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Bleep that beep
This ‘It pays to advertise’ line of

thinking is all very well but
sometimes things go too far.

Commercial breaks on TV are
bad enough, but they do
serve a purpose... pit stops,
refreshments, even brief
conversations.

But when it comes to cell
phones...

In that first second when your
cell phone beeps, announc-
ing a message, a world of pos-
sibilities opens.

A friend?
A forwarded joke?
A secret romance?
That long awaited invitation...?
No – instead you get: “Want to

lose that excess weight?
Call...”

And faith takes a toss – again.
Bit much, when faceless entities

can hassle you about weight
issues via your cell phone.

No – you do NOT want to buy
or lease land; or borrow
money, even if interest rates
are so low, they’ve practi-
cally disappeared under-
ground; and, as the Universe
is your witness, you will
NEVER step into La Preten-
tious Boutique again for dar-
ing to beep you not once, but
FIVE times in one day... and
you don’t care if it is indeed
the “Sale of the Millen-
nium”.

This is all getting TOO MUCH.
(You know those calming

breathing techniques your
therapist recently prescribed
for you? Now it maybe a
good time to start.)

Everyone talks of ‘blocking’;
better still, maybe, ‘They’
can just declare cell phones
‘No advertising zones’.

– Ranjitha Ashok

Minjur desalination plant
preserving
heritage

(Continued on page 3)

(Continued on page 6)

Can’t we leave natural
heritage alone?

� By A Special
Correspondent

One small step towards

Will the Heritage Conservation Committee also look at natural heritage
(as seen in V.I. Karthik’s picture) as well as cultural heritage?

(By A Special Correspondent)

One small step has been
taken by the Chennai

Metropolitan Development
Authority (CMDA) towards
getting regulations in place to
protect the city’s wealth of built
heritage. Responding to a High
Court instruction to the Gov-
ernment in December to set up
within three months a Heritage
Conservation Committee to
protect heritage building in the
State, the CMDA has submit-
ted to Government a list of
those it feels should be members
of the Heritage Conservation
Committee. If Government
approves the list, it will be
presented to the High Court
before the end of March.

The list prepared by the
CMDA, Madras Musings under-
stands, was read out recently at
the second meeting of the Sec-
ond Master Plan Land Use and
Environment Committee
(Heritage Wing) – which was
held nearly 15 months after the
first meeting – and comprised in
its entirety ex-officio members,
virtually all of them represent-
ing Government Departments
and institutions. With Govern-
ment having for nearly 20 years
dragged its feet on a Heritage
Act/Regulations, how enthusi-
astic such a government-
oriented committee will be in
impartially pushing heritage
conservation projects will
remain a matter of major
concern for those who have
campaigned for heritage conser-
vation for over 25 years. But a
Committee which will at least
compile an official list of heri-
tage buildings, starting with
Chennai and Greater Chennai
and then taking in the districts
one by one, is better than none,
for such a list would at least
make local authorities think

twice before sanctioning demo-
lition orders.

Judging from what this cor-
respondent has heard about
that recent meeting held by the
CMDA, the Authority has its
own views on how to go about
listing heritage buildings on his-
torical, architectural and/or
cultural grounds and this would
appear to involve a marking sys-
tem not unlike the one in vogue
in our educational institutions.
While the merits or otherwise of
such a numerical system can be
discussed endlessly, what strikes
this correspondent is that the

The past few years have
witnessed regular attempts

by those in authority to beau-
tify what is already beautiful as
provided by Nature. This publi-
cation and like-minded indivi-
duals and institutions have
repeatedly questioned the
necessity for such artificial
enhancements. Despite all that,
we have seen steps being taken
to ‘beautify’ our beaches, create
parks around natural creeks,
and try and raise glass buildings
along beachfronts. The latest
such attempt is the sculpture
park that is being planned by
Yaanaimalai, near Madurai.

A landmark on the north-
eastern outskirts of Madurai,
‘Elephant Rock’ is a single giant
boulder rising to 90 m height.
Believed to be a block of gneiss
and hence one of the oldest

rock formations in this part of
the world, it is host to bas reliefs
and carvings in some places. It
also has historic inscriptions.
Rather strangely, this piece of
natural wonder was not consid-
ered beautiful enough by itself.
A consortium of artists pro-
posed in 2008 to carve out a
replica of the Thanjavur Big

First Class Committee to study
the feasibility to carry out the
proposed project which also in-
cluded the possible setting up of
a sculpture park at the site.

The surrounding country-
side was once home to several
rock formations, most of which
were handed over for granite
quarrying. Consequently, the
rocks have all but vanished.
The local residents fearing that
this proposal too would play
into the same lobby have begun
protesting. Hunger strikes have
been staged on top of the hill,
and, in early February, a Public
Interest Litigation was filed be-
fore the Madurai Bench of the
High Court of Madras praying
that the GO be quashed. The
petition asked for direction to
the Union Government to

Temple from this rock, with the
edifice planned to be three
times larger than the original.
On December 30, 2009, a GO
was issued setting up a commit-
tee under the chairmanship of
the Chief Secretary and a few
other members. The committee
was conferred the status of a

Hey, what luck! This sms says,
XYZ bank is offering me a housing
loan of Rs. 1 crore without any
paperwork. All they need is two
passport size photos!
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There is much music these
days in the life of The Man

from Madras Musings. Each
morning, as he sets out for his
walk, he keeps clapping. And
when not doing that, he keeps
slapping various parts of his
body. And at night, when
MMM, his labours done, re-
tires to rest, he hears music,
mostly of a high-pitched, shrill
variety. Before your worst
suspicions are confirmed that
MMM, breaking under the
iron hand of the Chief, has
finally lost sanity, let him as-
sure you that he is sound of
body and mind. These are all
activities caused by mosqui-
toes which in MMM’s opinion
outnumber the citizens of
Chennai by a ratio of 1000:1.

Wherever and whenever
residents of Chennai meet,
they now discuss, after having
exhausted topics such as the
heat, humidity and traffic, the
mosquito menace. From the
most upmarket club to the
humblest hovel, the mosqui-
toes are the topic of conversa-
tion. This too is accompanied
by much clapping, slapping
and trying to avoid the relent-
less music rendered by the
mosquitoes. Come to think of
it, why should the mosquitoes
not sing? Life for them now is
one unending song. Chennai is
a fertile breeding ground and
they have never had it so good.

sprays whatever there is in the
apparatus, but to MMM’s
fevered imagination (could it
be malaria/chikungunya/den-
gue/Ross River fever?) it
appears that the mosquitoes
thrive on whatever is sprayed.
They collect in gangs wherever
the man sprays and breed like,
well, mosquitoes.

But there is a positive side
to it all. MMM was invited to
speak at a seminar where there
were eleven speakers in all,
including MMM. The audito-
rium that was meant to
accommodate 1100 people
had exactly one hundredth
that number by way of audi-
ence. However, there were
probably eleven million mos-
quitoes in attendance, causing
much clapping. This cheered
the speakers no end, for it gave
them the illusion, thanks to
mosquitoes, that they were
being repeatedly applauded.

Hide and seek

Chief, you have often
doubted the sanity of The

Man from Madras Musings.
Oh come Chief, there is no
need to be coy about it. Even
though you have never said so
in so many words, MMM has
frequently caught you in the
act of looking at MMM
steadily over your glasses and
then giving a quick shudder.

And, what is worse, what
MMM has to report may only
strengthen your views.

Chief, you are aware that
MMM has frequently written
about the statue of Swami
Sivananda that stood at the
intersection of Beach Road
and the road named after the
good Swami that leads to
Mount Road. The statue
stood close to the University
wall and, if you recollect,
Chief, it vanished one night in
2007, ostensibly to make way
for the University’s compound
wall. MMM, as Chief will
recollect, had been greatly
distressed about it and had,
much to your distress too,
written rather too frequently
on the subject, speculating on
where the statue was now
stored.

Now, Chief, MMM has a
story that will make your
twenty-or-so knotted and
combined locks to part and
stand on end like quills on a
fretful porpentine, to quote
Shakespeare. On the night of
February 10th, MMM, being
of sound mind and good bodily
health, was being driven to
Central Station and what else
should he see at the intersec-
tion of Beach Road and Swami
Sivananda Salai but the statue
itself! It was back to where it
belonged and during its
enforced retreat it had

acquired a metallic grey paint.
It otherwise looked well taken
care of. For a moment the eyes
of MMM met those of the
Swami  and each beamed at
the other. And then they
parted.

Now comes the sequel. On
February 23rd, MMM, once
again being of sound mind and
good bodily health, was being
driven to Central Station. As
MMM is ever mindful of your
instructions, Chief, he was
also armed with a camera to
photograph the reinstated
Swami. Consider MMM’s
shock, Chief, when he
discovered on his arrival at the
spot that there was no sign of
the statue! And what’s more,
there appeared to be no sign of
there ever having been one.
Enquiries elicited a casual
answer that the statue had
been reinstated but had to be
uprooted once again as it was
in the way of the widening of
the road. All roads, as you
know, Chief, now lead to the
new Assembly. But MMM,
with his mind ever bordering
on the fanciful, thinks that
what he had seen on the 10th

was not the statue at all, but
an astral body. Or else, it could
be that the Corporation, or
whoever it is who moves
statues, has decided to place
the statue on that spot only on
certain days of the year. If only

Clapping and singing

(Continued on page 7)

Moments with
Tagore and
Rukmani Devi

� by

SANTOSH SAHNI

NOSTALGIA

From my childhood, I had
been interested in folk and

classical music. We were
encouraged and instructed in
music by our parents. My
brother-in-law, Chandragupta
Vidyalankar, would often say to
me: “If you promise not to eat
sour plums climbing up trees,
also give up eating salad with
vinegar, I will persuade your fa-
ther to send you to Shantini-
ketan. There, in Sangeet
Bhavan, you will get excellent
training to become a musician.

Oh! To study music in
Shantiniketan, Gurudev’s
Vishwa Bharati! It was a dream!

I made a solemn promise to
my brother-in-law not to eat
sour plums and salad with vin-
egar. I kept my promise. But my
brother-in-law forgot about it,
being away in some other part
of India.

After finish-
ing college (tak-
ing literature and
other subjects) I
did a master’s
degree and got a teacher’s train-
ing diploma. The dream of
studying music in
Shantiniketan remained unful-
filled.

I was about to join a school
as a teacher, when my brother-
in-law reappeared on the scene.
He informed me that he was
going to Calcutta and would be
visiting Shantiniketan. He
asked me if I would like to join
him on this trip. We remem-
bered the pact and I postponed
joining the school and set out
for Shantiniketan.

My first visit to Shanti-
niketan was only for a couple of
days. We stayed in the institute
guest house.

My brother-in-law took me
around to see the small, one-
storey buildings of the various
departments, like Kala Bhavan,
Sangeet Bhavan, Hindi, English,
Chinese, Arabic study depart-
ments, the library and research
department.

Chandraguptaji himself was
a well-known literary figure. He
introduced me to the heads of
some departments and great
artists, like Nandlal Bose, C.F.
Andrews and Khiti Mohan Sen,
a renowned scholar and father
of Amrartya Sen.

I was drawn to Shanti-
niketan’s simplicity and applied

for admission. In a month’s time
I received a letter of admission.
Soon, I was at Sangeet Bhavan,
studying vocal Indian classical
music, Rabindra Sangeet and
Israj instrument.

I was told that Gurudev had
earlier lived in the institute
along with the other teachers
and students, but that he now
lived in Uttarayan, a small,
beautifully built house close to
the ashram due to his indiffer-
ent health. He occasionally
visited Shantiniketan in a small
old car. In the days after my
arrival, I never got the oppor-
tunity to see him.

In our hostel, I shared a
room with Kumud, a student
from South India. She was
studying veena and was very
good at it. She was the grand-
daughter of national leader and
scholar C. Rajagopalachari. She

and I became
good friends.

One day,
Kumud told me
that the great

Bharat Natyam dancer
Rukmani Devi and her husband
Dr. Arundale, both well-known
Theosophists from Adyar, were
to visit Shantiniketan and meet
Gurudev. Kumud also informed
me that Rukmani Devi would
one evening perform a small
portion of Kalidasa’s Vikram
Urvashi in ballet form, choreo-
graphed by her, before Gurudev
at Uttarayan. Kumud was going
to play the veena as accompani-
ment. She was going to meet
Rukmani Devi that evening in
the ashram college for a re-
hearsal. I was happy to go along
with her to see Rukmani Devi
and Dr. Arundale.

I was struck by Rukmani
Devi’s classic beauty and poise.
She and Dr. Arundale were
unassuming but imposing.

Two days later, I went along
with Kumud and her veena to
Uttarayan. It was evening. From
the entrance we were ushered
in to a not so big sitting-cum-
study room. I barely had a
chance to see the books, paint-
ings and other unique artefacts
adorning the walls and shelves.

There were some people
already seated on the carpeted
floor.

Kumud was requested to sit
with her veena in the left

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY

Plenty of stagnant water, any
number of garbage dumps,
blocks of flats with poor sanita-
tion and ventilation and, above
all, a Government that in its
efforts to welcome foreign
investment has also decided to
welcome mosquitoes.

There was a time which
MMM recalls when fogging
machines routinely did the
rounds each evening. People
complained that the spray
reduced visibility, affected
breathing and drove mosqui-
toes inside homes, but there
was no denying that the effort
did bear fruit. But this year,
MMM is yet to see even one
fogging machine in his
neighbourhood. On the other
hand, what MMM has seen is
an ancient man in khaki shirt
and shorts walking around
with what looks like a brass
fire-extinguisher. The appara-
tus is so heavy that the man
carrying it practically staggers
under its weight. But another
reason for the staggering
became obvious once MMM
saw the fellow’s blood-shot
eyes and came within smelling
distance of his breath. Still,
MMM could not blame him.
Anyone saddled with the brass
what’s-its-name and having to
go nosing about in gutters is
likely to take solace in the stuff
that cheers. To do the man
credit, he visits regularly and

most other statues could also
be moved around like this!

Tailpiece

A friend had this story to
share with The Man from

Madras Musings. Her apart-
ment building is at a location
in the throes of the present
round of one-way exercises
that the police is attempting. If
one day the traffic outside her
house moves right to left, the
very next day it moves left to
right. On most days, the traf-
fic keeps moving round and
round. It appears to the resi-
dents that their building ought
to have been built on a fly-
wheel so that it could face the
correct direction each morn-
ing. On one particular day,
MMM’s friend saw two police-
men huddled deep inside the
carpark in her building. Not
feeling particularly well-
disposed to the police as a
breed consequent to the one-
ways, she asked them rather
brusquely what they were
doing inside when they ought
to be on the road directing
traffic. Pat came the rather
pathetic answer, “All kinds of
traffic changes are being made
and we are most confused. We
decided to play it safe by
getting away from it all!” Such
is life.

– MMM
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Recording that interesting
life of yours

When you are in the right place at the right
time, a lot can happen. C.P. Venkata-

raman was one such man who was in the
middle. Working in the Telegraph Department
may appear to be an unexciting job. It was not.

Ask any telegraphist of the old days and a
nudge will produce a string of ‘believe-it-or-not’
stories. Venkataraman found himself in some
exciting spots that his job took him to in the
Madras of the 1930s and 40s. Cricket matches,
for example.

He was in charge of setting up and running
the communications for this sporting event and
when the Aussies came visiting they found in
Venkataraman a reliable man who ensured they
could talk to their wives and families uninter-
rupted and assure them back home that Madras
was not overrun by snakes and elephants.

In return, the Aussies posed for keepsake
pictures that the proud Telegraphs person
showed off to his colleagues. There was also a
wartime assignment when he had to co-ordinate
the job of setting off the air raid warning sirens
in the city.

He was the sort of man who made friends
easily and when he grew roots in the Mylapore
area he came to know of the biggest and bright-
est lawyers of the land, like Sriman Srinivasa
Iyengar. (His family says that he pushed the
agenda to have a road in the area named after
this towering personality.)

At Pachaiyappa’s, he had rubbed shoulders
with C.N. Annadurai who went on to become

the leader of the DMK and a Tamil Nadu Chief
Minister. Recently, his family celebrated C.P.
Venkataraman’s centenary, making a handsome
donation to city-based voluntary bodies which
are doing immense service to less fortunate
people. Dr. C.V. Geetha, Venkataraman’s
daughter, had spoken to me when she was mak-
ing preparations for this milestone. I took that
opportunity to make a suggestion.

A suggestion I made after I heard some of the
anecdotes that made Venkataraman who he
was. Create a PowerPoint or a slide show on the
person and present it to the family, relatives,
guests and wellwishers at the centenary event.
Dr. Geetha called me soon after the event, keen
to share some pictures of the celebration. And
she told me that she had worked on my idea and
the presentation was appreciated.

I am hoping this adds to the social history
record that some of us are building today. Cel-
ebrations, compilations, books and records are
not meant only to be on the famed and the suc-
cessful. They have to be on people who have led
interesting lives. There should be one or two
people in your family tree who have made a
mark or contributed immensely.

An engineer who designed the bridges of our
city. A doctor who set up a free clinic and ran it
for 50 years. A teacher who changed the face of
a school. Please compile pictures and records
and jot down information on them. Circulate
them amongst your family and relatives. Create
social records. – Courtesy: Mylapore Times

� Vincent D’Souza suggests

Clean up waterways

In earlier days, preservation of
Madras’s lakes and rivers was

done with great care. The
Cooum, as it is now called and
which is a mosquito breeding
area, was known as the
Komaleeswaran River and
people used to take flowers in
parisal – a small boat – and offer
them to Lord Komaleeswarar
near Mount Road. There was a
sense of responsibility on the
part of the Government to keep
the river clean and neat.

Subsequently there was a
move to clean the river, but
nothing meaningful took place.
Now water experts should be
consulted and our lakes and riv-
ers should be cleaned so that
Chennai can be saved from the
threat of pollution.

It may be recalled that
Sambasivam, one of the coun-
cillors elected to the Kumba-
konam Municipality decades
ago, gave an assurance to
people in a simple one-line slo-
gan  ‘Eradication of Mosquitoes’
and he did succeed. He was
none other than the father of
our agro-scientist, Dr. M.S.
Swaminathan. Only if we clean
the waterways and waterbodies
will we have a Singara Chennai.

S. Venugopalan
7-A, Prashanthi Apts.

T.M. Maistry Street
Vannandurai, Chennai 600 041

A neglected reservoir

The huge water body with
provision of seven charging

wells in it has been abandoned
by the Southern Railway au-
thorities for more than four de-
cades now. It was until the late
1950s a well-maintained water
resource with a well-equipped
water treatment processing unit

to supply potable water to the
Railway Colony, Railway
Workshop, Railway Hospital,
etc. in Ayanavaram.

The water body known as
the Villivakkam Reservoir and
situated in Ayanavaram Rail-
way Colony (between Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar Road and Appren-
tice Avenue), was established
by the then M&SM Railway in
1932. It is the largest of its kind
in Chennai, spread over
200,000 sq.m with a depth of
24 ft. It had six steel overhead
tanks with a capacity of 600,000
gallons of treated water for
storage and distribution.

The Apex Court some time
ago ruled on the necessity to
upkeep water bodies in the
country. May I request the
Chairman, Railway Board, to
depute the Member-Engineer-
ing to the site for inspection and
for the revival of the disused
water resource in railway
premises besides maintaining
the heritage value of the high
level tanks.

K. Ramadoss
President

North Chennai Dist. Exnora
Ayanavaram, Chennai 600 023

Enjoy the present

As a resident of Purasa-
walkam from 1960 on-

wards, I remember the Roxy
Theatre on Purasawalkam High
Road being treated as the first
choice of ardent cinegoers of
English movies, Vepery being
the capital of the Anglo-Indian
and Christian communities
compared to other parts of
Chennai. The Roxy was demol-
ished some time ago and now
the Uma Theatre, at the end of
Purasawalkam High Road, has
also been demolished and Uma
Complex developed.

Yes, we can recollect these
places with nostalgia, but
should look ahead as Chennai
city has changed several-folds
with the increase of population,
vehicles, colleges, banks, etc.
Places cannot continue to exist
as they are. Senior citizens
should realise that change is the
order of the day and should
enjoy the present.

C. Lakshmi Narain
4, Kondi Chetty Street

Chennai 600 001

Cheap thrills?

Before the advent of TV, the
only source of home enter-

tainment was the radio. Who
can forget the cherubic Murphy

‘baby’ advertisement high
above Madras Central in those
days.

In 1965, I came a cropper in
B.Sc. and readied myself for the
ensuing September and then
April exams. Huge intervals
between short bouts of study
were spent sitting near the ra-
dio and enjoying Hindi movie
songs on “listeners’ requests”. In
the process, oft-repeated listen-
ers’ names became familiar.

One such person was a
Jamaluddin Jhahil from Karim-
nagar. Another was from a
place called Jhoomri Jhalaiya.
Curiosity got the better of a stu-
dent who went all the way to
Karimnagar to see this Jama-
luddin Jhahil. The man turned

Can’t we leave natural heritage alone?
(Continued from page 1)

acquire the hillock and declare
it a protected site in its entirety.
It also requested that “the
cracking of the Yaanaimalai” to
quarry stone samples be
prevented.

The Court restrained the
high-level committee from caus-
ing any damage to the hillock.
Interim orders were passed to
the effect that none should even
take rock samples from the hill-
ock without obtaining permis-
sion from the Court. The judges
also ordered notices to the
Union Ministry of Environment
and Forests, Archaeological
Survey of India, State Govern-
ment represented by the Tour-
ism Secretary, Madurai Collec-

tor, Yaanaimalai Othakadai
Panchayat President, and a few
other officials, returnable in four
weeks. The Court observed that
it prima facie did not find any
reason for altering Yaanaimalai,
which derived the name from its
resemblance to an elephant in
squatting posture. Matters rest
there for the present.

The Government has stated
that it was mulling over the idea
only to promote tourism. What
is not being realised is that
Yaanaimalai by itself could be-
come a tourist attraction just
like the Ayer’s Rock in Austra-
lia has become. In any event,
Madurai is a well-known desti-
nation for tourists and does not
need a natural monolith to be

done away with to attract more
people. It is also necessary to
think of the possible ecological
impact of the proposed sculpt-
ing of the hill.

What is really needed at
most spots that boast of natural
heritage are better civic ameni-
ties, such as drinking water, toi-
lets, ease of transport and medi-
cal facilities. The Government
rarely pays attention to such re-
quirements and is keener on
gilding the lily by adding more
man-made attractions. The
amenities are invariably de-
clared open with much fanfare
and then forgotten. It is these
aspects that make our state at-
tract less tourists and not the
absence of attractions.

out to be a small tea stall owner
getting a great kick out of listen-
ing to his name being uttered by
the radio broadcaster. I suppose
it is just like the C.T. (cheap
thrill) I get seeing my name in
print in Madras Musings.

C.G. Prasad
9, C.S. Mudali Street

Kondithope, Chennai 600 079

Correct answer

The answer to question 5 of
the quiz Discovering

Mylapore (MM, February 1st)
should read: Silk business.
Radha Silk Emporium. Rasi is
short for Radha Silk.

V. Ramnarayan
ram@sruti.com
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For matters regarding subscriptions, donations, non-receipt of
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THE EDITOR
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A nun arrives
in Mylapore

Recreation is not what it
used to be in Chennai.

There used to be a time when
people took their families to the
beach, went on long walks along
the shore or took them to the
temple. While this still happens,
a new form of recreation is be-
coming popular in the city: Mall-
grazing.

For me the experience started
with a friend•s comment. What
he said with the excitement of a
hunting cheetah (sorry if the
analogy doesn•t quite fit … but I
am sure you know what I mean)
was that this mall has a food
court, six floors, four escalators,
two capsule lifts, and 26,000
square feet of shirts and pants …
marvellous, isn•t it? Why are you
getting so excited, when it•s not
yours, I felt like asking him, but I
did the next best thing. I shut my
mouth and shot off to experience
this marvel.

First impressions: the façade
of the mall was really, very really,
really hideous and I would gladly
add a few more reallys to this sen-
tence, but that didn•t stop me
from joining the stream of
Maama-s, Maami-s, and eager
young •Chennaiites• funneling
through the wooden security
archway at the entrance . The
archway beeped … as it always
does … for the heck of it! And I
was frisked by a security guard …
as he always does … for the heck
of it! I was now inside a large
atrium looking up at six floors of
shops, shops, more shops and a
whole lot of people ejaculating
excitedly in Tamil at the window
displays.

In a corner on the ground
floor were a few ice cream and
snack bars. One of them, par-
ticularly popular, had a man in a
beach shirt, against a backdrop of
a palm tree, which was last seen
in Hawaii. He was selling
multicoloured icecream to cus-
tomers who stood around licking
the ice cream, feeling they were
cooling themselves in some
tropical paradise. My only ques-
tion after seeing this was: Isn•t
Chennai hot enough to lick ice
cream? Do you really need to feel
you•re in Hawaii? Come on!

From here I took the capsule
lift to the second floor where
there is 26,000 square feet area
of pants, shirts, tops, underwear,
sleepwear, and just about any-
thing you can wear.

I am so overwhelmed … and
confused … by the abundance
that I just follow the crowd going
into the first store. The store has

miles and miles of racks with in-
ternational brands of shirts and
trousers, all neatly folded with
price tags … also so neatly folded
that their prices are concealed.

There is Something UK, this
thing India and sheer rubbish. I
walk along looking at them, try-
ing to figure out the difference (if
any), but can•t find any. Appar-
ently there is! Two young men
behind me were busy examining
the fabric, and assessing the dif-
ferences in shades to the minut-
est degree. They fingered the
shirt, felt its texture, picked it up
from the rack and looked at it
again against the light. Then one
of them placed it against his
chest and tried it for size and
suitability, while his friend
looked on admiringly. Just when
I was wondering how much more

Mall-grazing in
Chennai

One such Maama-maami
couple were examining a
colourful prism-like glass candle
holder. Maami picked it up, now
looked at it this way and now
that way and then at the bottom
to see where the price tag was.
She spent a few more moments
considering it and deciding
where in her house it would find
a place.

Idhu bedroomla nanna
irrukuma, illata nammah drawing
room centre tablela nanna
irrukmana (will this look good in
the bedroom or in the drawing
room?), she asks Maama.

Maama•s facial expression
tells me he has had enough of
candles, candle-holders, malls
and possibly Maami as well! He
would sooner than later beat the
hell out of there. He grunted;
and Maami, pleased by this
soothing response, added the
candle holder to her shopping
cart.

Yayndi, I heard Maama say as
they left, food courtuku pogalama
(let•s go up to the food court).

I left them and went out to
the verandah, to see a row of
people on the floor above me
(fifth floor) looking down into
the well of the atrium and point-
ing and gesturing excitedly at
something or someone there.

Curious to find out just what
or who it was I took the glass cap-
sule going up to the fifth floor.
There were one too many in the
lift and my body felt like India
rubber. But it was fun, consider-
ing the fact that my face was
pressed flat against the glass and
I got a grandstand view of more
people stumbling through the se-
curity archway and eating ice
cream in Hawaii!

Soon I was on the fifth floor. I
joined the rows of excited people
and eavesdropped on their con-
versation and followed their fin-
gers to see what was causing the
excitement.

One young man next to me
said, •Dai, colour paaru da dai,
dhool kilappara macchiŽ (I am sure
Chennai readers know what this
means), while the Maami-s and
Maama-s were watching those on
the fourth floor as though they
were lesser mortals.

I would add here that those
on the third floor were doing the
same; and so it went down floor
by floor till, in the eyes of the be-
holders on the top floors, the
people on the ground floor
seemed like clods of earth in the
scale of evolution. To add to this
a few young men were travelling
up and down the escalators,

viewing the smart young girls
from their mobile platforms.

After seeing all this I suggest
that in future mall builders add a
few more floors if only to pro-
mote this free version of after-
noon entertainment.

Then, it was time for me to
head to the food court.

The food court is on the
fourth floor of this vast mall and
is as psychedelic as the mall it-
self. The ceiling is fluorescent
pink, the walls a blue that makes
you shrink, and the tables are
taxicab yellow. If this were not
enough to make you colour
blind, then you only need to go
around the rows of cubicles
tucked into the far wall.

Each one was a restaurant
with brightly coloured tube-lit
displays of prices and food, and
men in blue, yellow and pink and
green hats all highly trained …
American style … to confuse you.

Can I get a cup of coffee? I
asked the man at the counter.

You want Espresso or
Macchiato, Sir?

No, just coffee please.
With milk?
Yes.
Okay, I will give you a café

latte.
Don•t you have South Indian

kaapi?
Eh kaapi?
Just plain kaapi?
The conversation went

around like this in circles for an-
other minute until I gave up and
meekly accepted what he wanted
to dish out.

After drinking the coffee I
looked around again for food.

Food courts in malls are amaz-
ing if only for the variety of food
they offer. In this particular mall
there was Italian, Chinese,
Kerala, North Indian, South In-
dian, and Junk. The mind
boggles, huh? The last of these is
not food at all; it is what happens
to you when you don•t know
what to order.

So I ended up ordering the
known thing, i.e. ordering a plate
of idli-s. Idli-s in malls are not the
big, white fluffy lumps that you
get in roadside places for ten ru-
pees. They are small (podi) white
fluffy lumps that cost Rs. 65 and
make you curse like hell that you
could have stayed at home and
entertained yourself free.

My sentiments were encour-
aged by Maama and Maami
couple, whom you read about ear-
lier,

Yennadi, says Maama loudly,
aathilaye jummunuh saaptirkalam
(we could have eaten a good
meal in comfort at home).

Sshhh, replied Maami to
Maama, shushing him down,
mella paysungo (speak softly, ev-
eryone around can hear us).
Maama instantly turns into a
meek little lump of pulp … de-
feated again by the new mall cul-
ture that is overtaking Chennai.

�  by ARUN
GANAPATHY

ganapathy_arun@
yahoo.com
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exciting a shirt could get, the
young man took it to the mirror
(on a column), did a little jig,
twisting his body this way and
that, and smiled in admiration of
himself. He was pleased as
punch, and so was his friend who
issued a volley in Tamil from the
other end of the aisle. (Dai
kalakaddhu da dai; those of you
familiar with Tamil will recognise
kalakaddhu as an expression that
in its many forms … kalakal,
kalakuraan … fits many things in
life.)

Meanwhile, others in the
store were staring at shirts and
pants; of course they never
bought anything but just kept
staring until I realised that just
staring at shirts and pants is an
all-day activity in itself. I leave
them to their staring and scru-
tiny and take the capsule lift to
the fourth floor.

The fourth floor is where all
the action is. Here you can trawl
through 2000 square feet of soap,
another 1000 square feet of cur-
tain material, 600 square feet of
candles, candle holders, gift
candle packs and really ugly and
hideously priced flower vases. I
wondered who on earth bought
these things, but apparently
there are many takers; those
crowds of Maama-s and Maami-s
holding on to the hand rails of
the elevator and chattering ex-
citedly as they tumbled out to get
a glimpse of this magnificence.

�  To most Indians, the name of Sis-
ter Nivedita would be a familiar one
as she was one of the better known
women disciples of Swami Viveka-
nanda. Not so the name of Sister
Devamata. Born Laura Glenn in a
well-to-do American family in
Ohio sometime in the 1860s, she
met Swami Vivekananda in 1899
in New York and became inspired
by his teachings. In 1909 she
became a part of the monastic
order, taking on the name of
Devamata.

Travelling to India the same
year, she arrived in Bombay by ship
and then took a train to Madras.
After staying for the better part of
two years in Madras, she moved to
Calcutta and from there returned
to America.

While in India she maintained a
journal and in 1927 she published
it as Days in an Indian Monastery.
The pages are filled with observa-
tions of daily Indian life and of
Madras in particular. Sister
Devamata passed away in 1942.
This being the centenary of her stay
here, we publish excerpts from her
journal, with the permission of the
Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore.
Wherever required, we have added
a few comments which are in italics.

… THE EDITOR

As we were due to arrive in
Madras at an unseasonably

early hour, I had wired the
Madras Monastery not to meet
me. Great was my surprise there-
fore to hear my name spoken
outside the window of my com-
partment before the train had
ceased moving; and still more
surprised was I when I stepped
from the railway carriage and
found a group of twelve to fifteen
Indian gentlemen waiting to
greet me, with the majestic fig-
ure of Swami Ramakrishnananda
at their head...

soming forest trees. On the other
side is a narrower strip of green,
where arid sand has been re-
placed by soil and growing
things. Then comes a rolling
beach and beyond, a pounding
ocean with a relentlessly deadly
undercurrent. As we drove along
beside it, over the wide stretches
of combing waves hung a low
mist, grey with the greyness of
early morning. Suddenly out of
the water rose a glowing south-
ern sun, transforming the dull
haze into an opalescent sea. The
first rays were tipping the top of
the high temple tower as we
turned from the Marina and en-
tered the village of Mylapore.
The carriage skirted two sides of
the temple tank, a large body of
water filled with pink lotuses,
passed beside a coconut palm
grove and drew up at the monas-
tery gate.

Accommodation for Sister was
provided in what she referred to as
a •large house obliquely across from
the monastery on the edge of the
palm grove we had passedŽ. It be-
longed, she wrote, to a wealthy
judge. Sister also mentions that
from the verandah she could look
out across the temple tank to the
temple. She also adds that the fam-
ily next door was that of the son of

an ex-Prime Minister of Mysore.
This almost certainly meant the
family of Dewan V.P. Madhava
Row who lived on Brodie•s Road
(present day R.K. Mutt Road). The
Mutt authorities have since estab-
lished that the house in which Sister
lived was called Sundara Vilas
which stood on the same road. Al-
most four pages in her journal are
devoted to a description of the house
where she lived and it gives a pic-
ture of the Madras style residence
at its best.

Timekeeping in Mylapore
I learned to mark off the day•s

routine by the various sounds
that came from the temple. The
tinkling of numberless tiny bells
told that the temple gates were
opening or closing and that it
was seven in the morning or nine
at night. Certain special strains
of music would tell of other hours
in the 24 hours. One melody
would be played at noon, an-
other at four, still another at six.

My watch seemed to give me
very poor service. By the village
clock sometimes it was fast,
sometimes slow. I found the
cause one evening when I was
walking with a boy who came
daily to see if he could be of help
to me. We passed a small subur-
ban bank. On a recessed veran-
dah hung a large gong and beside
it slept an old man on a narrow
wooden bench. •That is the town
clock,Ž the boy remarked. Then
he explained that the old man
was supposed to follow the bank
clock and strike the hours; but
sometimes he overslept and

would be five or ten minutes late;
at others he would wake with a
start, think he was late and strike
the gong too soon. Once while I
was there, he struck thirteen for
twelve; he waited a moment,
then gave another blow to sub-
tract the extra one.

Schooling
Sister on her arrival lived for a

month in what she calls the Primary
School Building. She was able to
observe the Indian style of educa-
tion which had in the previous cen-
tury inspired the monitorial system
in England.

The first grade scholars had
their recitations. Most of the
classes were in Tamil and repre-
sented only sound to me; but the
English lesson I followed with re-
lentless regularity. The instruc-
tor would begin at one end of a
long row of pupils and repeat
over and over these same sen-
tences: •Gopal, come here. What

Sister Devamata.

is your name? Where do you live?
What is your age? Go to your
seat.Ž Each question was an-
swered in hesitating English,
then the sequence began with
the next boy.

When the end of the line had
been reached, the first boy took
the teacher•s place and questions
and answers were gone through
once more down the row. Then
the second boy became the
teacher and so on and on and on.

Fish and curd
There were two fishing vil-

lages on the beach near
Mylapore and sometimes I went
to one or the other for my daily
walk. Every one in them seemed
untiringly busy … mending nets,
building boats, or going out for
the day•s catch. They con-
structed their boats in the shape
of catamarans and I used to mar-
vel at their balance and skill in
launching their ungainly craft on
the high, combing breakers. I was
told that sooner or later nearly
every fisherman meets his death
in the sea, but they were none-
theless venturesome and fearless.

It was contrary to the law to
carry fish through the streets dur-
ing the hot hours of the day be-
cause of the strong odour, but af-
ter five o• clock a continuous line
of fishermen and fisherwomen
passed before my door. The men
usually bore their load in two
evenly balanced baskets sus-
pended from a stout wooden
yoke over the shoulders. The
women carried theirs in a flat
round basket on the head. It
weighed sometimes forty or fifty
pounds. Both trotted with short,
rapid steps to lessen the time of
exposing the fish to the air, still
destructively hot even at that
hour.

They kept up this quick pace
with enduring persistence mile
after mile, for the market was
several miles from their village;
and the women as they trotted,
waved long sticks over the bas-
kets on their heads to keep the
birds from swooping down and
stealing the fish. It must have re-
quired great concentration of ef-
fort to make the feet trot, the
uplifted right arm swing back and
forth above the wide basket and
at the same time to balance their
burden in rhythm with the two
motions. When they saw a bird
called Garuda, which has a sa-
cred symbolism, they would
throw a fish into the air and the
bird would catch it in its beak.

Still greater endurance have
the vendors of sweet curds. They
belong to a pastoral community
and in order to procure pastur-
age for their cattle they have to
live ten to fifteen miles from Ma-
dras. They set out at three in the
morning, walk the long distance,
distribute their curds and walk
home, covering twenty-five or
thirty miles before eating their
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At Swami Ramakrish-
nananda•s request, our carriage
went by the Marina, one of the
beautiful parkways of the world.
It extends for many miles along
the ocean front. On one side are
luxuriant tropical gardens with
here and there a government or
university building, rising out of
tall ferns, high palms and blos-

When QMC could be seen

Queen Mary’s College – the Madras College for Women when it opened in July
1914 – was the second women’s college in the South and Madras’s first. It

became Queen Mary’s College for Women in 1917 and the bust (see inset) of the
Queen whom the College honoured in its name is still prominently displayed.

The College has, over the years, followed the example of the founder-principal,
Miss de la Hey, and played a significant role in the emancipation of women in
South India. But its beginnings were small. It opened with just 37 students in what
had been known as Capper House Hotel. Col. Francis Capper’s once-beautiful,
isolated house, the first on the Marina, was a run-down hotel on the verge of closure
when Government first rented, then, in 1915, acquired the building and made it
both a college and hostel (see picture on right). Capper was a soldier and
geographer and it is significant that QMC remains one of the few colleges in India
paying more than passing attention to Geography.

Capper House, facing QMC’s eastern gates, was pulled down in 2002/3, but the
other buildings have fortunately survived a plan to pull them down and build a new
Government Secretariat and Legislature. Now there remain on the campus:
Pentland House built in 1915, Stone House in 1918 and the central Jeypore House
in 1921 (all seen in the rare Willie Burke view above); by Edward Elliot’s Road,
Beach House, used as staff quarters (Beach House, built by Justice S. Subramania
Aiyer when he retired from the High Court, was the first private Indian residence on
the Marina); and opposite it the slightly younger bungalow that belonged to another

judge. Beach House and this bungalow were bought by the college in the 1920s, a
little after most of the other buildings on the campus had been built in classical
style, harmonising with Capper House, through the efforts of Miss de lay Hey, who
was Principal from the beginning till 1936, and Governor Lord Pentland.

(Continued on page 8)


