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A letter to our 
Chief Minister
To

Thiru C Joseph Vijay
The Hon’ble Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu
Fort St George
Chennai 600009

Dear Chief Minister

At the outset let me express my sincere con-
gratulations on your being sworn in as CM of our 
state and I wish you the very best for a successful 
tenure. Madras Musings is a fortnightly dedicated 
to the built, natural and cultural heritage of our 
city. It was founded in 1991 by S Muthiah, the 
famed chronicler of Madras and since his passing 
in 2019, I have the honour to helm this magazine, 
which is supported as a public service by twen-
ty-five corporate houses of the city. 

It was with delight that I read of your having 
gone around the premises of Fort St George. I 
have not come across instances of your illustrious 
predecessors having done the same. I am sure 
you must have been delighted with the historic 
edifices like the Church of St Mary’s (oldest 
Anglican church east of the Suez Canal) and 
the Fort Museum which are neighbours to your 
own office, the core of which building goes back 
to the 1690s. These are all very well maintained 
and are no doubt symbols of our city’s heritage. 
However, let me also add here that there are 23 
other historic structures inside the Fort, which 
are elaborated on in the book I enclose for your 
perusal. This book is a compilation of 24 articles 
on the fort that was serialised in our magazine in 
2015, the year the fort completed 350 years. 

Even during your tour of the fort premises I 
am sure you would have realised what a historic 
precinct it is. And yet, despite this, all is not 
well with the place. I take this opportunity to 
highlight the problems it faces and request your 
intervention at the earliest –

Multiplicity of ownership – Various pockets 
of the fort are with various authorities. The 
Assembly and Secretariat and the Namakkal 
Kavignar Maligai come under the control of the 
TN Assembly and Government. The ASI con-
trols the Fort Museum, the Church, a few other 
buildings, the moat, and the gates. The Army 
has possession of the King’s Barracks and several 
other structures, and the Navy has ownership of 
a few others. None of these bodies coordinate 
with each other on maintenance, upkeep and 

preservation, and each does what they think 
is best, often at cross purposes. It is important 
that a Common Fort Authority is set up, with 
all these stakeholders as members, to preserve 
our heritage. 

Signages at important locations – The Fort 
presently has no markers at most of the locations, 
except for the Museum and the Church. On any 
given day, you will see visitors wandering about, 
with no clue as to where to go and what to see 
Given the technology now in place, we need to 
have a proper visitor orientation aid.

Public Conveniences – Today, even those 
working in the Fort seem to prefer using the 
King’s Barracks, the buildings on St Thomas 
Street, the gates and the ruin of Wellesley’s 
House as urinals. It shows that there are very few 
public conveniences inside the fort. This needs to 
be corrected if the place is to merit as a location 
for tourists. 

Strict Control on Litter – The fort today 
is unkempt in appearance. Tonnes of litter all 
around the places, historic structures put to 
unwarranted use, weeds choking the moat and 
the stench of stagnant water are all its highlights. 
And yet, even until the 1970s, this was not so. It 
is time that a strict code is brought into place, 
with systems for waste collection and disposal. 
Surely, our fort should be the place where such 
discipline needs to be implemented first. 

Ease of Access – The fort can be tricky to 
access. What we need are much longer open 
hours – from dawn to dusk as is the policy with 
all ASI-controlled monuments of India. We also 
need to make entry much easier – it should not 
be subject to the whims of security at the gate. 

I trust that among the various demands on 
your time, you will find time to reflect on this 
letter and take action. The fort ideally needs 
World Heritage status but unless the above are in 
place, that will remain a dream. I trust that the 
new beginning you have promised in the state will 
extend to the fort as well. 

Yours sincerely

Sriram V
Deputy Editor,
Madras Musings

HERITAGE WATCH

The Dead Past gets a New Look

In this fast-changing world, there are moments when just 

seeing something remain unchanged can be soothing. A 

glance at our images, taken respectively in 2017 and 2026, 

seem to indicate that the tomb of Dr James Anderson, 

Botanist, at the St Mary’s Cemetery on the Island, has 

survived unchanged. Gone of course is the undergrowth 

that was threatening to swallow it, but unremovable 

has been the tree that has it in its grip. Jeernodhar 

C o n s e r v a t o r s , 

who have been 

t a s k e d  b y  t h e 

British Association 

fo r  Cemeter ies 

i n  S o u t h  A s i a 

with restoring the 

cemete ry  have 

decided to let the 

tree be, building in 

some safeguards 

t o  p r o t e c t  t h e 

canopy. Perhaps 

the botanist wanted 

it that way. 
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And,the games begin

This magazine would never 
blow its “ah-didn’t we say 

this already” trumpet, but one 
can’t help but wonder as to 
how things are already panning 
out exactly the way it envis-
aged they would. We refer to 
the uneasy relationship that is 
developing between the new 
government and the city cor-
poration. Amidst the ongoing 
political transition comes the 
news that the corporation coun-
cil’s monthly meeting has been 
delayed for the third month in 
a row now. While officials have 
sought to attribute the delay to 
the election process and a new 
batch of appointments in the 
various departments leading to 
routine administration work, 
murmurs are already afoot that 
the political developments are 
indeed playing a major role. 
Elected councilors themselves 
are reported to be expressing 
their displeasure at the state of 

are in a perpetual state of repair, 
stray dog menace continues 
unabated, the storm water drain 
work seems to have been going 
on for eternity, poor solid waste 
management etc. 

As mentioned in the last 
issue, the problem facing the 
government is that while they 
have won 14 out of 16 assembly 
seats in the city, they do not 
have a single representative on 
the corporation. It must also 
be remembered that several of 
the newly elected legislators 
are new to the corridors of 
power and may not be familiar 
with the running of the admin-
istration, the processes and 
protocols to be followed. In a 
country like ours, the roles of 
an MLA and a councilor are 
often viewed interchangeably, 
though in reality the former 
is a lawmaker and the latter a 
micro-manager. In such a sce-
nario, it is imperative that the 

Roasting at the Registrar’s
You can call them what you 

will but to The Man from 
Madras Musings they will always 
be registrar offices even though 
they are known by other names 
these days such as e seva maiyam 
etc. And it is usually in summer 
that MMM has the misfortune of 
having to go to these places. Not 
that he would love to go there 
at any other time of the year 
for in his view such offices are 
constructed with a view to pro-
viding minimum comfort, you 
could even say complete lack of 
it, to those employed within and 
those who have to go there. But 
when commanded to do so by 
his good lady also known as She 
Who Must Be Obeyed, MMM 
had no option other than to 
comply. He therefore girded his 
loins and proceeded towards the 
registrar’s.

It so happened that this was 
the hottest day of the year – thus 
far that is. Even while going 
there MMM had the feeling that 
he was something that had been 
placed in a cauldron above a fire 
with instructions to stir until 
golden brown. And on reaching 
the office he did not find condi-
tions improved in any way. The 
building itself was large and at 
one time was clearly designed to 
have air conditioning. But you 
know how it is with government 
offices - they provide the cap-
ital equipment but rarely any 
funds for maintenance. The air 
conditioning units were plainly 
visible high up near the ceiling 
but the cobwebs that had formed 
all around them indicated that 
they had not been in operation 
for some time. As though in 
compensation a couple of very 
noisy but slow ceiling fans had 
been provided and it was only 
their steady groan that indicated 
that they were working. Of air 
circulation they did very little.

It was into this oven like at-
mosphere that MMM stepped in 
rather like Shadrach, Meshach 
and Abednego entering the 
divine fire. Facing him were his 
inquisitors - a man sweating pro-
fusely, and beside him a lady who 
though not sweating was clearly 
suffering the agonies of heat. 
MMM could only sympathise 
with them. Here he was cursing 
his fate for having to step into 
this building on a hot summer’s 
day but on the other hand were 
these two who would have to 
be working there day in and 
day out for a minimum of eight 
hours. On a day like this work 
had slowed down to a snail space 
and quite understandably so but 
what was beyond MMM was 
the fact that Internet speed too 
seemed to have dropped consid-
erably. Consequently there was 
a considerable queue that was 
building up awaiting service and 
there was a good bit of chafing 
going on among those present.

MMM took his place at the 
tail end and watched. It soon 
dawned on him that the queue 
was just a figure of speech so to 
speak for people were standing 
one behind the other merely 
because they could all not crowd 
the counter such being its size. 
But they all asked their ques-
tions almost simultaneously to 
the lady or the gentleman on the 
other side. There was one person 
enquiring about patta, another 
one trying to get a name change 

done, a third wanting to furnish a 
death certificate, a fourth claim-
ing that the entry that had been 
made in her name was entirely 
incorrect and a fifth who took 
MMM ’s breath away asking 
calmly if a living person could be 
declared dead. In all this chaos 
MMM was the only one who 
chose not to get involved and 
wait patiently his turn. Some-
thing in his demeanour seems to 
have touched a chord with the 
lady at the counter for suddenly 
she stood up and asked every-
body around if they had noticed 
MMM. Heads turned and MMM 
looked down at his shoes won-
dering as to what he had done. 
And then came the lady’s voice 
“Did you see this Saar has not 
opened his mouth ever since he 
came here? Why can’t you all be 
like him? Please be silent.”

If you got the idea that MMM 
was the local hero after this, 
perish the thought, for he was in-
stantaneously disliked by every-
one else in the queue. Someone 

means it is always in ship shape 
and the sidewalks are kept clear. 
They are in fact repaired rather 
too frequently. The lights work. 
Which is all to the good. The 
only disadvantage as far as the 
average passer by is concerned is 
that the road would be closed for 
around 20 minutes four times a 
day – once in the morning when 
the CM would go to office, 
next when the CM returned 
for lunch, again when the CM 
went back to office and yet again 
when the CM went home, to a 
well earned rest. 

However before you ran 
away with the idea that MMM 
was lucky to be living on such 
a road (or just off it), let him 
assure you that it is all not a 
bed of roses. Did you know for 
instance that no drainage work 
has been permitted in the last 
33 years in this entire area be-
cause cutting the main road for 
inspecting the drainage is simply 
not possible with the chief min-
ister zooming in and out as and 
when required? Likewise do you 
know that proper road laying 
procedures cannot be followed 
on the main road because there 
is no question of milling it and 
then laying a fresh coat of tar? 
Layers of tar have been piled on 
and as a consequence MMM’s 
street and several others of its 
kind are now several feet below 
the main road. Therefore when 
it rains, the water does not drain 
from the streets to the main road 
but in the opposite direction.

It was therefore with a sigh 
of relief that MMM got to know 
that the newly elected chief min-
ister does not reside anywhere in 
the vicinity. He apparently is far 
away in one of those posh newer 
localities by the ocean. But even 
while rejoicing in this good news 
MMM could not help wondering 
as to how the man, no matter 
how fit he was, could probably 
manage a car journey twice a day 
running into probably a couple 
of hours. Fortunately this was 
not four times a day because 
as has been well publicised, the 
chief minister has his lunch 
out of a tiffin carrier which he 
brings from home everyday. But 
imagine MMM’s shock when he 
came to know that the blow was 
soon to follow fall on this VIP 
road where MMM roosts. Ap-
parently the chief minister has 
decided that he has had enough 
of toing and froing from his sea-
side resort and wants to move 
closer to the action. The place 
that he is selecting or pondering 
over is rumoured to be close to 
where Mater Dei once had her 
castle. Which means the new 
chief minister will be taking the 
same road and it will be back to 
four times a day blocking, and 
never will there ever be a look 
at the drainages.

 MMM very sincerely re-
quests the chief minister look 
at some of the other upmarket 
localities in the city which will 
not require him to take this 
particular road to office. Or 
he could think of a helicopter 
service. Or even better why not 
get the government to build him 
an official residence somewhere 
close to his office itself which 
he could just walk to instead of 
taking a convoy of cars?

– MMM

even muttered that it was all very 
well for idle rich to come once in 
a while but he, the mutterer that 
is, was coming here practically 
every day to solve his problem 
and nothing much was happen-
ing. MMM preferred to remain 
quiet until his turn came and he 
was called.

On presenting his identity 
card the computer was queried 
and after a considerable wait 
it threw up responses which 
clearly had nothing to do with 
MMM. The lady at the counter 
was puzzled and asked MMM 
if he had ever lived at several 
addresses that she listed out. To 
all of this MMM replied in the 
negative. She then turned to the 
man by her side and they went 
into a deep confabulation. At the 
end of it they rather sheepishly 
acknowledged that MMM was 
pure as driven snow and that the 
fault was the system. It had be-
come so slow that it was updating 
the previous record all the while 
and now they did not know how 
many records had been wrongly 
entered during the day. It was 
MMM’s turn to shudder but they 
assured him that all would be 
well for they had pressed a reset 
button and thereafter everything 
went swimmingly. Coming away 
clutching his sweat-soaked pa-
pers MMM wondered about the 
fate of all those who had called 
at that office since the morning.

The CM’s Official 
Road

The Man from Madras Musings 
resides off an arterial road of 

the city connecting the beach 
to yet another arterial road that 
connects to the Mount. It so 
happens that this arterial road, 
by which MMM means the one 
that his house is just a cutting 
away from, happens to be the 
route that practically every chief 
minister of the state has taken 
while going to office in the last 
33 years. It has come to be 
designated as a VIP route which 

SHORT ’N’ 
SNAPPY

 by Karthik Bhatt

affairs as several of the griev-
ances remain unaddressed.

At the time of writing, the 
mayor and deputy mayor are 
yet to meet the new chief min-
ister. That the mayor was on 
medical leave for three weeks 
and that the deputy mayor is 
abroad have been the reasons 
attributed to this. However, 
that there seems to be more to 
it than meets the eye is evident 
by the fact that they have pub-
licly stated that they have not 
been called to meet the chief 
minister or to attend any official 
meetings with the new govern-
ment. Nor were any top officials 
present when the chief minister, 
who handles the MAWS (Mu-
nicipal Administration and 
Water Supply) portfolio held 
a meeting recently. On the 
other hand, the newly elected 
government seems to be of the 
view that in the absence of any 
constitutional mandate, it is not 
required to invite the mayor or 
councilors for official events, 
including inspections.

It is an undeniable fact that 
the government and the corpo-
ration are dependent on each 
other to ensure that the wheels 
of civic administration run 
smoothly. While the govern-
ment sits at the top end of the 
chain, according the adminis-
trative and financial sanction 
for projects, it is the councilor 
who kicks off the process by 
initiating a project under his 
ward. There are too many civic 
issues in the city which have 
been recounted time and again 
in these pages that need to be 
urgently addressed. The roads 

MLAs actively work towards 
getting the cooperation of the 
councilors, which is essential 
for the last-mile delivery of 
civic services, for while as law-
makers the MLAs can bring to 
light issues concerning their 
constituency, it is very likely 
that their performance at least 
for the near future would end 
up being judged on the basis 
of things like non-functioning 
streetlights or broken footpaths, 
something which is not their 
primary domain. 

It befuddles one’s thinking 
as to what could be possibly 
achieved by way of this game of 
one-upmanship at present from 
both sides, however technically 
correct or acceptable the rea-
sons may be. While it is easy 
to understand as to why things 
have unfolded the way they 
have thus far, it must be kept in 
mind that civic administration 
is too important an activity to 
be caught in the cross-hairs of 
a political slug-fest. The state 
of affairs as it stands definitely 
does not seem healthy and calls 
for an immediate course correc-
tion on both sides to ensure that 
the public do not ultimately get 
the raw end of the deal. It is 
imperative that the actions of 
the two bodies are coordinated 
in order to ensure that the 
day-to-day administration of 
the city goes on smoothly and 
for that, it is hoped that at a 
smooth working relationship is 
established for the remainder 
of this council’s tenure (which 
is anyway hardly a year) at the 
earliest.
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– The Editor

Thank you, Donors

Surreptitious revision in 
water charges

During election time, while 
the service in government 

departments almost comes to 
a standstill because many of-
ficials get detailed for election 
related work, at Tambaram 
City Municipal Corporation 
(TCMC), the revenue officials 
have caused a severe jolt to the 
residents by silently administer-
ing a steep three-fold increase 
in the water charges  from Rs. 
50.50 per month to Rs. 150.50 
per month with effect from 
April 2026! Following protests 
from residents/residents welfare 
associations, the old rates were 
restored. It is a clear case of 
how  the hikes in the property 
tax/water charges are revised 
clandestinely and without any 
prior information or reference 
to the residents and in an arbi-
trary manner. But for the alert 
residents who noticed the sur-
reptitious revision effected by 
the TCMC, the issue would 
have gone unnoticed till a wider 
section would have come to 
know of the same and resorted 
to protests. 

While the above episode 
illustrates that it becomes in-
cumbent upon the residents 
to be vigilant, the TCMC is 
also duty-bound to explain the 
reasons for the arbitrary action. 
Since the taxes are paid by the 
residents, fair play demands 
that the TCMC notifies any 
changes in the tax structure to 
the stakeholders to get the feed-
back. When the water supply 
is irregular, there is no case for 
the TCMC to revise the charges 
three-fold. The sudden U-turn 
of the TCMC in restoring the 
old rates is proof enough that 
its own decision is flawed and 
uncalled for.

The TCMC cannot revise 
the taxes at its own whims 
and fancies. There are many 
instances where the TCMC 
has levied taxes on tax payers 
without any basis. All these 
cases need to be revisited so as 
to provide the much-needed 
relief to the aggrieved. 

At a time when many resi-
dents have withheld payment 
towards water charges for the 
past years, and many have not 
been informed of the respective 
assessment numbers to facili-
tate payment for water charges 
but continue to receive remind-
ers seeking payment for water 
charges – the now impugned 
revision is uncalled for.

V.S. Jayaraman 
ramvsj@gmail.com

Memories of Madras in 
1960s

This has reference to ‘Mem-
ories of Madras in 1960s’ 

that appeared in your May1-15, 
2026 issue. It made delight-
ful reading bringing alive the 
Madras that was and Khader 
Nawaz Khan Road in particular. 
Fran Forsyth has poignantly 
portrayed her childhood and 
its pleasures and pains that 
resonate with many a Madrasi 
of yore.

For me too, it was bringing 
back memories of the past. I 
came to Madras as a teenager- 
student in the Women’s Chris-
tian College in the late ‘60s. I 
hadn’t ventured into the KNK 
Road then as we had no busi-
ness there, it being a residential 
area. We the hostel residents 
were warned against walking 
on even the deserted Haddows 
Road as there was the risk of 
trouble from stalkers !

Susan Mathew, (I.A.S. Retd.)
179susan@gmail.com

All-rounder CD Gopinath

Referring to the article on 
legendary all-rounder CD 

Gopinath I would like to nar-
rate my unforgettable encoun-
ter with this great cricketer.

It was in 1961 when Austra-
lia played against India in a test 
match in Corporation Stadium 
Chennai.

One evening after  the 
test match my brother-in-law 
took my sister’s son and me 
to Pioneer Sports to buy a 
cricket kit. At that time the 
legendary CD Gopinath Sir had 
come to the sports shop with 
Neil Harvey and O’Neil to buy 
something.

Finding us struggling to se-
lect a bat, CD Gopinath on his 
own volition came forward and 
selected the best bat for us. We 
did not know him and met him 
for the first time in the shop 
which by itself was great. But he 
went out of the way and select-
ed the bat for us which is still an 
unforgettable moment for us.

His abiding interest in 
cricket would have caused this 
act of kindness. Great Crick-
eter.

AL Chandramouli 
alcmouli@hotmail.com

Nuisance caused by road-
side cookeries 

I wish to bring to public at-
tention the increasing nui-

sance caused by several small 
roadside cookeries and food 
stalls operating in our area by 
encroaching upon public roads 
and pavements.

These establishments are 
causing serious traffic conges-
tion by occupying portions of 
the roadway. In addition, many 
of these stalls appear to prepare 
and sell food in unhygienic 
and unprotected conditions, 
exposing the public to potential 
health risks from dust, smoke, 
flies, and improper food han-
dling.

The smoke and cooking 
activity also create inconve-
nience to nearby residents and 
road users. Despite repeated 
complaints, the issue continues 
and is affecting public safety, 
sanitation, and smooth traffic 
movement.

I request your esteemed 
newspaper to highlight this 
matter so that the concerned 
authorities, including the 
Greater Chennai Corporation, 
Food Safety Department, and 
Traffic Police, may take ap-
propriate action to regulate 
encroachments and ensure 
hygienic food practices.

Krishnamachari 
Doraiswamy

dkchari@gmail.com

Website Comments
Memories of Madras in 
the 1960s

(Vol. XXXVI No. 2, May 
1-15, 2026)

I felt so involved and com-
pletely immersed in your nostal-
gia Fran Forsyth that I literally 
felt walking right beside you 
exploring the pages of yester-
years in Chennai that was once 
Madras. Loved it and felt your 
ache as I, like you, still visit my 
old school, colony and home 
whenever I visit Ajmer in Ra-
jasthan even though it’s been 
over three decades since I left it.

Dushyant Singh
10.dushyantsingh@gmail.com

N. Ramachandran and his 
rich legacy in squash

(Vol. XXXVI No. 2, May 
1-15, 2026)

Mr Ramachandran had also 
kick-started Triathlon sport in 
Tamil Nadu and made great 
efforts to bring back on to the 
track the sport of Cycling in 
Tamil Nadu. He also brought 
into limelight TN’s legacy in the 
annals of India’s sport when he 
was elected the Chief of Indian 
Olympic Association (IOA).

V Venkataramana
vvspop@gmail.com

Needed urgent reforms in 
fireworks industry

(Vol. XXXVI No. 2, May 
1-15, 2026)

Prevention is better than 
cure applies to fire accidents. 
But it may be prudent to carry 
guidelines to avoid fire acci-
cents in a large scale.

The fireworks industry –cen-
tered primarily around Sivakasi 

in Tamil Nadu – urgently needs 
systemic reforms to curb recur-
rent, deadly explosions. High-
lighting the industry’s failure 
to prevent accidents, a recent 
Madras Musings article outlines 
how systemic flaws lead to fre-
quent tragedies.

C.K. Subramaniam
cksumpire@gmail.com

Trees of Madras

(Vol. XXXVI No. 3, May 
16-31, 2026)

Hi Srinivas,
Enjoyed it thoroughly. Very 

informative contents. Truly 
blessed to have the opportunity 
of enjoying all the seasonal, 
natural delicacies of our region, 
enabling us to keep healthy as 
well.

Chitra Srikanth
 taurean155@gmail.com
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(Continued from 
last fortnight)

A casual, preliminary commu-
nication between Yule, living in 
Palermo (Italy) post-retirement, 
and Burnell in Madras-Govern-
ment Service in Tanjore in the 
early 1870s triggered an exercise, 
which materialised as the Hob-
son-Jobson in the following de-
cade. Yule and Burnell had met 
once in the India-Office Library 
(Whitehall, London) previously; 
otherwise, their acquaintance 
was only through correspon-
dence. Most likely, as much as 
we get to understand from Yule’s 
introductory section (Yule and 
Burnell 1886), Burnell shared 
some preliminary thoughts on 
this topic, which grew into Hob-
son–Jobson (p. vii):

‘About 1872 …he (Bur-
nell) mentioned that he was 
contemplating a vocabulary 
of Anglo-Indian words, and 
had made some collections 
with that view. … I likewise 
had long been taking note of 
such words, and that a no-
tion similar to his own had 
also been at various times 
floating in my mind. And 
I proposed that we should 
combine our labours.’

Joseph Rudyard Kipl ing 
while serving as the sub-editor 
of the Civil and Military Ga-
zette (C.M.G.), Lahore in 1882-
1887, reviewed Hobson-Jobson 
in G.M.G. in the 15 April 1886 
issue. J.R.K.’s review of the Hob-
son-Jobson is delightful and can-
did; hilarious, too. Parts of his 
review are reproduced below to 
illustrate Kipling’s enchanting 
prose, its colloquiality, and plush 
mélange of Indian-speech forms 
and formal English, laced by a 
delicate authenticity and inclu-
siveness.

Colonel Yule’s  Hob -
son-Jobson is not a book 
to be lightly disposed of in 
one review. The difficulty 
in glancing over its eight 
hundred closely packed pag-
es is where to begin; and 
having once begun, where 
to leave off. … The two gen-
tlemen (Yule and Burnell) 
conceived the notion of 
compiling an Anglo-Indian 
glossary; and the result of 
their labours is a fascinating 
volume, neither glossary, 
vocabulary, dictionary or 
anything else that may be 

Introduction

Over the years Madras has 
produced many eminent doc-
tors and scientists, but amongst 
these, the name CS Krishnas-
wami is unlikely to be familiar to 
many residents of Chennai today. 
To hundreds of people around 
the world with an interest in an 
esoteric tropical bacterial infec-
tion, however, his name is very 
well known, and it deserves to 
be better known by the residents 
of his adopted home. This article 
aims to set the record straight, 
drawing on the small amount of 
information available in the pub-
lic domain along with evidence 
gleaned from his family and their 
friends, to all of whom I offer my 
sincere thanks for their help.

Background

Few people have the good 
fortune to be responsible for the 
discovery of a new disease or the 
recognition of a previously unde-
scribed pathogen. One such per-
son was CS Krishnaswami, who 
in 1912 was co-author of a paper 
in the Indian Medical Gazette 
about a “hitherto undescribed 
infective disease occurring 
among the population of Ran-
goon”. This disease, now known 
as melioidosis, is estimated to 
infect some 165,000 and kill up 
to 89,000 people each year, with 
India bearing more than 30 per 
cent of this burden. The disease, 
which is now being diagnosed 
with increasing frequency across 
India, including Chennai, is 
caused by a soil-living bacterium. 
It can infect people through cuts 
and abrasions sustained during 
farming, by inhalation during 
monsoon storms, or by inges-
tion of contaminated water. In 
susceptible people, particularly 
those with diabetes, it can spread 
rapidly, causing sepsis, pneumo-
nia and abscesses anywhere in 
the body, frequently leading to 
death unless the right antibiotics 
and supportive treatment are 
given promptly. 

The discovery

When Captain Alfred Whit-
more of the Indian Medical 
Service was appointed as Pathol-
ogist and Police Surgeon to the 
newly opened General Hospital 
in Rangoon, Burma in 1909, 
he was allocated two assistants. 
One of these was Assistant Sur-
geon CS Krishnaswami. The 
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two men were responsible for 
conducting autopsies on ‘police 
cases’ brought in dead or dying 
from the streets of Rangoon. 
Krishnaswami would have done 
the initial dissections under the 
supervision of Whitmore, and 
so would have been the first to 
notice the characteristic ab-
scess-like lesions throughout the 
body. The features were similar 
to those of glanders, a disease of 
horses that was then prevalent 
amongst the gharry ponies of 
Rangoon, but Whitmore and 
Krishnaswami realised that the 
bacterium that caused it was 
subtly different. The fact that 
they were able to recognise a new 
disease working in the relative 
backwater of the empire that 
was Rangoon, and within only 
two years of the establishment of 
a new laboratory, is impressive. 
The two men jointly published 
their findings in July 1912 in a 
seminal paper which has since 
been cited many hundreds of 
times by other authors.

Krishnaswami’s life and 
career

Combakonam Sivarama 
Krishnaswami was born some-
time around 1888 in Kumba-
konam, some 280 km from 
Chennai. Little is known of his 
early life, but he subsequently at-
tended Madras Medical College 
(MMC), where he was reputed 
to have been a classmate of Ar-
cot Lakshmanaswamy Mudaliar. 
He qualified as a Licentiate of 
Medicine and Surgery around 
1909 and was almost immedi-

ately appointed as an Assistant 
Surgeon in the Subordinate 
Medical Service in Rangoon. It 
is interesting that he decided 
to travel to work overseas and 
also sport a moustache, both of 
which would have been consid-
ered taboo for Brahmins in the 
1900s. This suggests that he was 
not constrained by traditions and 
customs. Whether this was what 
attracted Whitmore, who was no 
blind respecter of authority him-
self and certainly did not suffer 
fools gladly, to him or vice versa 
we do not know. Krishnaswami 
took over sub-charge of the 
Pathological and Post-Mortem 
Department of the RGH towards 
the end of April 1910 and re-
mained as Whitmore’s assistant 
until 1915, when Whitmore was 
obliged to return to military ser-
vice and spent the rest of WW1 
in India. Krishnaswami then 
took overall responsibility for 
the mortuary until 1917. That 
year he described his experience 

with more than 200 cases of the 
new disease, which had become 
known as ‘morphia injector’s 
septicaemia’ because 95 per cent 
of these cases bore the marks 
of morphine injection, to the 
Burma Assistant Surgeons’ Asso-
ciation. Remarkably, he said that 
one in every twenty autopsies he 

had performed in Ran-
goon was on a case of 
the disease.

Later that year, 
however, his career 
had a dramatic change 
in trajectory, and he 
spent most of the rest 
of his time in Bur-
ma working in what 
were then known as 
Lunatic Asylums. His 
family also say that 
they heard that he had 
to supervise hangings 
in the jail. He was in 
charge of the Ran-
goon Lunatic Asylum 
from 1917 until 1920. 
He then moved to 
the Minbu Lunatic 
Asylum, where he re-

mained in charge until 1925. He 
then disappears from the records 
of staff in the mental hospitals in 
Burma for a few years. His family 
say that he spent 3-4 years train-
ing in London, and in 1928 his 
name appears on the list of pas-
sengers returning from London 
to India via Ceylon (Sri Lanka) 
on the Ormonde. Where he had 
been and what he was doing 
whilst in England is not known. 
His whereabouts over the next 
few years are also something of a 
mystery, although he is listed in 
Thacker’s Indian Directory as a 
Civil Surgeon in Pegu, a city in 
Lower Burma, in 1936 and 1937. 
However, confusingly the Annu-
al Report on Mental Hospitals in 
Burma for the Year 1936 states 
that he returned to take over 
charge of the Mental Hospital 
in Minbu in August that year. 
He was still there in 1937, and 
also in 1938 when he received 
a special commendation for the 
way in which he had carried out 
his duties. In 1939 he was trans-
ferred south to Tharrawaddy 
Mental Hospital but thereafter 

the trail goes cold, at least in 
part as a result of the Japanese 
invasion of Burma in late 1941. 
As far as I have been able to 
ascertain, he remained in Burma 
throughout WW2 and did not 
take part in the mass exodus 
in which around half a million 
Indians fled Burma, mainly on 
foot, to Assam, with many thou-
sands dying on the way. How he 
survived under the Japanese and 
what he was doing is unclear, 
but unfortunately many records 
from that period have been lost. 
His family say that he eventually 
returned to Madras until 1946.

Back in Madras, Krishnas-
wami reconnected with an old 
friend and colleague from his 
time in Rangoon, Prof. R. Ven-
kateswaran. Venkateswaran had 
taught and researched chemistry 
at University College, Rangoon, 
but had trekked back to India 
during the Indian exodus in 
WW2. He subsequently worked 
for the Indian government until 
1949 when he retired to Madras. 
His daughter, Lakshmi Sunda-
ram, remembers how Krishnas-
wami was an almost daily visitor 
to their family home, ‘Burma 
House’. He was a great friend of 
her father but, although she and 
her sisters liked him, they did 

Krishnaswami with his wife Kamakshi and their 
second son, Gandhi (photograph courtesy of Sushila 
Sitaraman).

“Call me however what thou wilt. I am who I 
must be. I call myself Zarathustra.”

The Glossary Named Hobson–Jobson, 1886

 by Anantanarayanan Raman

anant@raman.id.au

described in one word, but 
simply, Hobson-Jobson: a 
glorified olla podrida (a stew 
of pork and beans) of fact, 
fancy, note, sub-note, refer-
ence, cross-reference, and 
quotations innumerable, 
bearing on all things con-
nected directly or indirectly 
with the East. Justly does 
Colonel Yule call it a ‘portly, 
double-columned edifice’. 
It is a book which, unless 
we are much mistaken, will 
take its place among the 
standard works on the East; 
and will pass, gathering bulk 
as it goes, from decade to 
decade. Words, says Colonel 
Yule, are the jetsam which 
the tides of languages cast 
up on the beach of human 
thought, to be gathered 
together and placed in cabi-
nets by the curious. 

When the author of 
Hobson-Jobson takes a word 
up, he deals with it lovingly, 
showing how it grew or fell 
away from its original purity 
by the corruption of time; 
also in what varying senses 
it has been used; conclud-
ing finally by three or four 
notes, or sometimes a page 
of quotations from all man-
ner of strange and recon-
dite sources, which shall 
throw a full or a side light 
on that word. Where his 
trove has no particular his-
tory, he tells, like the sages 
of old, a tale in a pleas-
antly discursive manner. 
Bundobust (arrangement, 
system, agreement …), for 
instance, has no pedigree, 
but its meaning is varied 
and its use extensive.

Forty-three years ago, 
an old khansamah (stew-
ard) informed the author 
that there must be a bahut 
accha bundobust in Belait 
(‘thank you’ agreement 
in England), because the 
young and raw Sahib on 
his arrival at Calcutta was 
wont to say ‘Thank you’ 
to his servants when they 
brought him tea. Three 
months of the East, con-
tinued the khansamah, 
changed civility into abuse. 
This explanation is supple-
mented with a couple of 
lines from the ever-dear Ali 
Baba, and shows in some 
measure from what mixed 
sources Colonel Yule builds 
up his information. Of bus 

(stop! enough!), Colonel 
Yule says justly, ‘few Hindu-
stani words stick closer by 
the returned Anglo-Indi-
an’. Turning to jinrickshaw, 
which Colonel Yule spells 
jennyrickshaw, we find that 
its exact meaning is ‘man-
strength cart’, and here 
those who may be ignorant 
of two most pleasant books 
are introduced, by the way 
of quotation, to Miss Bird’s 
‘Japan’, and Gill’s ‘Riv-
er of Golden Sand’. As a 
suggestive book, over and 
above all its other mer-
its, Hobson-Jobson, pity it 
is that the title is so un-
couth, stands alone. One 
of these days, it may set 
the Government searching 
for a substitute for opium 
revenue when that drug 
ceases to be imported into 
China. The Chinese set 
a far higher value on the 
ginseng root than on opi-

um, paying from six to four 
hundred dollars an ounce 
for it, and attributing to it 
miraculous virtues. An in-
ferior sort of ginseng comes 
to China from America, but 
there exists a very closely 
allied plant in our own 
Himalayas. Supposing that 
the genuine root could 
be grown in India, or the 
substitute educated up to 
its relative’s powers, the 
possibility of an extensive 
and remunerative trade 
would seem to be assured; 
for ginseng, apart from the 
mythical attributes with 
which it has been invested, 
has many of the good points 
of opium without its draw-
backs. … Everyone in the 
East, the book ranges from 
Constantinople to Japan, 
should possess himself of 
Hobson-Jobson and once 
possessed of it should apply 
himself diligently thereto. 
It will coerce him pleasant-
ly to consult other books 
and to explore fresh ave-
nues of thought, and may 
end in making him some-
thing that at a pinch might 

pass for an oriental scholar. 
Further, it will interest him 
intensely throughout.

Hobson–Jobsonism, 
a new abstract noun

In a 2025-blog captioned The 
story behind Hobson–Jobson, Ben 
Zimmer, an American linguist, 
lexicographer, and language 
commentator, uses Hobson–
Jobsonism, a new morpheme of 
Hobson–Jobson. The term Hob-
son–Jobsonism means diverse, 
current adoptions of other-lan-
guage words into English that, 
when spoken, sound similar to 
assimilated words. Zimmer’s 
Hobson–Jobsonism, most likely, 
will be used widely in day-to-day 
English in the future, because 
of its linguistic outlandishness. 
Similar morphemes, not strictly 
‘abstract nouns’, but ‘adjectival 
nouns’, are in ample use current-
ly. One example is Johnsonese, 
first used by Thomas Babington 

Macaulay, implying ornate texts 
embellished with superfluous 
Latinates, following the inimi-
table style of the 18th-century 
English grammarian, lexicog-
rapher Samuel Johnson. One 
other example is journalese that 
arose from the word journal (Old 
French, 1880s) referring to a 
sensational prose with overused 
cliché-s and jargon generally 
written by journalists. Two other 
similar words that have evolved 
in the 21st-century are ‘comput-
erese’ and ‘legalese’.

The Hobson–Jobsonism, 
a glossary of Anglo-Indi-
an Colloquial words and 
phrases

Hobson-Jobson, being a glos-
sary of Anglo-Indian colloqui-
al words and phrases and of 
kindred terms; etymological, 
historical, geographical, and 
discursive opens with Introduc-
tory Remarks (pages xiii–xxiv), 
signed by Yule, that includes a 
few pages of explanatory notes 
and instructions to readers is 
presented in three subsections: 
(i) supplement, (ii) data of quo-

tations, and (iii) transliterations. 
Pages from xxix to xlvi include 
a list of cited books, followed by 
two pages of corrigendum (pages 
xlvii and xlviii).

Whereas the other details are 
nearly similar to any standard 
lexicon, the explanation pro-
vided under ‘transliterations’ in 
Hobson-Jobson will be of interest 
to modern readers. A dictionary 
is a reference book that includes 
a list of words arranged alphabet-
ically, each word explained with 
definitions, pronunciation keys, 
and etymology. Concise editions 
(e.g., The Concise Oxford English 
Dictionary) serve as sources of 
quick reference, clarifying words 
and vocabulary of a language, 
whereas extended editions (e.g., 
The Oxford Encyclopaedic English 
Dictionary) are broad in scope 
and clarify definitions, usage, 
etymologies, pronunciation keys, 
with illustrated examples, gram-
matical notes, and variants of 
discussed words. Modern edi-
tions are available in electronic 
formats.

In a broad-brush context 
of English lexicons and lexi-
cography, the Hobson–Jobson 
is unique, since it lexicalises 
words from languages spoken 
in India that were assimilated 
into spoken and written English 
by the British residents in India 
in the 19th century. This book 
also lists words from Persian and 
Arabic, two relatively less-spo-
ken languages in India that 
had entered the subcontinent 
because of the Mughals (16th to 
19th centuries). Since the com-
ments of J.R.K. in 1886, partly 
reproduced in the present text, 
comprehensively capture the gist 
of Hobson–Jobson, I analyze only 
two examples here.

Similar to any standard lexical 
work, Hobson–Jobson includes 
scores of words arranged alpha-
betically using English spellings, 
set in two columns on each page. 
For example, page 144 refers 
to cheroot, a tobacco product, 
similar to ‘cigar’, well known in 
Spain and Portugal from the 16th 
century. In a majority of listed 
nouns, the letter ‘s’ is shown 
immediately after, characterising 
the number status (‘s’ for singu-
lar) of the noun. This is followed 
by a brief explanation of the 
etymology of the word and also 

(Continued on page 6)

The Krishnaswami family in Madras c. 1951 (photograph courtesy of R 
Krishnamoorthy). Standing: second from left: Chittaranjan Das (fourth son), 
fourth from left Motilal Nehru (third son). Seated: first from left RK Seetha (eldest 
daughter), second from left Kamakshi (wife), centre CS Krishnaswami, extreme 
right RK Balambal (second daughter). Seated at front: first from left RK Meenakshi 
(youngest daughter), extreme right R Krishnamoorthy (eldest grandson, son of RK 
Seetha, aged 11).

(Continued on page 7)
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not know him well. Despite the 
fact that he lived quite a long 
way from Burma House, his 
car would arrive every evening 
around the same time and they 
would all go to the beach where 
the two men would sit talking 
whilst the girls played. On one 
occasion, Lakshmi’s younger 
sister remembered going to see 
Queen Elizabeth II when she 
visited Madras in 1961, where 
she saw Krishnaswami, whose 
car had broken down, being 
towed away by the police.

Talking to Lakshmi and to 
Krishnaswami’s grandchildren, 
what comes over loud and 
clear is the fact that he was 
quite an unusual, somewhat 
idiosyncratic man, perhaps not 
surprisingly when one considers 
what he must have seen and 
experienced during his time 
in Burma. His wife was called 
Kamakshi (or ‘Kannamma’) and 
they had three daughters and 
four sons, whom he named after 
famous Indian political leaders 
(Mohandas K Gandhi, Motilal 
Nehru, Chittaranjan Das and 
Gopalkrishna Ghokale). One of 
his sons, Gokhale, also worked 
as a doctor in Burma and spe-

(Continued from page 5)

CS Krishnaswami

Nice, isn’t it?
All these new dining out 

options springing up all over 
Chennai these days. 

Chennai-ites, you can now 
consider doing South-East Asia, 
or maybe China, perhaps Ja-
pan, Italy, the Mediterranean, 
or drift towards Punjab, or go 
Simply South or pick from an 
array of bewildering fusion …
and that’s just on one short-ish 
street.

In a bid to stay aligned with 
this current culinary adventure 
zeitgeist, a bunch of senior cit-
izens decide that they too shall 
visit one of these new places 
their adult children, and in 
some cases, their budding-in-
to-adulthood grandchildren, 
are talking about.

And, predictably, place 
their collective feet in trouble 
straight away.

One reason being the light-
ing – or lack of it.

‘Why are all these places 
so dark?’ Senior One wonders, 
blinking hard.

Sure enough -‘Offf…ow, ow, 
ow’, he goes, his toes having 
collided with a chair leg, all 
sharp corners and pokey pro-
tuberances, for some strange 
designer reason.

‘Be careful, no? Always hit-
ting yourself against something,’ 
snaps his loving spouse, Senior 
Two, oozing wifely concern. 

The frightfully young maitre 
d’, dressed in a black T-shirt 
several sizes too small for him, 
and silvery trousers, ushers 
them to their table – or so he 
thinks. 

Senior Three takes one look, 
then stops short so abruptly 
a passing waiter nearly spills 
around ten sparkly flutes of 
something orangey-pink and 
bubbly all over him.

‘Don’t like sitting in the mid-
dle of the restaurant.’ Senior 
Three declares, ‘Like being in 
a traffic intersection. Too much 
coming and going this way that 
way.’ 

‘Every time’, his wife, Senior 
Four, sighs. ‘Doesn’t matter, no? 
Let’s just sit.’

But the maitre d’ justifies his 
training by gently guiding his 
brood to a more secluded spot.

‘Great!’ says glass-always-
half-empty Senior Three, ‘In 
this darkness, nobody will see 
us. Be prepared to go home 
hungry, everyone.’

On that cheerful note, the 
group take their seats, with 
at least two of them changing 
places at least thrice. They can 
feel AC blasts on them and 
would rather not catch pneu-
monia before dessert.

Senior Two informs the mai-
tre d’ that she ‘…will not look 
at squiggles and scribbles and 
will only order from a pucca, 
printed menu.’

The maitre d’ makes sooth-
ing noises.

‘No worries, ma’am, we do 
use QR codes, but we also have 
regular menus for our old…’. 
Catching her expression, he 
smoothly segues, ‘…most val-
ued customers.’

With a flourish, he executes 
something akin to a flamenco 
step, and magically an under-
ling appears, and two Seniors 
find themselves holding tomes 
that feel like contenders for a 
Booker Prize.

Senior Five shakes her head.
‘Aiyo! I can’t go through this 

entire thing. And print is too 
small… in this darkness that 
too. You people decide. Any-
thing is fine.’

Senior Two takes charge. 
‘Who is having what to 

drink?’
There’s a pause.
‘So much writing to describe 

one drink?’ Senior One shakes 
his head, flipping pages while 
massaging his toes.

‘Seriously.’ For once Senior 
Two agrees, and reads aloud, 
‘Sarsaparilla forward with a 
hint of lime foam, a whisper of 
cinnamon, teased with cloves’. 
What on earth…?’

‘That’s just mahali kilan-
gu, no?’ ventures Senior Five, 
wrinkling her nose. ‘Never liked 
it even as a pickle.’ She turns 
to Senior Two, ‘You remember 
Saroja Paati always sent bot-
tles and bottles…whole house 
would smell.’

‘Well, I liked it,’ Senior Two 
chooses to walk alone.

Twenty minutes and twen-
ty questions/doubts/demands 
later (‘I’m allergic’; ‘Could you 
use this instead of that…’), all 
aimed at the maitre ‘d as he 
rapidly ages, decisions are made 
and orders placed.

Senior Two, studying the 
pages meanwhile, says: ‘Where’s 
the food?’

The maitre d’, clearly wish-
ing he had taken his weekly off 
today, gently points out that 
they only serve ‘bar bites’ along 
with their signature cocktails 
and mocktails…and that’s pret-
ty much it.

‘No full food? Only starter 
types?’ Senior Six is aghast. 

‘Well, we should have found 
out more details before book-
ing a table, no? This is what 
happens when we go by what 
the kids recommend.’ Senior 
Two points out, unable to resist 
scoring a point, since it wasn’t 
her children who had made this 
particular suggestion.

Senior Four adds her glass-
half-full bit. ‘It’s ok, let’s just eat 
something, no? The drinks will 
be here soon.’

 ‘Okay,’, concedes Senior 
Two, ‘So - these so-called 
‘bites’…there’s mini crispy do-
sai paired with coconut gochu-
jung…’

‘Why?’  wonders Senior 
One, ‘when potato masala has 
worked fine for years?’

‘Yam fritters with curry dip, 
and fried idli covered with ha-
rissa honey glaze.’

‘Oh no, the poor things’, 
Senior One, having downed his 
cilantro and mor milagai marti-
ni with ill-advised haste, is now 
ready to weep into his black and 
silver napkin at these atrocities 
on classics.

ommended, they gave us thayir 
saadam in tiny, shiny glasses 
placed on one branch of little 
wrought-iron trees, while on 
the other branches were little 
cups filled with thundu manga.’ 
His eyes glaze over. 

The maitre d’, unmoved by 
the sheer beauty of that image, 
continues to shake his head. 

‘Do you have plain rice?’ 
Senior Five is being clever.

‘Well, yes…’
‘Do you have yoghurt?’
‘Well, yes…’
‘Voila! Enna problem?’, says 

Senior Six cheerfully, bringing 
in a bit of fusion of his own.

‘Do you think they could 
make some simple crispy po-
tato vathakkal to go with it?’ 
wonders Senior One, intent on 
pushing his luck.

The maître d’ pretends he 
didn’t hear.

The food arrives, tastefully 
arranged on tiny platters – and 
everyone wonders why there 
seems to be such a paucity of 
serving spoons. 

Senior Five whips out her 
cell phone and starts clicking.

‘What are you doing?’ Senior 
Two hisses.

‘Kids do this, no?’ Senior 
Five is all sprightly and girly. ‘I’ll 
put it all on the family group.’

‘Fami l y  g roup ,  vami l y 
group… and then sit and de-
lete-gileet’ grumbles Senior Six.

The group having decided 
to skip the filter-coffee tira-
misu and the payasam parfaits, 
dinner is declared over, and 
they gather each other and 
extricate themselves from their 
low chairs with as much dignity 
possible. 

‘Not bad. Small, small por-
tions, though…and they should 
offer little thayir saadam, you 
know,’ is the general verdict.

‘And better lighting,’ adds 
Senior One, promptly bumping 
into a gleaming metal artefact 
that looks like a splash of sil-
ver-gold champagne frozen in 
time.

He clutches the unstable 
creation; the maitre ‘d clutches 
the artefact – they all dance to-
gether in a slow, stately manner 
for a few seconds before gently 
coming to a halt… and the 
long-suffering maitre ‘d now has 
a nasty bruise on his side thanks 
to the artefact…and Senior 
One’s elbow.

As the group exits, argu-
ing over who should call the 
chauffeur, no one notices their 
particular waiter and the maître 
d’ raising their eyes towards the 
roof, palms pressed together 
in a gesture of gratitude, then 
silently shaking hands in grim 
silence – like all battle-weary 
brothers-in-arms, who have 
managed to somehow survive 
to fight another day.

Order of The Day

cialised in malaria. However, 
Lakshmi described Krishnas-
wami as “not normal as a hus-
band and a father”. This led to 
friction with at least two of his 
sons, who left home as soon as 
they could and were thereafter 
not in regular contact with their 
father. He appears to have been 
somewhat obsessed with hav-
ing a balanced, nutritious diet 
and was considered unusual 
inasmuch as he used to sprout 
lentils and beans at his house 
and make his wife prepare them 
because they were full of vita-
mins. Despite this, he delighted 
in taking his family to the ice 
cream parlour at Spencer & 
Company Ltd., and he often 
distributed chocolates to people 
he met, with the result that 
he was nicknamed ‘Chocolate 
Thatha’ by the younger mem-
bers of the family.

Sushila Sitaraman, daughter 
of his eldest daughter Sita, re-
membered him as an intelligent, 
hard-working and sincere per-
son. He was highly disciplined 
but also very strict, wanting 
perfection in everything. He 
was extremely knowledgeable 
and able to hold a well-in-
formed discussion on almost 

any topic. Every Thursday he 
used to attend lectures at places 
such as the British Council or 
the YMCA. He always carried 
a small pocket watch with a fob 
chain. Except for special meet-
ings, he only ever wore a beige 
coat and a white dhothi. She 
also fondly remembered trips 
with him to the cinema and the 
circus, and said that he used to 
make good tea every evening for 
everyone!

Krishnaswami died in Ma-
dras in 1964 after a long, inter-
esting, and at times extremely 
difficult life. As far as meli-
oidosis is concerned he was un-
doubtedly the right man in the 
right place at the right time. 
His training at MMC clearly 
stood him in good stead for his 
work in Burma, and Madras 
held sufficient attractions for 
him to return there when he 
eventually retired. Whilst he 
has not shared the eponymous 
glory that Whitmore has had in 
having a bacillus and a disease 
nicknamed after him, this enig-
matic and elusive man deserves 
to be celebrated as a worthy son 
of Madras.

 by

Ranjitha Ashok

‘Paniyaram with peanut miso 
sauce…’

‘Vadu manga filling…best.’
‘There’s adai topped with 

spicy avocado paste’, Senior 
Two raises her voice and con-
tinues to read.

‘Powdered jaggery and dol-
lops of white butter…best’. 

‘No thayir saadam?’asks Se-
nior Six. 

The maître d’ mops his fore-
head.

‘Sir,  no, sir,  we do not 
serve…’

‘Real ly?  Not  even the 
dressed-up kind?’ Senior Six 
is shocked. ‘You remember at 
that other place the kids rec-
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The Glossary Named Hobson–Jobson, 1886

as spoken in the native, original 
language. The noun cheroot 
evolved from curuttu (Tam-
il, spelt shuruttu by Yule and 
Burnell 1886), a commercial 
product of dry-tobacco leaf rolls 
ready for smoking, produced 
in the Tamil-speaking Tiruchi-
rapalli and Dindigul, and the 
Telugu-speaking Guntur in the 
18th century. This section of 
the text also mentions cheroot’s 
alternate names, viz., tritchies 
(a corruption of Tiruchirapalli, 
a.k.a. Trichy, the land of cul-
tivation) and lunkas (read as 
lanka-s implying the cheroots 
produced in the Jaffna penin-
sula of then British Ceylon). 
The Hobson–Jobson includes 
pertinent annotations of che-
root from previously published 
documents, shedding greater 
clarity on diverse usages and 
the evolution of meanings. Yule 
and Burnell (1886) cite, for 
example, John Henry Grose’s 
A Voyage to the East Indies: 
containing authentic accounts 
of the Mogul government in 
general, the viceroyalties of the 
Decan and Bengal, with their 
several subordinate dependen-
cies ... with general reflections 
on the trade of India (1772), 
Pierre Sonnerat’s Voyage aux 
Indes orientales et à la Chine, fait 
par ordre du Roi, depuis 1774 
jusqu’en 1781 (1782), and Al-
exander Lindsay’s Lives of the 
Lindsays (1840), exemplifying 
how widely this product was 
known and used in India at that 
point of time. 

A perspective of the in-
cluded details can be obtained 
from the two snapshotted pages 
406–407. It speaks of ‘Madras’, 
presently the metropolis of 
Chennai. Here, readers can 
gain an understanding of the 
nomenclatural evolution of the 
town of Madras, later a city, 
that includes a reference to 
Fryer’s classic map of Madras, 
1670s. Additionally, Yule and 
Burnell explain the Madras 
fabric, widely used to wrap 
the head in Mauritius, South 
Africa, and the islands of the 
Caribbean (French-speaking 
Antilles) in the 18th and 19th 
centuries. The Madras head-
wrap was exported from the 
coastal village Pulicat.

Conclusion

Details of past glossaries of 
English slang and colloquial-
isms (e.g., Passing English of the 
Victorian era by Ware 1909; The 
American slang dictionary by 
Maitland 1891) can be obtained 
from historical sections of pres-
ent-day dictionaries and online 
resources.

Lexical borrowing, the pro-
cess by which a language ac-
cepts words and phrases from 
another language and even-
tually enriches its vocabulary, 
occurs through cultural and 
trade interactions, ultimately 
resulting in either loanwords 
or colloquialisms. The cultural 
and trade interactions are key 
drivers of linguistic change 
and social evolution (Zenner 
et al. 2019). Colloquialisms 
and their subset, slang, are 

informal features of a language 
that are more usually used in 
casual, everyday speech than in 
formal contexts. Nevertheless, 
we presently know that the 
words and expressions consid-
ered colloquial and slang at 
some point in historical time 
eventually lost their edges and 
were accepted in formal con-
versations and written texts. 
Words such as ‘nice’, ‘grit’, 
‘fake’, ‘okay’ considered slang 
in either the 18th century or 
earlier are presently acceptable 
in standard oral and written 
English communication. Col-
loquial and slang words evolve 
via the same mechanisms as 
standard, formal words develop 
in a language, following the 
same mechanisms of metapho-
rization, clipping, and borrow-
ing from other languages that 
facilitate their evolution, driven 
by social influence.

Both colloquialism and slang 
allude to casual use of words and 
idiomatic expressions that are 
usually more figurative, light, 
sometimes indirect, graphic, 
and transient than formal lan-
guage. ‘To catch red-handed’, 
‘green with envy’ are examples 
that illustrate the power of 
such word formations. In the 
18th century English-speaking 
world, colloquial and slang re-
ferred to the language used by 
less-educated people and those 
of less social repute. However, 
by the end of the 19th century, 
colloquialism and slang came to 
refer to words and expressions 
that were not considered digni-
fied speech.

Colloquialisms and slang 
belong to a linguistic phenom-
enon that involves constant 
modification; sometimes rig-
orously influenced by the as-
similation of foreign-language 
words. Colloquialisms and slang 
heighten a social and/or con-
textual meaning, acceptable to 
a group of like-minded people. 
When slang is regional, it be-
comes a colloquialism. In Indi-
an English, some of the English 
words and idioms are unique, 
verging on colloquialism. Some 
examples would be ‘timepass’ 
meaning wasting time, and 
phrases such as ‘kindly revert’ 
meaning please respond, and 
‘revert’ is still tautological.

Ethnicity is an organic con-
struct; it is neither involuntary 
nor automatic. When people 
recognise themselves as of a 
specific ethnicity, they develop 
special linguistic traits and 
practice them. Words and idi-
oms assimilated in a language 
different from the parent source 
most usually show similarities 
at linguistic levels, such as the 
pronunciation, and differences 
at other levels, such as grammar 
and syntax. Colloquialism was 
an ethnic marker among the 
British community of 19th-cen-
tury India, as evidenced by 
words listed in Hobson–Jobson.

Assimilated words into Brit-
ish usage include influences 
from different Indian languages 
that are mostly contact-induced 
borrowing. The partial congru-
ence of the assimilated Indian 
words as British colloquialisms 
with standard British English 
can be perceived as unmis-

(Continued from page 4) takable evidence of linguistic 
novelty. Additionally, the listed 
words in Hobson–Jobson fall 
under a novel, eclectic genre 
(pronounced zhaan-ruh, and 
not jan-er – most commonly 
said in India), since they in-
clude loanwords from spoken 
segments of different Indian 
languages. By adopting a ‘new’ 
form of spoken and written 
language, the British living 
in India (the Anglo-Indians) 
distinguished themselves from 
other speakers of formal En-
glish. This matches well with 
the pattern of evolution of the 
Chicano English, an Amer-
ican-English dialect spoken 
by Mexican Americans in the 
Southwest, characterized by 
Spanish-influenced pronunci-
ation (e.g., sound of ‘th’ said 
as the sound of ‘d’), unique 
vocabulary (e.g., ‘barely’ mean-
ing ‘just now’), and specific 
grammatical patterns, a fully 
formed native-English variety 
reflecting its cultural heritage 
(Penfield 1985).

Overall, the Hobson–Job-
son is a fascinating book that 
lists several assimilated Indian 
words in English, sometimes 
modified slightly for an un-
yielding English tongue, but 
spelt using English letters of the 
alphabet in 19th-century India. 
The Hobson–Jobson not only 
provides a compre-hensive list 
of such assimilated words but 
also speaks elaborately of their 
evolution and change over 
time, drawing evidence from 
various previously published 
documents. Additionally, the 
Hobson–Jobson is a repository 
of Indian history, approached 
and documented uniquely via 
assimilated Indian words.

A comprehensive knowl-
edge of historical lexicons, dic-
tionaries, and glossaries in the 
English language is critical for 
present-day English teachers, 
essentially because such books 
provide scope for a systematic 
understanding of the evolution 
of the English language, mean-
ings, and origins of words that 
will go a long way in improving 
teaching practices, particularly 
in the TESOL context.
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It was not very long ago that 
women in Indian sport could 

not reach the pinnacle while 
competing at international 
level: be it any sport!! In fact, 
female participation in Indian 
sport itself was not much com-
pared to women in the West. 
Reason: conservative parents 
who could not think of their 
daughters losing their youth in 
rough and tough of the highly 
competitive world of sport.

 But two young girls, then, 
from Kerala, PT Usha and 
Shiny Abraham, the latter 
shifting to Chennai after being 
recruited by Southern Railway, 
slowly but surely brought about 
a transformation of this bleak 
scenario: proving that the sport 
of athletics was not for India’s 
men only but women could also 
excel at international level; 
atleast at Asian level as they 
did. Usha was unlucky to have 
missed an Olympic medal in 
hurdles. Shiny, a middle dis-
tance runner made India feel 
proud winning medals at Asian 

level. But more importantly 
this duo triggered interest and 
determination in our women 
to take to sports as a career 
and excel in the international 
arena too.

 Thus, a new era gradually 
unfolded with Chennai girl 
Anju Bobby George excelling 
in long jump bagging a Bronze 
in the prestigious World cham-
pionships at Paris ( France) 
in 2003. The Chennai settled 

on Ju Wenjing later this year 
means, one can surmise that 
Vaishali has been quietly, going 
through a significant journey 
in modern Indian chess much 
like her Chennai compatriots 
D Gukesh had been before 
becoming the second world 
chess champion from this great 
city, after Viswanathan Anand. 
And now what is every chess 
player, not just in Tamil Nadu, 
but all over the country, is 
expecting – even hoping – is 
that Vaishali would be the first 
woman world champion from 
India. The last Indian woman 
to have fought for the world 
crown was Andhra’s Koneru 

Will Chennai girl be world chess champ?

Humpy in 2011. But Humpy 
failed at the last hurdles, as it 
were. 

 Vaishali’s rise has been 
significant: she became a GM 
in 2024. She won the women’s 
Grand Swiss title in 2023 and 
‘25. She reached the Semi 
Finals of FIDE World Cup in 
2023. The Chess Olympiad 
triumph added to her confi-
dence in 2024. But post 2024 
she suffered mental pressure, 
losing her winning ways. Her 
ranking slipped from being in 
top 20 in the world. “I even lost 
interest in playing then,” she 
said at that time. But Vaishali 
did not let things drift away: 

she trained even harder at 
Vishy Anand’s Academy, and 
gathered mental strength and 
steam again. This she proved 
at the Candidates tournament 
at Cyprus trouncing a few big 
players in 2026 April, and 
emerged the challenger to Ju 
Wenjing.

 And significantly, as Vaisha-
li will fight to to wrest the wom-
en’s world crown, her Chennai 
compatriots D Gukesh would 
be fighting to defend the men’s 
world crown which he had won 
two years ago.

 Will it be double glory for 
Chennai – the citadel of chess 
in India?

 by 
V. Venkataramana

talent did even better bagging 
Gold medal at World Athletics 
final at Monte Carlo in 2005.

 It is common knowledge 
that from then on Indian 
sport saw more women talents 
emerging world champions in 
different sporting disciplines.

 And presently another 
Chennai girl is at the threshold 
of becoming world champion 
in chess: Vaishali Rameshbabu 
reached great heights even as 
she came from a humble back-
ground in Chennai. Discipline, 
focus and consistent effort 
were the foundations of her 
climb to the top in the world of 
her chosen sport. She achieved 
the glory quietly through ded-
ication.

 If one wonders what does 
this phenomenal achievement 
of emerging the challenger to 
the reigning world champi-


