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Shabby
workmanship
despoils
City’s pride
L

et us make it quite clear at the outset – we are delighted that
the city has a metro rail service in operation, albeit a mere
fraction of what ought to have been running by now. Those who
use the facility profess to be quite happy with it – it saves time, the
stations are clean and Chennai Metro Rail Limited has also
organised some kind of last-mile connectivity by pressing into service local auto-rickshaws and taxicabs. But what is of worry, apart
from the high fares, is the shoddy workmanship of the stations and
the numerous technical glitches that the actual operation itself
suffers from. True, the latter can be teething troubles, but not the
former. There is really no excuse for poor quality construction.
A correspondent who specialises in civil projects has actually
taken the pains to go around the stations and photographically
document some of what has gone wrong. These range from major
to minor lapses. Among the former you would include unfinished
concrete cladding, thereby exposing the mild-steel handrails. Also
in this category would be water-logging due to improper finishing
of the surfaces of the stations. The ceilings are already disfigured
even though the monsoon has not arrived. Exposed metal bars that
form the actual skeleton of the station structures pose a bigger
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by The Editor

threat in the long term – these can corrode, thereby weakening the
buildings themselves. Of more immediate concern are the falling
roof tiles and cracking window panes, both of which have become
routine occurrences. These have injured a few commuters as well.
No less an authority than IIT Madras has been moved to comment
that all of these are indications of poor workmanship. CMRL responded with patchwork – removing fifty tiles that were identified
as likely to fall and covering all the exposed spaces with cement
and paint. The idea of replacing with new tiles was given up. If that
be the case, why was tiling done in the first place at an added
expense? There are several minor issues as well – improperly
finished junction boxes and switches, crooked signboards and
gaping holes in station display panels. Not many are likely to notice these, but those who do are left unimpressed.
There have been operation glitches as well. The signalling systems failed three days running in one week of October, resulting in
trains being delayed. Irate commuters had no choice but to take to
bus transport, thereby negating the very purpose of the Metro. The
level of air-conditioning has also come in for complaint. The stations are invariably hot, leaving commuters enervated. As for the
staff, who have to spend the whole day underground, their plight
can only be imagined. CMRL has responded to this complaint by
stating that the air-conditioning system is only partially
(Continued on page 6)
CMYK

Chennai Meto Rail, the City’s pride, has railway stations far from perfect. (See pages 4-5.)

The malligai poo is less
than sweet-smelling
T

ake the case of Malligai
Poo Nagar on the banks of
the Adyar River near
Meenambakkam. Residents
have been complaining about
dumping of garbage along the
bank. The settlement does not
have the luxury of municipal
garbage collection service. The
spot has become a dump yard
and breeding ground for
diseases. Their community toilet was “razed by the civic body
three years ago” and a new one
is yet to come up. They have no
toilets and are forced into open
defecation.
As part of the integrated
Eco-Restoration Project, the
river had to be fenced to prevent encroachment on its
banks, to keep them clear for
periodical dredging and to control flooding in times of heavy
rain. As there is encroachment,
eviction is necessary, say officials. Although this Project was
announced 15 months ago,
there is no resettlement plan
nor are Malligai Poo Nagar residents seeing any sign of getting
the elementary necessities to
live life with dignity.
Closer analysis of this case,
which is probably one of many

hundreds in the City, shows
signs of the lackadaisical approach to governance. When
the whole country is talking
about swachhta and funds are
released to build crores of toilets in the country why is an
existing community toilet razed
before providing a new one?

G by A Special
Correspondent

The residents of this place need
a resettlement plan that does
not deny them their employment and social moorings. You
would expect the local Councillor to have noticed the travails
of these poor people and taken
up their cause with the civic
body officials. In the event, he
has done it, the residents have
no easy way of knowing the
status of the restoration
programme in specific terms.
Announcements of projects
are made periodically as part of
the annual Budget speech. Also
outside of it on political and
other platforms. Broad indications of project costs and likely

completion dates are at times
given. Making a list of such
projects and trying to get the
latest information on progress
of each from government websites and related sources is a
futile exercise. Citizens have no
way of knowing how or whether
promises and plans are being or
have been executed.
There are many ‘Malligai
Poos’. Velachery Lake is an ecological tragedy. This lake which
covered 256 acres at one time,
has now shrunk to 50 acres. A
cosmetic attempt was made in
2010 when the then Mayor said
that at a cost of Rs. 7 crore the
lake would have boating facilities and attractive walkways. In
2017, a more ambitious scheme
costing Rs. 25 crore was
announced to restore the lake
by clearing the overgrown
hyacinth and the huge garbage
dumps. Apart from a poorly
kept walkway nothing substantial has taken place so far.
Estimates are under active consideration, as the saying goes.
Most projects confront the
same set of hurdles – multi-departmental involvement, land
(Continued on page 2)
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Less than
sweet-smelling

Bring on the plastic pots

(Continued from page 1)
acquisition and related litigation delays, and sister departments/organisations not easily
parting with bits of land/structures that unavoidably fall
within the project area. History
keeps repeating itself and we
keep re-living the same old
problems and frustrations. No
legislative and organisational
solutions are found for these
impediments.
A project for Rs. 1,442 crore
was announced 15 months ago
to shut down the dump yards in
Kodungaiyur and Perungudi.
Remediation of the existing
dumps, revamping the conservancy process, and setting up
two plants to convert waste into
energy were part of the project.
Overall, it is an excellent
project awaiting implementation. The second project was to
commission a study to formulate a plan for solid waste
management in the city on a
public-private partnership
basis. The third was, of course,
the Cooum restoration of the
last 32 km of the 72 km. The
scheme visualised de-silting,
marking and defending boundaries, resettlement of 55 slums
along the river bed, solid waste
removal, laying interceptors, installation of sewage treatment
plants, expanding underground
sewage system and providing
cycle tracks and walkways.
These projects would benefit
the City substantially. After 15
months we are not expecting
completion but, at the least,
enough signs that they are not
forgotten. Where do we look for
these signs? For example, we
want to know if money has been
sanctioned, which is a sign of
seriousness and a reassurance to
anxious citizens. There is no
way for citizens to know if the
Government or the civic body
is making real or hollow promises.
When we are kept happy
with announcements and no
further information on progress,
governance becomes a myth.
Citizen watchdog organisations
are a way of keeping the Government and civic bodies on
their toes. For such organisations to be effective, an
official communication line
must be established. How we
wish we had a State Promises
Monitoring Commission with
statutory powers to call upon
any public agency in charge of
projects to record periodic
progress in an easily accessible
public domain. Routine upkeep
and service deliveries need not
be covered by this system. A
recent study elsewhere in the
world found that many government websites tend to be text

heavy and off-putting to the
user and, some government
websites are complex to
understand and navigate and
information is often hard to find
amongst large amounts of policy
material that are irrelevant.
This responsibility to report
progress must go down to
district and civic body levels in
respect of projects under their
jurisdiction. MLAs/Councillors
of the Project location must be
made responsible for chasing
implementation and acting as a
link between citizen’s bodies
and public authorities.
Any announcement of a new
project must be accompanied
by objective, main features,
cost, duration for completion,
expected date/s of sanctions of
money for different phases in
the case of larger projects, and
the officer of department or
agency responsible for posting
the progress at a minimum
frequency of, say, once a month
– and the name and contact
particulars of the people’s representative of that area. An
identification number for each
project is necessary for quick
access. The Promises Website
should be maintained and
monitored by the Commission.
The Commissioner must have
powers to demand these details
whenever a project is
announced. The Auditor
General and the Comptroller
General focus on evaluating
past actions. Citizens need
information on implementation
of on-going projects.
A reporting mechanism is an
aspect of participative democracy and has benefits for politicians, public servants and civil
society. Councillors and MLAs
are the representatives of specific geographic areas and are
ideally placed to be the link
between the people and the
public agencies of government.
Sadly, they are not performing
this function. Providing access
to information on progress of
public facilities is the operational aspect of the Citizen’s
Charter. The latter is a mission
statement and the former is
commitment to performance
effectiveness and is a Performance Charter. We quote Rick
Stapenhurst and Mitchell
O’Brien, World Bank Institute:
“Social accountability relies on
civic engagement, whereby ordinary citizens and/or civil society organisations participate in
exacting
accountability.
Mechanisms of social accountability are very often demanddriven and operate from the
bottom-up.” It is time we, as
citizens, demanded social
accountability.

T

he Man from Madras
Musings is perpetually
looking up at the sky, rather
like one of those cultivators in
famine films that the 1950s so
specialised in. And not a cloud
can he see. The weather
department, whose words nobody can trust, had promised
monsoons as early as October
10th and then retracted that
statement. It had then gone on
to predict downpours from
October 20th and when that
failed they said the clouds
would be here by November
1st. That date too came and
went and now it appears that
MMM’s weather prediction
system is as good as the meteorological department’s. And so
he confidently states that by
November 20th we will be
subject to heavy rains.
How is MMM so sure you
may well ask. Actually he is
not sure at all. He is just speculating and if he does turn out
to be correct, he may have a
living, as a rain diviner. The
Red Indians, if you recollect,
held such men in high regard.
What if it does not rain, you
may wonder. MMM has an
answer to that too – his fate
cannot be worse than that of
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Century and over the piping of
which we dithered for almost a
century. And then we have
water tankers that drive
through the city at breakneck
speeds demanding exorbitant
rates for supply of water of
doubtful quantity and quality.
And finally we also have our
collection of plastic pots that
photographers never appear to
tire of. At least one five-star
hotel in the city has made a display out of them. Who said we
have run out of alternatives?
But be of good cheer. MMM
predicts rain by the 20th and as
for the Met Department, they
have said a cyclone will blow us
cross-eyed by November 14th.
And may the best man win.

Tragedy that’s
Tranquebar

T

he Man from Madras
Musings was in Tranquebar last week. And he felt exactly like the unnamed central
character in Daphne du
Maurier’s novel Rebecca, when
she dreams of having gone back
to the family home only to find
it a mouldering ruin.

second shrine as it were, to
which the deities have been
shifted and where a priest intones hymns in the most atrocious Sanskrit. If at all any of
the edifices are doing well, it is
the two churches and there
too, it appears that the congregation is small.
Now what took MMM
there you may ask. Well, he
had sung the glories of
Tranquebar to a couple of his
friends from up north and they
had seen pictures of it as well.
They decided that it was a
place they had to visit. A week
before they arrived, MMM was
warned by other friends that
the hotel in Tranquebar was
not really an option to stay.
And so MMM booked himself
and friends into a resort from
where Tranquebar was a backbreaking two hours journey by
car.
Arriving at the place rather
expectantly, MMM found his
heart sinking into his boots.
But he made a brave show of
it. He shepherded his friends
into the fort museum only to
have the man at the ticket
counter asking MMM if he
and his friends really wanted
to go in. There was nothing

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY
the officials of the Met Department or the average astrologer. But what is going to happen if the rains fail is yet
another matter altogether.
The newspapers are full of
reassurances. The city gets
around 140cm of rain in a year
they say and we apparently
have already got around 60 per
cent of it. Did you notice that
rain? No? MMM too did not.
And yet it appears that we did
have that rain. Now all we
need is the balance 40 per
cent. Let us hope that
happens.
Our State Government has
not gotten around to being
aware of this looming crisis as
yet. It is currently more interested in taking umbrage over
certain sections that it deems
objectionable in certain films
and demanding cuts. And
when that crisis is over, it will
get back to praying to Mother
Goddess and erecting arches
to commemorate various
centenaries and other such
happenings. It also appears to
be unaware that water from
the Krishna River, which was
made available several decades
ago by the very leader whose
centenary is being observed,
has been turned off at the
main as the State of Andhra
has declared that it needs the
precious fluid and has none to
spare.
And so where does it leave
us all? Well, we do have water
in long-abandoned quarries
and that should see us through
for some time. And then we
have the lake that a famed
prince dug for us in the 9th

Time was when Tranquebar
meant hope for the heritage
activists of our State. There
was a smart hotel, run by a
chain that specialised in transforming old edifices into
hostelries. A foundation from
Denmark was spending money
on restoring some of the old
houses and had made a showpiece out of at least one street
where it hoped it could entice
tourists and scholars from its
home country. The Danish fort
had been given a makeover and
had a museum of sorts, which
was better than nothing. The
two churches were gleaming.
The sea lapped the coast. A
pleasanter spot you could
never espy.
But all that is a fading
memory now. The State Government, after a high profile
launch of Tranquebar as a
tourist destination a decade or
so ago, has done nothing to
promote the place. The number of visitors has dwindled.
The smart heritage hotel is run
down now and, having given up
the lease on one of its two properties, operates with only half
the original number of rooms it
had. The Governor’s Bungalow, which was to function as
an immersion centre is perpetually locked. The old Shiva
temple, which was
perennially threatened with erosion
by the sea, was
given a most unscientific restoration
and has lost its heritage feel. What is
worse, it has now
sprung a twin, a

worthwhile in the museum he
assured us. From the there on,
the rest of the visit went
steadily downhill. The showcase street of restored houses
was the biggest shocker of
them all. It appeared that the
place, devoid of usage, had
rapidly disintegrated. True,
the houses still stood. But that
was the most you could say in
their favour.
If at all there was a saving
grace, it was the sea. As MMM
gazed at it, he realised that it
had seen several phases in
Tranquebar’s history. Perhaps
better times will return. But
with our State Tourism
Department being in charge,
all that appeared a distant
possibility.

Tailpiece

I

t has been a fortnight of disappointments for The Man
from Madras Musings, at least
as far as heritage locations are
concerned. Driving up to
Alamparai, he was turned
away by the police who said
that the place was out of
bounds owing to murders having taken place among the
fishermen there. It was then
that MMM saw this signboard.
–MMM
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opposed the very idea because as a doctor he
would have to touch dead bodies for post
mortems. How dearly it would have cost the
medical world, had he succumbed to their “pressure”. He remained steadfast in his decision for
the following reasons: First, he had been an eye
witness to the suffering experienced by his grandfather for want of proper medical care, secondly,
he was shaken by a heart-rending scene in the
government hospital of a mother who had lost
her child crying out her soul, thirdly, his classmate and namesake opted for the course.
After passing out from the medical college,
Rangachari joined government service. Very
soon, he became extremely popular on account
of his exceptional acumen to diagnose malady
and heal patients in incredible fashion. Thousands of doctors have passed out of M.M.C. but
none possessed what Rangachari had – the healing touch; patients believed that once he touched
them they were sure to be cured. The meteoric
rise of Rangachari in public opinion earned him
the wrath of the British hierarchy. Instead of
creating more opportunities for him to blossom
and expand his activities, they tried their best to
contain him. They manoeuvered to get him
transferred to various smaller stations in the
Madras Presidency.
A curious incident occurred when Rangachari
was Assistant Surgeon in G.H. A British woman
was admitted with labour pains. Her ego would
not allow an Indian to touch her. The surgeon, a
British national, was well aware of his limitations
and Rangachari’s efficiency. Deciding not to take
a risk, he played a trick; he asked Rangachari to
enter the labour ward as anaesthesist and once
the woman became unconscious, he allowed him
to take full charge of the delivery also. He sprayed
drops of blood on his apron and barged out of the
ward as though he had attended the case.

3

Pillboxes and litter

A

propos pillboxes/bunkers,
(MM, November 1st)
although I am not an Army
man, I agree with the Editor
that these are mainly for coastal
defence. I had seen some of
them on the Belgian coast in
Europe. We see them also in
WWII films like The Longest
Day.
I had seen the ARP (Air
Raid Precautions) shelters and
the wardens in Madras during
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WWII. You were expected to
go in with them when the siren
was sounded and remain there
till the ‘all-clear’ was given.
Regarding the litter around
the restored pillbox, forget
about Singapore or Switzerland,
Colombo, which is comparable
to Chennai, including places
like Chindatripet, is remarkably
clean. I believe that they have
achieved this by fines, education and contract cleaning. I
think it is also a state of mind of
the citizens.
Dr. G. Sundaram, IAS(R)
A-601, “DUGAR Apartments”
Kesava Perumal Puram
Greenways Road
Chennai 600 028

Pavithra’s Perspective

A doctor to remember
I

f you happen to pass by the General Hospital in
Park Town, you cannot resist the temptation
to halt for a while to study an imposing statue
near the main entrance. The engraved marble
below reads:
Dr. S. RANGACHARI M.B. & C.S.
Surgeon and Physician
In memory of his
rare medical skill
and boundless humanity
erected by a grateful public.

The statue of Dr. Rangachari is a fitting tribute to his invaluable contribution to the medical
profession and was the first in the city to be installed for this reason with funding by a grateful
public. In a short span of time he rose to dizzy
heights and came to be recognised as one of the
greatest doctors in India.
Rangachari was compared with Gautama
Buddha for his unlimited compassion. For him a
patient needed solace and healing, no matter
whether he was rich or poor. He did not care for
money, but it came pouring in. Rangachari’s
success was phenomenal because he surpassed in
all the three branches his contemporaries who
were undisputed leaders: Dr. A. Lakshmanaswamy Mudaliar in Gynaecology, Col. (Dr.)
Pandalai in Surgery and Dr. Guruswamy Mudaliar
in General Medicine. This fact can never be
overlooked and this makes him an all-time great.
Rangachari was born in Sarukkai village in
April 1882. His father, Krishnamachari, who was
in government service named his son Raja
Srinivasa Iyengar, after his grandfather, but he
preferred to call himself Sarukkai Rangachari, a
name destined to become legendary.
After graduation from Madras Christian
College in science, Rangachari decided to join
medical college. His parents were from an orthodox vaishnavite family deeply rooted in traditions

Disillusioned by the persistent harassment,
Rangachari put in his papers as Professor of
Surgery and Medicine in M.M.C. and started
private practice, scaling heights unknown before. He set up his own clinic on Poonamallee
High road and christened it “Kingston”. He
would begin his work at 4 a.m. When he was
in one O.T., the next patient would get ready
in the other. He would do as many operations
as possible from 5 a.m. to 11 a.m. and then go
round the wards.
After 1 p.m., he would visit houses to treat
patients who had requested him. He would have
his lunch in his car itself. Apart from him, only
one other person possessed a Rolls Royce in the
city. He silenced critics saying that as he spent
the most part of his day in the car, it served as his
home.To treat patients in other cities, he had an
aircraft of his own. Though he had a pilot’s
licence, the government insisted he engaged a
pilot.
The glorious saga of this great doctor came to
a tragic end. Like so many incidents in his life,
his death was incredible and sensational. At a
comparatively young age of 52, he had an attack
of typhoid. Due to excessive loss of blood, he
succumbed to the disease, from which he had
saved hundreds of patients. You are tempted to
wonder what he would have done had fate spared
for a few more years.
Take another look at the statue. A sculptor’s
delight, the towering personality stands with his
hands locked behind holding a steth and his head
bowed down as though he were looking at a patient with profound compassion. The statue
epitomises the sterling qualities of a rare human.

– S. Lakshminarayan
30, Second Street, Parathasarathy Nagar
Adambakkam
Chennai 600 088

Painting Walls
My first ever introduction to the famed Stella Maris College was
sometime during my childhood – mostly as a result of my mother being a
former student. My fascination for this college, established on 15 August
1947 and managed by the Society of the Franciscan missionaries of
Mary, remained with me all through my adolescence. The college’s
origins were in San Thomé, and they moved to their current location on
Cathedral Road in 1960 – and although I lived so far away so as to be
almost in a different town, I took every chance to travel along the road,
first to gaze at the buildings but later, for another reason altogether –
their art.
In recent years, their compound wall has undergone several
transformations, all of them colourful and message-oriented, a fitting
window to their own vision, I think. It made, and still makes for a breath
of fresh air, a sight for sore eyes in the concrete jungle – this splash of
colour amidst shades of grey, white and black. So here’s one particular
work of theirs (sadly, now gone), that has found way into my miniature
collection.
Details about the miniature: Black/White and Colour; Pen and
Ink.
Dimensions: Approximately: 3.5” X 5”.
Pavithra Srinivasan is a writer, journalist, artist, translator,
columnist and an editor and is fascinated with History.
G
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Why is India SO
hot and SO dirty?
T

Komaleeswaranpet Temple.

C

PM Stre t is one of the
niam serafhguo t tah hcnarb f o
Ha r i s R o a d / Ad i t h a n a r S a l a i a t
Komale s ranpet. Contra y to what it
,sme eht eman seod ton etaromc
a p o l i t i c a l p a r t y b u t Co n j e v a r a m
apyihcP railduM (1754-1794), eht
-lew nwok
dubash who is today remembered for his philanthropy. The street was
so named because it ran close to where
he built his house.
In Pachaiyappa’s time, Harris Road
did not exist. A thoroughfare ran parallel
to the Cooum and this was known as Pagoda Street, for its southern end was at
the temple of Komaleeswara, which even
now stands at the same place, on the
bank of the river. The northern end of
Pagoda Street was the aristocratic quarter of Komaleeswaranpet. The Cooum,

Pachaiyappa’s statue in Pachaiyappa College.

known then as Vrddha Kshira Nadi (Old
Palar or the Old River of Milk), suddenly
takes a northward turn here, a geographic
phenomenon that is considered auspicious in any river. In the bend formed by
this turn lies the locality of Chintadripet
and in it lived Kuzhandai Perumal Pillai,
a wealthy personage who was a close
friend of Pachaiyappa’s. The latter, wishing to reside near him, chose the opposite
bank of the river and built his house at
Komaleeswaranpet. The property was
numbered 26, Pagoda Street. A
neighbour, at 25, was Swami Naick,
Chief Dresser of the East India Company
and who has an obelisk commemorating
him just outside his property.
As is evident, Pachaiyappa had become a successful dubash by the time he
built his house. He is said to have spent a
fortune on the construction and the edifice, when built, resembled a temple. It
extended all the way from Pagoda Street
to Chandrabhanu Street and made up in
depth what it perhaps lacked in width. It
was here that Pachaiyappa indulged in
his favourite pastimes – enjoying the
verses Thevaram, Thiruvachakam and
other Saivite works, sung and performed
on the veena by artistes even as he conducted his poojas, listening at night to the
tales of Siva and His devotees, celebrating the birth asterisms of the 63
Nayanmars, feeding many monks who
came to call on him from Saivite mutts,
planning his numerous acts of charity and
feeding people on a lavish scale. The food
served, incidentally, was never different
from what he ate. The place naturally became one of the landmarks of the city, to
which every needy person beat a path.
Keeping the dubash company here were
three formidable women – his sister and
mother-in-law, Subbammal, his niece and

first wife Ayyalammal, and his second wife
Palaniayi. The first two, being mother and
daughter naturally ganged up against the
last named who incidentally had the upper hand because she had borne
Pachaiyappa a child, a daughter. Together the three made life hell for
Pachaiyappa. He appears to have preferred
his first wife over his second.
It would appear that Pachaiyappa did
not reside for long in this house. Within a
couple of years of its construction he shifted
more or less permanently to the Thanjavur
area at the behest of the East India Company. This was in 1792 or thereabouts, when
he had to oversee British interests there. He
was also loaning money at a personal level to
the regent Maharajah of Thanjavur,
Amarsimha. Keeping an eye over the now
empty house on Pagoda Street and ensuring that charities there went on undisturbed
was Pachaiyappa’s mentor and guide,
‘Powney’ Narayana Pillai.
Pachaiyappa fell ill in 1794 and died in
Thiruvaiyyaru. His mother-in-law and first
wife came back to Pagoda Street to conduct the obsequies, all of which were performed under Narayana Pillai’s management. Subbammal and Ayyalammal did
not remain in Madras for long, preferring
temple towns down South. Pachaiyappa
had left the administration of his vast estate to Narayana Pillai who was to act in
consultation with the duumvirate of
Subbammal and Ayyalammal. This was
naturally not to the liking of Palaniyayi
and also a nephew of Pachaiyappa,
Muthiah Mudali by name, whom the
dubash had described as an idiot. These
two disgruntled elements challenged the
will of Pachaiyappa and it was to remain
the subject of litigation for almost 50 years,
during which time, almost all the principal
protagonists passed away.

The house on Pagoda Street came to
be occupied by some of the second generation of litigants – Muthiah Mudali’s
daughter Kamu, Ayyalammal’s avaricious agent Panchanada Aiyah, and her
adopted son Sivachidambaram and his
wife. Among these it was Kamu who
managed to stay on here, long after the
others left. It was rumoured that she managed to break open the rooms sealed by
the Courts during the process of the litigation and laid her hands on considerable jewellery that was heaped in them.
Forgotten in all this was the desire of
Pachaiyappa that the house be converted
into a public choultry where the poor
could be fed in perpetuity.
Eventually,
the
matter
of
Pachaiyappa’s will came to the attention
of successive Advocates General Sir
Herbert Compton and George Bruce
Norton and the famed Pachaiyappa’s
Trust was set up with the Pachaiyappa
Central Institution being formed in 1842.
The subsequent history of the Trust and
the educational institutions that it
spawned is well known.
What remains a mystery is the fate of
Pachaiyappa’s erstwhile residence. Was
it sold by the Trust to fund other charities? Or did it remain with the family of
Narayana Pillai whose descendants kept
a tight hold on Pachaiyappa’s wealth during the years of litigation and ensured that
it was not frittered away? There are no
answers. It is stated by descendants of
Swami Naick’s family, who still own the
neighbouring property, that the house
was sold and altered beyond recognition
by later buyers. There is no trace of it now.
This is a real pity for a man like
Pachaiyappa, given the amount of social
good that his wealth has brought about,
deserves at least a marker.

eh tsom gnil rht trap fo na
IRN evitalr gnirute emoh
era eht nerohp stfig suJ Heta n
Eat kalP renaP morf eht yesrJ
In d i a n s t o r e a n d t h e t h r e etunim ysion toreb -dloc serp
reciuj tah sekat tuoba 30 -nim
setu ot .naelc
The an u l invasion of my
sevitalr morf eht SU sah .nugeb
They ar ive alw ys around 3
.a .m ni rebmtpS ni ym ,ytic
Chen ai. Either becaus ther
era ruof sgnid ew dna a larenuf
ot ,dneta ro esl sti emit rof -na
rehto tor .lanc oS ew tes ruo
mral rof 2 .a .m , dna fo ew og
excit dly to welcom our NRI
sniuoc .emoh
eW elims dna evaw morf eht
ar ival lounge much like the
pengui s from Mad g scar, as
ew tops mariS Anan dna alikoK
Akak gnilehw ni thgie seactiu
four of whic have about a
dnasuoht srepmaP rof rieht Bayb
.inyahtK (Of ,esruoc woh nac
yeht tsur eht ised srepmaP dlos
at our loca shop?) Anna and
Ak k a
are
flanked
by
Kathy in s scowling brothe s,
Agasty and Vishwamtr, and
nev morf a ecnatsid ew nac -pil
daer tahw eryht :gniyas yhW
si Chiane OS ,toh ?moM
yehT retn ruo esuoh retfa a
laiceps
aarti at the doorstep, for
which even the maid miraculously turns up at 5 a.m. to make
coloured rangolis. Unfortunately, it doesn’t take the gangly
boys more than a minute to mess
it up with their crocs. The same
maid grumpily cleans up the
mess, and we rush in to make idlisambar and filter coffee to complete the grand Indian welcome
home.
Now comes the thrilling part
of an NRI returning home:
phoren gifts. Cousin Kokila
proudly demonstrates the noisy
beetroot cold-press juicer. “It
takes only three minutes to
juice,” she excitedly tells us,

even though it takes about 30
minutes to clean up later. Unfortunately even the noise of the
juicer fails to drown out nephew
Agastya yelling from the bedroom, “Why are the bathrooms
in India SO wet, Mom?”
Now here come some really
thoughtful “superfoods” they’ve
bought us. Uh oh… someone run
to the fridge and hide that unopened Trader Joe’s Thousand
Island Dressing, because she’s
bought yet another gigantic
bottle of the same thing. And look,
there’s also Jus’ Heat n Eat Palak
Paneer all the way from the New
Jersey Indian store. (Of course,
how’d we Southies ever get the
authentic North Indian taste?). I
just accept the gifts and thank
Akka for being so thoughtful.
And that’s just when our kids end

Meanwhile Baby Kathyayini,
or Katy back home, is happily
gulping down handfuls of
mashed dal-ghee-rice that the
maid feeds her, singing Tamil
rhymes. Her stock of 200 tiny
bottles of Gerber’s stew lie unattended.
Fed up with their unpronounceable, unspellable Indian
names, we hear the boys have
officially changed their names to
Aggy and Vishy from Agastya
and Vishwamitra – the great
saints they were named after.
How do they so easily spell
“koinonia” and “stichomythia”
which helped them reach the finals of the Spelling Bee Contest
last year, we wonder.
And then arrives the big occasion – the reason this trip has
been planned – the root-canal
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up exclaiming, “But we get all
these at Mummy-Daddy Store
down our road,” leading to a bit of
tension in the air.
But we know exactly how to
defuse that, don’t we? Nothing
like a traditional Tamilian
breakfast. We change the conversation by asking the boys if
they’d like some idlis and chutney. They stare at us as if we’ve
spoken in Punjabi, but it’s
enough to make us realise that
we need to talk to them in their
language. So now we go, “Sorry,
I meant rice cakes with coconut
sauce. Or some savoury, crispy
crepes?” Their eyes light up and
they nod their heads. We put on
a smile and tell the maid to make
hot dosas instead. She’s still a
little miffed about the rangoli
and that Akka has not got her
anything from Amreeka even
this year.

appointment. (“So awesome and
cheap in India!”) There’s some
time before the appointment.
What a fine idea to pay a visit to
some relatives. We can guess exactly what the boys are going to
chant the moment we’re on
Mount Road: “Why is there SO
much traffic on Indian roads,
mom?” We arrive, and the boys
fall headlong at the feet of
Venkatesh Periappa and
Ambujam Periamma, after their
mother hisses “Do namaskarams!” The grumpy boys know
the 100-rupee note they receive
as blessings is barely about a
dollar and 30 cents.
Dentist appointment, check.
Family visits, check. Now comes
the series of weddings for our US
guests to dress up for in Nalli silks.
Anna and Akka wear all the
jewellery they’ve safely kept in
the State Bank locker for 20
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years, but the stubborn boys
refuse to wear the red kurtas and
golden dupattas just for the occasion. “Why did you get us
GIRLS’ clothes, Mom,” they
whine and instead put on their
oversized Avengers tees, sneakers, and a cap worn backward.
In no time the holiday is over
and now it’s time for us to give
our carefully chosen gifts from
our own culture as they leave.
We eagerly hand over Aggy and
Vishy
The
Children’s
Mahabharata and My Little
Autorickshaw, only to hear the
boys complain once again, “But
this is exactly what they gave us
last year, Mom!” And back they
go to playing ‘Skull Smasher Returns’ on their iPhones, all the
way to the airport.
Our cousins are so happy they
got to meet about 900 immediate relatives and friends, and we
are so happy that the baby has
learnt her first words in Tamil –

ta ta bye bye po-lama, but the happiest of all are the boys as they’ve
spotted a juicy burger in the
McDonald’s at the lounge.
Then we shout our goodbyes
at the crowded airport in relief –
and also remind them to come
back for the boys’ thread ceremony here in Chennai. How
cute they will look dressed in traditional veshtis and angavasthrams, no? Until next year, then.
We’ll remember to hide the two
bottles of Traders Joe Thousand
Island dressing by then.
Indu Balachandran turned to
a career in advertising when it
became clear that world markets
would collapse if she ever became an economist. She now
travels and writes for a living and
during flight delays, dreams of
doing stand-up comedy some
day, at staid Tam Brahm weddings.

Thank you, Donors
We today, publish donations received with thanks for
the period upto June 1st.
– The Editor

Rs. 50: N. Venkataraman
Rs. 100: K.A. Narayanan
Rs. 200: Deenadayalan
Rs. 300: K. Umamahesh
Rs. 400: M.CT.Pethachi, S. Rangarajan, N. Jatesan
Rs. 500: Sanjay Chandrasekar
Rs. 900: Valli Alagappan, G.V.Raman, R. Ramachandran
Rs. 1000: Dr. Prem C. John
Rs. 1950: N.S. Parthasarathy
Rs. 2000: S.S. Rajagopalan
Rs. 3000: A.R. Dharma Raja
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