, like 

an awful lion .... "
66 

1be loud noises produced when the juice 

flowed through the filters conjured up in the poets' minds the 

60. 

61. 

62. 

63. 

64. 
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battle and racing scenes. 

The ultimate destiny of the juice is the same as the prize horse. 

"The men, the sages with their hymns, eager for help, deck the 

strong steed, deck you for service of the gods."67 This is the 

purpose of the Soma sacrifice and also of the horse sacrifice: 

dedication to the gods. While the procedures of the sacrifices 

are the same, the time of the performance is entirely different. 

The soma sacrifices are daily sacrifices: sunrise, midday, and 

sunset. They celebrate the positions of the sun each day. 

When the sun begins his journey he is young and fresh and 

ready to embark on a long passage from east to west. He has 

just emerged from darkness and who knows what he encountered there? 

Poets and storytellers filled in the details for the curious, and 

the mystery or unseen journey of the sun provided the basis for 

many myths about the hero's capture or long duel with the malevolent 

powers of darkness. But now the sun is free and his victory is 

always assured. The morning Soma sacrifice celebrates this victory 

of light over darkness daily to remind the participants that 

good and light triumphs over evil and darkness. 

The daily sacrifices are only half of the sacrificial year. There 

are certain times during the solar year which divide the seasons 

from one another. Most peoples of antiquity chose common dates 

to celebrate a significant event in nature's pattern. To people 

whose lives were bound up with the fortunes of nature, changes 

in the seasons were of vital concern. Many of these festivals 

refer to the same thing. 

67 .177 1 t- -·-''I dh-bh' ;_ 1 h/ " 1 t" . lX. . . tam u va V3Jlnam naro 1. 1r v1pra avasyava_ mrJan 1 

devitrrtaye. 
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Man watched the rise, progress and decline of the fiery ball 

of the day and how it related to the changes in seasons. Feslivals 

created for the purpose of reminding oeople of the changes in the 

seasons were invariably great celebrations, either joyous or 

remorseful. 

Among the most celebrated of festivals are the winter-solstice, 

summer-solstice, spring equinox and new year's feast. The winter 

solstice holds a specially prominent position. 

The feast of the winter solstice meant the beginning of the 

rebirth of the sun. One of the names this feast appeared under was 

Jule, Yule or}; <,o/. It was a combination of religion and 

conviviality, and also marked the first day of the year. 68n marked 

the beginning of what the ancient Germans called the "Mother Night", 

since from December 25th until the 6th of January was a period of 

'twelve nights' in which time the people turned to their gods 

f 0 d d 0 h 0 69 or a1. ur1ng t e com1ng year. 

The winter solstice, like other high or holy days, was an 

ideal time to offer a worthy sacrifice. Unlike the daily sacrifices 

in the Aryan sacred calendar where soma juice and barley were 

offered, the special annual sacrifices required something more 

grandiose and fitting for the deities. This usually took the 

form of an animal or even human offering to please the gods and 

show appreciation of the expected favour for the coming season 

or year. In many lands the animal selected was the horse for it 

fitted most the objectives of these special sacrifices. 

One of the names of the grand festival of the sun, Yule, may 

68. S.Turner, History of the Anglo-Saxons, London, 1836, I, p.222., 
O.Huth, Janus, Bonn, 1932, p.67. 

69. H.Bottger, op.cit., p.92. 
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have an interesting history. Tod derives the name from hi-el 

or hi-al of the northern nations. El means "sun", and hya or hi 

"horse". 
70 

This corresponds to a l)cgvedic name of the horse, hi. 
71 

Tad's etymology may well be questioned, if only because scarcely 

anyone else has proposed it before. It is worthwhile keeping 

in mind, however, because the horse sacrifice to the sun was 

a well~known ceremony to many peoples of antiquity. 

In ancient Ireland, Giraldus Cambrensis 72 reports on a 

unique ceremony. Here a white horse is killed and the king is 

obliged to bathe in a tub with the slain horse, and not only 

that, but also "he must eat the flesh, and drinke the broath wherein 

he sitteth, without cuppe or dish or use of his hand". 73This 

northern Ireland king-rite is parallel with the ~gvedic, but 

more especially with the later Indic a£vamedha?4 It may well 

be a pre-Indo-European custom that lingered on. 75 Both support 

and disbelief have resulted from this account. 76 As part of his 

inauguration the king had to turn around three times from left 

to right and then three times from right to left. This was an 

old charm that supposedly imitated the sun's progress. 77 In the 

south of Ireland, there were certain fairs at which a white 

horse was paraded through the assembled crowds and then tied up 

. d h d" 78 to presi e overt e procee 1ngs. 

In ancient Rome there was a celebration in October that culminated 

70. James Tad, Annals and Antiquities of Rajas'than, London, 1914, 
I, p.64. 

71. WzRV, col.1647. 

72. Topographia Hibernica, chapter 25. 

73. James Ware, The antiquities and history of Ireland ... London, 
1705, p.17. 

74. Fr.R.Schr;;der, "Ein altirischer Kr;,'nungsritus und das indogermanische 
Rossopfer", ZfKP, xvi, 1927, p.311. 

75. ibid. 

76. Support comes from G.Henderson, Survivals in Belief among the Celts, 
Glasgow, 1911, p.272. P.W.Joyce, however, believes that this is but 
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in the sacrifice of a horse. A race was held and the winning horse 

was offered to the gods. It was called October horse. Its blood 

was scattered on the temple steps, and the slaughtering of this 

victorious steed was believed to bring blessings for the country. 79 

Mars was the presiding deity, both because he was the god of war 

80 and also the god of harvests. 

To the north of the Persians dwelt a .people called Massagetae. 

They worshipped only the sun as their god, and offered to this deity 

horses.
81 

When a Scythian king died, his horse was sacrificed 

in addition to members of his household. After the lapse of a 

year further sacrifices took place at the king's grave. 82 In the 

Scythian king graves at Jekaterinoslaw horse bones have been found 

along with other personal items that the king thought indispensable 

83 for the hereafter. 

In the northern countries, horse sacrifices were a vital part of 

the life of the people. In Germany horse offerings took place at 

all major festivals, usually in honour of Wodan and Frey. 84 Until 

this practise was stamped out by Christian missionaries,it 

flourished. In Swedan Snorri tells us that it had been the duty 

of the king to take charge of the royal sacrifice. A horse was 

led forth at the folkmoot (the thing) and butchered. The meat 

was divided among the people for a sacrificial meal, but the 

I 
blood was used to redden the sacrificial tree, called the blot 

tree.
85 

There is also a ceremony where the Swedish king, as part 

"one of the many silly fables" that make up his work. See A Social 
History of Ireland, London, 1903, I, p.419. 

77. ibid., I, p.46. 
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79. F.Schachermeyer, op.cit., p.91., O.Keller, Die antike Tierwelt, 
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of a sacrifice, rides around the temple, following the course of 

86 
the sun. 

Nearly all of these rites emphasize the link between the 

sacrificial animal and the fertility of the land. A white horse, 

whose care was entrusted to priests or other specially-designated 

persons, was the holy animal chosen for the sacrifice. In a 

temple to Arkona, only priests could feed the white horse so that 

it would not be profaned. 87 The sacrifice of this pure horse was 

meant for the ruler of the heavens in order that its strength 

might be renewed once more. 

The horse sacrifice had taken root in most of the Indo-European 

countries; a root so firm that its addictive practice posed 

formidable barriers to the proselytyzing attempts of Christian 

missionaries.Pope Gregory III(A.D.737) and Zachary wrote to their 

representatives in Germany to stamp this custom out for "it is 

an unclean and execrable thing to do". 88 

One of the earliest pieces of evidence of this horse sacrificing 
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comes from the ~gveda. It may well extend its roots much 

farther back than that: possibly to the Indo-European antiquity or 

even before .. 
89 

Hith a naked realism that is sometimes almost 

horrible, the slaughtering and burning of the horse occupies two 

hymns. The horse is a part of the sun, and when it joins the 

gods in the heavens it is only completing a relationship that 

partly existed while the horse was still alive. For the horse is 

truly "god-born" 90 , and remains the gods' symbol. Although parts 

of the performance are grisly, other verses indicate a deep 

feeling for the animal. Perhaps because it was regarded as not 

merely another animal that this rather unique feeling is expressed.
91 

Elaborate and st.rict procedures governed the performance of the 

sacrifice.It was no haphazard and casual affair. The organs are 

carefully dissected and called out when severed.
92 

Every part of 

the horse had to be accounted for when put into the cauldron, 

for an incomplete sacrifice would incur considerable penalty. This 

is a complete or whole sacrifice, which means that the trappings-

halter, bridle, nose rings, reins- would also go to the gods.
93 

The successful performance of this sacrifice would mean blessings, 

both physical and spiritual. The horse is the generator, invigorator, 

winner, and possessor of "vigour" or v3.ja. 94 This was to secure 

fertility of nature and promote growth. It would also give victory 

on the battlefield and on the racing circuit. Like Dadhikra, 

who perhaps himself was once a collection of meat lumps in a 

boiling cauldron, the new horse would cause the Aryans to conquer 

89. See W.Koppers, op.cit., p.284., Fr.Schroder, op.cit., p.312., 
J. Puhvel, ed,, Myth and Law among the Indo-Europeans, Berkeley, 
1970, p.164. 
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91. M.Oldfield Howey, The Horse in Magic and Myth, London, 1923, p.ll8. 

92. 1.162.9,10. 

93. 1.162.16. 

94. iv.38. passim. 
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new lands and extend their dominions. 95 

Once the horse was despatched, songs were sung to celebrate the 

horse's new-found home. The meat would be eaten and a prosperous 

year would soon be ushered in if the gods were happy with the 

sacrifice. The loss of one horse was not really viewed as a 

loss, for it did not die. And the blessings resulting from the 

sacrifice would easily compensate. Whil·e the Aryans' horse sacrifice 

may at times appear gruesome, the reader should remember, as the 

Aryans themselves did, that there was a more noble side to this 

act. This is an act of sacrifice on their part to greater beings 

whom they trusted in for their daily cares. No sacrifice could 

really recompense the creation which these invisible beings 

had given to the tribes of the earth, and that included the 

creation of that most noble of animals, the horse, to which no 

other for the possession of good qualities could be esteemed, 

compared or equalled. 

95. iv.38.10. 
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The darling and companion of the hero, the delight of the poet: such is 

the picture presented by the Indo-European peoples of the horse. Though 

they were widespread in their wanderings and settlements, they yet 

continued to have a common in~terest: an interest in the horse. The 

horse goes wherever they go, for it is unthinkable that a people whose 

love of horses flowed in their blood should be separate from their life's 

companion. In so much of their thought the horse is present. It 

plays a major role in myths that are the delight of the poet , and the 

comparisons in which the horse features ·are many. 

Seldom has an animal attained such prominence.It makes its abode with 

kings and princes, declares the future of nations and the fate of men, 

and sheds tears at its master's death. It strides into the battle with 

a boldness that surpasses the most belligerent of the human race and 

tosses its head high in the air when victory is attained. Conversely, it 

is dejected when conquered and yearns for freedom and the spoils of 

victory. 

The attribution of human qualities is perhaps foremost represented in 

the horse. This is by no means a recent phenomenon. It may be found 

prominently amongst the Aryan peoples. Much of what the Aryans attributed 

to the horse may today appear nonsensical, but that is hardly grasping 

the intended meaning that these peoples hoped to convey. This was the 

intense love of these peoples for the animal: a feature they possessed 

in common and a feature that entitles them to be called the first true 

horsemen of the ancient world. 

As a people they were doubtless crazy about horses. If the horse was 

not driving the chariot or being ridden into a battle it was racing 

furiously around the racing circuit to the loud cries of the spectators. 

It was accustomed to the taking of spoil from another tribe and expected 
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to deliver the rider or driver safely ba,ck home. Much was expected 

of the animal and fe.w can deny that it did its utmost to serve its master. 

It gave much and expected lLtUe in return. The demands made. upon it 

could hardly be recompensed. But we do find the Aryans not only 

praising the animal with kind words but actively seeking and promoting 

the welfare of the artimal. 

Thi.s is shown by the daily care of the horse. It is kept \<Jell-groomed 

and fed a sufficient supply of barley to satisfy its hunger. In 

addition, references to "dear companions 11 suggest well.-kt~pt h()rses. 

The sacrificer apologizes for any maltreatment committed on t1u.-:: horse 

during its earthly lifetime~ praying that punishment v.1ill be w'id1held. 

Scarcely would the J!gvedic poets heap praises on the beauty of their 

horses if they were not kept in excellent condition. 

Moreover, the very position given to the horse indicates that it \Vas 

held in high regard and looked on '"ith favour. To the Aryans the horse 

was not just another beast created by the gods: it was the image of the 

heavenly on earth. As such it was a gift of the gods to mankind. It 

therefore deserved special consideration. 

This is shown by the fact that the horse alone has a special 

sacri.fice. In the ~gve.da two hynms are devoted to this sacrifice. It is 

an offering of the best animal to the best creation of thE: gods, 

namely, the sun4 Like other nations of antiqulty~ J}gvedic India ccn.tld 

have had the horse sacrifice at a special t:Lme of the year~ namely~ 

spring or new year. That the horse should be sacred to the Indo-E1_ ropeaus 

highest divinity means that the.ce was somf::thin8 speci aJ about the 

horse .. We find no other animal dedieated to the gods apart fror;1 the 

horse alone. 

To the Aryans the sun is the epitornt: of pe:r~:ection. EveTythLng about it 

excites wonder and awe. It is the house of the hereafter when~ the gods 
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also make their abode. From its uprising to its descend on the west 

there is much mystery. How does it move'! Why does it not fAll down? 

h"'here does it go during the ni t? The poets ask these questions~ 

The sun, like the horse, is a visible object. But the Aryans also believe 

in the existence of invisible beings who tule the world. They are 

responsible for creating the sun, for setting it on a riirected path, 

for creating the course of rivers, and for animating both man and beast. 

Out of the sun these beings create the horse. It therefore has 

at tributes of the sun, the pre€m:i.nen t one be.ing swiftness~ The sc--· is 

believed to be the swiftest traveller of all things, wLether living 

or non-living, in the heavens or on the earth. The horse is the 

earthly representative of this supreme creation of the gods, and 

therefore the most fitting sacrifice in its honour. If the horse had 

not been highly esteemed it would scarcely have been chosen to be an 

offering to the gods. Only the best could be given to the mighty gods, 

for if the best was not given, how could the human$_:· expect the g;Jds 

to lavish blessings on them'! 

There is yet another piece of evidence to show that the horse is 

held in high regard by the Aryans. The great gods are, like their 

human subjects, pictured as being driven Ly horses. It is true 

that occasionally other animals-such as the swan~ ass, goat- also 

draw the gods, but the rnajority of verses declare that the horse. is 

the yoke bearer. It is also the drawer of the sun, though at times 

the sun is regarded as a courser itself. All of these instances are 

there to show that the horse is the chosen animal of the gods. No other 

beast can vie with the horse for nobleness, swiftness, devotion, or 

love of the battle. 

Equally important, few peoples ean vi.e with the Indo-Europeans in 

the knowledge of horses. They have preserved for us mucb that c;ill always 
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remain valuable. True horsemanship starts with an appreciation of the 

horse's nature. This is fundamental. It is the right foot, or rather hoof, 

to start with, so to speak. It is important to everyone schooled in the 

classical method of horsemanship. So great was the emphasis on oneness 

and singleness of mind that gandharvas and centaurs (half man, half horse) 

were created. The A£vins may also reflect this close understanding 

between horse and man.· 

Much of what we have and know about horses today comes from the Indo

Europeans. Horses were their life. Especially can all ages benefit from 

the knowledge that given proper care, love and reward, the horse will 

be a valuable friend of man. Poets throughout the ages have eulogized 

the horse for the special qualities that have made it attractive to man. 

Famous horses throughout history are invariably associated with 

important people. Not a few heroes in antiquity had their favourite 

horse. The fact that the names of some of them have come down to us 

shows that horses, of all beasts that man has dealt with, have been 

given individual attention. When his master dies, the horse weeps 

bitterly: for so close is the kinship between man and horse. 

Not only have the Indo-Europeans left for posterity a rich legacy 

in horses as animals used for service, but also use·d in other matters. 

The famed horse-doctors of old, the twins, give us an insight, however 

brief, into the Aryan medical system. For it may well be true that 

the early medical systems of many ancient nations had their origins in 

the observations of animal corpses. 

There was ample opportunity for the sacrificial priests to observe the 

anatomy of the horse. Meticulous care is revealed in the sacrificial-horse 

hymns in dissecting the bodily parts of the animal. The ribs are enumerated 
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and organs were exhumed and offered to the many gods. Here was an 

excellent chance for experimental medicine to begin its studies. It 

is of interest to note that the As'vins, whose name means "horse possessors", 

should also be foremost physicians. 

The medical system is but one of a number of offshoots that we can 

learn about when studying the horses of the Indo-Europeans. Excellent 

insight is also available into the technical skills of the Indo-Europeans. 

Working by tradition learnt through generations the craftsman knew not 

by theory but in his eyes and fingers the fitting-together of the parts 

of the wheel. Here was a craft of great antiquity, and the craftsman's 

services were in great demand because of the dependence of the Aryans 

on their chariots for conquests. How elaborate was the organization 

of chariot-building we cannot tell, but it must have been substantial. 

Times again the poet prays for protection of the chariot against any 

calamity. The hands that frame the wheel and the body of the chariot 

prepare the instruments that enable the Indo-Europeans to range far and 

wide. 

Endued with a noble spirit and proud body, the horse possesses an 

inclination for the service of man. Whether the horse stands out in an 

·era as a major influence in the society's progress or whether it is 

merely used as a sourse of leisure, it has always found admirers. 

"Horse-power" still lives on as a reminder of a time when the horse 

reigned supreme; a time when power was not measured merely by the strength 

of the animal but by the influence it had on the fate of not a few 

dominions. The physical power of the horse was respected and admired and 

acclaimed as arising from the gods' powerhouse, the sun, but so too was 

the capacity of the horse to change people and time. Like time, the 

horse gallops through the past, traverses the present, and bears headlong 

into the future. Like time be gallops swiftly on as fleeting human life 

watches him pass, but around the sacred fires the priests proclaim 

that the horse will not die, for the darkness of death must give way 
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( 
- I I - ' / ..! / I l. rna no mitro varuno aryamayur 1ndra rbhuksa maruta~ pari khyan/ 

( / / 
May Mitra, Varuna, Aryaman, Indra, Rbhuksan, and the Maruts not . . . 
neglect us; 

( 

y;d vaj{no dev;jatasya slpte~ pravak~yamo vid1the virya~i. 

when we shall announce the heroic deeds in the assembly of the god

descended courser. 

2. yC:n nirn:i'ja reknasa pravrtasya rat:i'm grbhit,irn mukhat~ na'yanti/ 

When covered with adornment and riches, they bring the sacrificial 

offering covered with a muzzle; 

1 ,I /1...,. , - I I~ . -hh supran aJO rnemyad visvarupa 1ndrapu~~o~ priyam apy et1 pat a .. 

leading in front, so moves the many-coloured bleating billy-goat, 

ready to go to Indra and Pusan's lovely resort. 

3 ( h.!. h f ' I - . I - - I bh- f - • f 'd hI . esa c aga .. puro asvena VaJlna pu~;10 ago n1yate v1sva evya~ 

This billy-goat, appointed for all the gods, is led before, along 

with the winning courser, as a portion of PU~an; 

abhipr{yaffi y~t puro~~Sam frvata tv~sted enaffi sau£ravasaya jinvati. 

When (they lead the billy-goat)as a delightful offering together 

with the runner, Tvastr quickens him to great glory . ... 
I · , 1 1 .!.. , ( _.: - / tl • I 

4. yad dhav1syam rtuso devayanam tr1r manusah pary asvam nayanti/ . . . . 
When the men lead the sacrifice-appointed horse three times, according 

to rule, around the path of the gods; 

I - - I I - I . ·-'. I . I . I atra pusnah pratharno bhaga et1 yaJnarn devebhyah prat1vedayann aJah. 
• • • 0 .. 

so proceeds firstly the portion of Pu~an, the billy-goat, who 

announces the sacrifice to the gods. 
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I - I .!. - I - - I I 1,. - .I • 5. hotadhvaryur avaya agnimindho gravagrabha uta sansta suv1pra~/ 

I 

I I - -The Hotr, the Adhvaryu, the Avayaj, the fire-kindler, the 

press-stone operator, and the eloquent singer of praises; 

I '"""' • ' '--tena yajnena svaramkrtena sv1stena vaksana a prnadhvam. 
• It • • •• 

fill up your bellies with this beautifully-prepared, correctly

offered sacrifice! 

I I .! ' , 

6. yupavraska ut~ y~ yupavaha: ca~ala~ y~ a£vayupaya taksati/ 

The post-hewer and post-carrier, and they who carve out the knob 

for the horse-post; 

t..!.. I • " ,,_ t-
ye carvate pacanam sambharanty uto tesam abh1gurtir na invatu. 

and they who for the runner arrange the cooking utensils, 

and whose song of praise we promote. 

7 1 .f. _ I f - I .!. - .lt- I - I h h/ . upa pragat suman me dhayi manma devanam asa upa v1taprst a . . . . 

He is gone to the region of the gods; the straight-backed one; a 

beautiful prayer is presented by me. 

I • 1-1 , -- ; - I anv enam Vlpra r~ayo madantl devanam pu~re cakFma subandhum. 

The eloquent f~is make great joy after him. We have made him 

a good meal with the good relatives of the gods. 

I I / I I , 
8. ·yad vajino dama saindanam a'rvato ya ~lr~a~ya ra~ana: rijjur asya/ 

The rope and halter of the swift courser, the bridle on the head, 

the rope; 

, __ I _ "•I-~ I 
yad va ghasya prabhrtam asye trnam sarva ta te api devesv astu. . . . . 

the fodder, the grass (remaining) in the mouth: all this of 

you shall proceed to the gods. 
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I 1/ J I . .!.1 1 - -' I . I I . 
9. yad asvasya kravlso mak~lkasa yad va svarau svadhitau rlptam astl/ 

What raw flesh of the horse the flies (have eaten); what still 

adheres to the sacrificial post (and) hatchet; 

I I I I t I - _! I 
yad dhastayo~ samitur yan nakhesu sarva ta te api devesv astu. 

what (clings) to the hand of the dissector; what to the fingernails: 

all this of you shall proceed to the gods. 

I ~ I _.. !.. I - ~ / I I . 10. yad uvadhyam udarasyapavati ya amasya kravl~O gandho astl/ 

Whatever contents of the stomach and entrails; of the abdomen; 

what has evaporated; the smell of raw flesh; 

' ' I I 
sukrta-tdc chamitarah krnvantuta medham 

I I 
s;tapakam pacantu. 

all (of this) shall the dissectors make aright, and they shall 

make the animal-offering well-cooked on the fire. 

' ' I - - I .... 11. yat te gatrad agnlna 
I 

pacy£manad abhi ~ulam nihatasya vadhavati/ 

whatever part of (your) body is being well-cooked with fire; 

when you drip down sticking on the spit: 

I I 1 / 
- I - - - I - I I 1 1 - I rna tad bhumyam a srisan rna t~~e~u devebhyas tad usadbhyo ratam astu. 

that shall not remain lying on the earth; not on the grass. 

12 1 -. ( • I I . k I• ' _ - h lh bh I I h ·; • ye vaJlnam par1pasyant1 pa vam ya 1m a u, sura 1r n1r aret1 

They who inspect the racer (which is) well-cooked, say, it is 

sweet-smelling, take it away! 

1..!. -· .!.. ..! 1'-·/- .. ye carvato rnansabh1ksam upasata uto te~am abh.1gurt1r na 1nvatu. 

and they wait on a prayer for the flesh of the courser; whose 

hymn of praise shall benefit us. 
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13. yJn niksanam manspJcanya ukhaya ya patrani yusn{ asecananil 
• t • • • 

The probing--rod of the cooked flesh; the cooking-pot for the 

pouring-in of the broth; 

Usmanyipidh1na carUnim allk~h sUn~h p~ri bhUsanty as~am. . ~ . . 

the bowl; the steaming covering ,of the cauldron; the hook; 

the woven basket, serve the horse. 

• 1 0 • / • , f e / / _/ I I 14. n1kramanam n1sadanam v1vartanam yac ca padb1sam arvatah . . 

99. 

The treading, lying-down, galloping, and hobble of the courser; 

' ' I - ..(. . L I .... _: I • I yac ca papau yac ca ghas1m Jaghasa sarva ta te apl devesv astu. 

what he has drunk and what food he has eaten: all this of you 

shall go to the gods. 

' I I 
15. rna tvagn{r dhvanayid dhum~gandhir mbkha bhrajanty abhi vikta j/ghri~l 

You shall not be covered with the smell of smoke; the glowing 

copper, when splashing, shall not tip over; 

'· 1 t - • / . I• _! " , I istam vitam abh1gurtam vasatkrtam tam devasah prati grbhnanty asvam. 
• • • • • • • t 

I 
the gladly-received sacrifice, when extolled with vasat, do the . . 
gods take the blessed horse in gratitude. 

16 'd I I - '" I - - ,, !. I - I . ya asvaya vasa upast~~anty adh1vasam ya h1ra?yany asmai 

The covering, which was laid over the horse; the gold ornaments 

which (covered) him; 

saffid~nam £rvantam p£dbi:am priyf devesv a yamayanti. . . 

the halter (and) hobble: these dear objects of the courser shall 

go to the gods. 



I - I I - /..! J - - 1 J - ·- I 17. yat te sade rnahasa sukrtasya par~~ya va kasaya va tutoda/ 

When someone in the saddle has spurred you on with excessive 

urging with the heel or with the whip; 

I ..f.. I!....,.!.. I---
sruceva ta hav{so adhvare~u sarva ta te brahmana sudayami. 

100. 

all that I make good to you with an offering, as with an offering 

at a religious feast. 

I • I - / ./ ,_ I I I ' I 
18. catustrinsad vajlno devabandhor vankrir asvasya svadhitih sam eti 

The axe reaches the courser: the thirty-four ribs of the 

god-related horse; 

I "d- - - I- I 1 / I achl ra gatra vayuna krnota parus-parur anughusya vl sasta. . . .. . 

prepare this body's members whole, calling out aloud as 

joint by joint is dissected. 

1 I tl - 1 ~ ..{ .1- I I 
19. ekas tvastur asvasya visasta dva yantara bhavatas tatha rtuh/ . . . . 

One is the dissector of the horse of Tv£str: there are two drawers, 

such is the rule; 

J.. _: __ .! I_!_; __ I I 
ya te gatra~am rtutha k~~omi ta-ta pl~?anam pra juhomy agnau. 

those of your members that I prepare properly, so many lumps 

do I pour into the fire. 

20. mi tva tapat priy~ atm~piy~ntam mi sv~dhitis tanva ~ ti~~hipat te/ 

Your dear life shall not be tormented when you die; the axe 

shall-not cause your body permanent injury; 

..!.. I I !. ..!. .!_ - ( - r" -
rna te grdhnur avisastatihaya chidra gatrany aslna mlthu kah. . . . 

There shall not be a hasty, incompetent dissector in.correctly 

handling the broken members (of your body). 
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21 n~ vi u et1n mriyase n~ risyasi dev~K {d esi path{bhih sug~bhih/ . ' . ' .. . 

Truly you do not die in this world; you do not take injury; to 

the gods you go on well-travelled paths; 

h1ri te y~nja p{sati abhutam tipasthad vajr dhur{ risabhasya. 
0 0 

The bay steeds, the speckled ones, are your yoke partners.; the 

racer was placed at the pole of the ass. 

22. I • - • .!. II • I ..!.;.. I . '.! . /I 
sugavyam no V3Jl svasvyam punsa~ putran uta v1svapu?am ray1m 

Rich in cows (and) rich in horses; manly sons and well-provided 

treasure (shall bring) us the war-horse; 

-- '· I / * I I -· " -anagastvam no aditih krnotu ksatram no asvo vanatam havlsman. 

/ 

guiltlessness shall Aditi procure for us; sovereignty shall 

procure for us a sacrificially-provided horse. 



f f I• .I- I - t- , __ 

1 1. yad akrandah prathamam jayamana udyan samudrad uta va pur1~at 

As soon as you were born you neighed; rising from the sea or 

from the fountain ( of life) ; 

I J .... , I - !.. I I .. - '• syenasya paksa har1nasya bahu upastutyam mah1 Jatam te arvan. . . 
(with) wings of an eagle and the forelegs of a gazelle; (that 

was) your praiseworthy high birth-place, you runner. 

102. 

I• • I - ~ / I • I 2. yamena dattam tr1ta enam ayunag 1ndra e~am prathamo adhy at1sthat 

Trit£ yoked him as a gift of Yama; Indra mounted him for the 

first time; 

I ,!,. - .!-1/• / gandharvo asya rasanam agrbhnat surad asvam vasavo n1r atasta. . . .. 

the gandharvas took hold of the reins; out of the sun the gods 

formed the horse. 

3 I . I I -d . I I • • I 'h I I . as1 yamo asy a 1tyo arvann as1 tr1to gu yena vratena 

You are Yama, you are Aditya, 0 runner; vou are Triti through the 

hidden ordinance (of the gods); 

I. I 1 -.1 - 1 .!,,,,/ -. as1 somena samaya v1prkta ahus te tr1n1 d1v1 bandhanan1. . . 
you are in like manner not divided from Sbma; they say that in 

heaven you have three ties. 

I I / I 1 1 
4. trini ta ahur div{ bcindhanani triny apsu triny antah sarnudre/ . . 

Three ties, they say, you have in heaven, three in the water, 

three in the sea; 

I I I . 1 _ - I /. / 
uteva me varunas chantsy arvan yatra ta ahuh paramam jan1tram. 

you appear like V~ru~a, you runner, there where, they' say, 

your highest birthplace (is). 
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I / I I 

5. im3 te vajinn avamarjananima laphauaffi sanitu~ nidh3na/ 

There is your swimming place, this is the place where your 

hoof is set; 

I I I I •/ I I ' I 
atra te bhadra rasana apasyam rtasya ya abhiraksanti gopah. . . . 

here I saw your beautiful reins, where the guardians of order 

watch over. 

I I 

6. atmanam te m~nasarad ajanam av~ diva pat~yantam patamg:m/ 

With the mind I recognized from a 

bird, which flies beneath the heaven; 

distance your spirit, the 

/~ I /. . I . I , . I - ' s1ro apasyam path1bh1~ sugebh1r arenubhlr Jehamanam patatrl. 

I saw (your) form on easily-travelled, dustless paths; the 

winged-one. 

I- -1 / I 1-- t_! , I 
7. atra te rupam uttamam apasyam j1g1samanam isa a pade goh/ . . - . 

Here I saw your highest form; how in the place of the cows you 

seek the winning of food; 

..f.. I I I .!.. !.. 1 /, I - , 
yada te marta anu bhogam anal ad 1d gras1stha osadh1r aJigah. . . . 

as soon as the mortal has filled his appetite, the greatest 

devourer has gobbled up the plants. 

I -I r 1 I .!. I I ' ...... ; 8. anu tva ratho anu maryo arvann anu gavo 'nu bhaga~ kaninarn 

After you, 0 runner, follows the chariot, after you the 

stallion, after you the cows, after you the happiness of the 

young woman; 

I !.- I I I l • 
anu vratasas tava sakhyam iyur anu deva mamire viryam te. 

after you the hosts follow for friendship; the gods have not 

equalled your strength. 



104. 

I 

9. h{ra~ya~_r-figo' 'yo asya p".3"di m~nojava civara. {ndra aslt/ 

With golden horns, bronze(?) hoofs, swift as thought; Indra lags 

behind; 

!. / . I _. I I 1 I 
deva 1d asya hav1radyam ayan yo arvantam prathamo adhyati~rhat. 

the gods came to the sacrificial meal; who was the first to mount 

the horse. 

/ I I 1 

10. Trmantasah sl1ika madhyamasah s~m ~ura~aso divyaso atyah/ . . 

The strong(?) heavenly racers, some of whom are standing still, 

while the ones in the middle are moving; 

• _f.. I It I ( ! I 11-
hansa 1va sreniso yatante yad aksisur divyam ajmam asvah. 

~ . - . 

they move in a row like swans when the horses move on the 

heavenly track. 

11 I I./_ . I . I· .!. . dh '·--; . tava s:-1.r1ram patay1~r;v arvan tava Cl ttam vata 1 va raJ 1man 

12. 

Your body is flying, 0 runner, your spirit is rustling like 

the wind; 

t£va ;;ngani visthita purutraranyesu j£rbhurana caranti. . . . . . . . . 

your horns are spread in many places; they are moving rapidly 

to and fro. 

f / 

Gpa pragac chlsanam vajy £rva devadrrca m£nasa didhyana~/ 

He has stepped out to the field of battle, the quick runner; 

with thoughts turned god-wards; 

1 / I I 1 1 1 

aja~ puro nTyate nabhir asyanu pascat kav~yo yanti rebhab. 

the billy-goat is led out in front, his kin; the eloquent 

singers move behind. 
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13 
I _!. /, I I I _.;., I - I - I • I . upa pragat paramam yat sadhastham arvan acha pitaram mataram ca 

He has gone to the highest abode, the courser to his father 

and mother; 

I.._ I I I / I, I 

adya devan justatamo h{ gamya atha saste dasuse varyani. . . . . 

today may he go tb a reception with the gods, and then he 

praises the gifts for homage to the gods. 
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The normal war chariot, which was also used for racing, was a 

I 
two-wheeled vehicle. The chariot of the Asvins, however, is a 

three-wheeled vehicle with space for three. What kind of a vehicle 

is this? 

A Vedic poet asked just this question. Where would the two 

A£vins stand to make way for the third occupant, Surya? The 

two visible wheels which are seen are probably the sun and moon. 

The hidden wheel, or the third one, which cannot be seen by 

ordinary mortals
1

, is the year. 

Hence, this vehicle may only be a mystical object that did 

not really exist. This arrangement is a part of the speculation 

of the priests of how the young sun(Surya), a female, fits into 

the new world of spring, represented in the persons of the A£vins. 

/ / - .!. I . I I I 0 I. 1. dve te cakre surye brahmana rtutha v1duh atha1kam cakram 
I I_ I / 1 . 

yad guha tad addhatiTya 1d v1dup. cf. 1.164.12,13. 
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