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Short ‘N’ Snappy Three generation of
herbal medicine

� �Store that brought music
into homes

� Progress in
restoring heritage

� Hungry husbands and
cookbooks

�

� by The Associate Editor

The M.S. Subbulakshmi Auditorium, Taramani.

While photographer VIJAY SRIRAM waited patiently on the Marina for Gaja to arrive. (Also see page 2.)

‘mic’less
auditorium?

October 20th saw the Asian College of Journalism inaugurate
its state-of-the-art auditorium. Named after arguably the

best-known name in Indian music – M.S. Subbulakshmi, it can
seat 342 people. Located in the sylvan recesses of Taramani, the
auditorium is also blessed with ample space for parking cars. But its
most defining feature is that it
is entirely without micro-
phones. The question is, are our
artistes and audiences capable
of rising to such an environ-
ment?

There was a time when
Madras audiences listened to
music and theatrical perfor-
mances in environments that
depended entirely on natural
amplification. That did place
challenges on artistes, especially
the men, who sang and spoke at
artificially high pitches and in
loud volume, often at enormous
cost to health. The ambient
noise levels were low and that
helped. Such locales demanded
audience discipline too – com-
plete silence, if dialogues and
music had to be heard.

All that changed in the
1930s. Artificial amplification

came about and microphones
were seen for the first time in
the public space in 1932, when
they were used at entertain-
ment programmes during the
Mahamakam festival at
Kumbhakonam. Since then, the
‘mic’ has come to stay. It
resulted in an instantaneous
reduction in the pitches of male
voices in particular. An added
benefit was that even those
with weak voices could make it
big. What started off as a single
mic before the main artiste soon
proliferated into separate mics
for each performer on stage,
resulting in considerable distor-
tion. A bigger issue ever since
has been the demand for higher
and higher volumes, both from
artistes and audiences.

Go to the average Carnatic
music performance today and

the first thing that will strike
you on curtains going up is each
artiste on stage gesticulating to
the person at the controls to
raise the volume of the mic that
is closest to him/her. What is
not said is that this can be at the
cost of the volumes of the mics
of the co-artistes. Much of the
nuances in classical music is
consequently lost. As for non-
classical performances and
plays, the standard setting is to
keep the volume at the maxi-
mum. All of this has also re-
sulted in audiences becoming
indisciplined. Safe in the
knowledge that the volume of
the performance will drown out
everything else, they choose to
indulge in loud conversations
with neighbours, answer phone

(Continued on page 6)
Entrance to the auditorium with Asian College of Journalism at the rear.

(Photo: R. Raja Pandiyan.)

Can Carnatic music cope with
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They came, they saw, and
they left. The Man from

Madras Musings alludes to the
clouds that descended rapidly
on Chennai and then left as
soon they arrived, leaving not
a wrack behind (see page 1).
They poured their plenty on to
the sea, they rained just out-
side city limits, and they
wreaked havoc on areas fur-
ther south. They gave our be-
loved metropolis a wide berth.

The Met Office is puzzled
over this. They have chosen to
explain this dislike for
Chennai as an anti-cyclone
system. MMM, on the other
hand, is quite clear – ever since
December 2015 when we
found ourselves blessed with
more rain than we could
handle, and, what with some-
one not waking up in time to
order the opening of sluice
gates via video-conferencing,
being flooded up to our eye-
balls – we have become a city
that is terrified of the merest
drizzle. The appearance of a
cloud or two in the sky is
enough to send the populace
into a total state of panic.

than see one more of those
floods. As for the poor, MMM
guesses they don’t have a
choice, flood, rain, hail or
drought, and so they don’t mat-
ter. It is perhaps only the chil-
dren who pray for rain and con-
sequent closure of schools.
Clearly they don’t pray hard
enough.

You get the picture. With
such active dislike for rain,
which self-respecting cloud
(MMM is told that the techni-
cal term these days is rain
band) would like to give of its
plenty to our city? Which is
why the rains have chosen to
stay away. And now let us get
on with calling the nearest and
more reliable water supply
service.

At the Registrar’s

Each time she thinks that
The Man from Madras

Musings is idling, his good lady,
also known as She Who Must
Be Obeyed, has a habit of send-
ing him off on an errand or two.
And many a time these involve
MMM having to go to some

Why it will not rain
marriage venue. Every once in
a while an officious voice
thundered that those who did
not have any work at the
Registrar’s ought to wait out-
side. This did not have any
effect and the numbers kept
increasing. Droves of brides
and grooms came in, were
sworn in as man and wife, and
left to live happily ever after.
MMM half expected the Reg-
istrar, seated in all his majesty
in a cage of sorts, to sprinkle
grains of rice on the newly-
weds, apart from singing some-
thing like the ‘Voice That
Breathed O’er Eden’.

It was MMM’s turn to meet
the grand panjandrum and
since MMM had long been in
a state of happy wedlock, his
was a more humdrum matter.
The registrar stopped smiling
and, having looked at MMM’s
identity card, asked MMM as
to why the holder of the card
had not come in person. It was
only then that MMM realised
that the regulation photo on
the card did not resemble him
at all.  MMM, left to himself,
would have slunk away at this

Government department or the
other. The most recent visit
had MMM calling at a local
Registrar’s office, with the good
lady leading him along. MMM
cannot say that he enjoys these
visits, but then he does learn a
thing or two about life.

All Registrar offices in
Chennai, at least the ones
MMM is familiar with, appear
to have been designed by archi-
tects who specialise in dun-
geons, catacombs and crypts.
The principal aim appears to be
to minimise sunlight and air as
much as possible. In addition,
the number of seats available
for the visiting public has to be
one hundredth the number of
people who come there on
business. In this last aspect,
MMM is of the view that the
general public is also to blame.
Any business at the Registrar is
viewed as a family outing and
involves, apart from the signa-
tory and the witnesses, an
uncle or two, an aunt whose
sole job is to mutter prayers, a
cousin who is forever on the
phone, the obligatory tout and
the general hanger-on. And, so,
seats at a Registrar’s office are
always at a premium.

This was an office for regis-
tration for marriages, apart
from sale of property and other
such mundane matters. In
order to provide a wedding
hall-like atmosphere, the pow-
ers-that-be had provided for
piped music of the pipe music
variety. This was consistently
off key as it is in most weddings
as well and this, added to the
usual chaos that abounded,
really made the place akin to a

stage but not so his good lady
who, having fixed the Regis-
trar with a beady eye, said that
this was MMM’s card. The
man wilted and then asked
MMM to state his business.
This having been done, MMM
was asked to present his
papers to a clerk.

It was there that MMM
came across the next knotty
issue. The matter concerned
inheritance and MMM had
filled in that he was the only
child of his parents. The clerk
clearly disbelieved it. The
form had space for the names
of at least eight siblings and,
so, he felt MMM was wasting
paper. He cleared his throat
and asked MMM if he, MMM,
was withholding information
on siblings because, he,
MMM, did not get along with
them. MMM denied this.
Whereupon the clerk went off
to the Registrar and the two
confabulated, periodically
looking in MMM’s direction.
The clerk was soon back. It
was OK he said if MMM had
fought with his siblings, but it
was not done to withhold any
inheritance from them. MMM
once again reiterated that such
was not the case. The clerk
then asked MMM to give a
signed declaration to this ef-
fect, which MMM gladly did,
just to escape the claustropho-
bic atmosphere of the place.

Coming away, MMM
reflected on how our bureau-
cracy can create a complica-
tion where none existed. And
claim to solve it by a mere
declaration.

–MMM

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY

Those who have built
houses/gated communities or
blocks of flats on erstwhile
lakes begin praying that there
should be no rain. After all,
ever since 2015 the real estate
market has been down and it
is only now that prospective
buyers are coming back, over-
looking the fact that housing
lots are coming up on lakebeds
once again. A second flood at
this stage would spell disaster
for this industry. So no rains
please. “What we want is
simple rain,” said a society
matron to MMM. “No cyclone
or winds or thunder or light-
ning.” MMM wondered if she
had mistaken the hosing of her
lawn for rain.

Our city’s Corporation has
just embarked on some mas-
sive digs and so does not want
any rain. The Metrowater is
yet to clear up stormwater
drains and so is reluctant to
suffer rains. Any rain would
mean the shifting of entire
housing colonies that are vote
banks and so the average poli-
tician does not want rain. The
Metro Rail cannot suffer yet
another flooding of tracks.
The Sabha Secretary cannot
handle one more Season of
uncertainty and so prays for
rains to stay away. The NRI
arriving in December fears dis-
ruption of flight schedules and
hopes Chennai will stay dry.
After what happened in 2015
when premier cars emerged
the worst hit, the upper classes
don’t want rain. The middle
classes would rather suffer a
drought, complete with water
arriving in petroleum tankers

A TN gas
network
before long
Gujarat and Maharashtra and later Delhi realised the value of

gas and built vast sectors of consumption that flourished.
These include fertiliser plants, petrochemical units, power plants,
LPG gas-fractionation, ceramics, glass units, transportation and
piped supplies for domestic use. Gujarat imports gas through spe-
cial port facilities and accounts for close to 60 per cent of the gas
consumed in the country to great profit.

The public sector unit GAIL was entrusted with the task of
building a national gas grid. GAIL pipelines convey gas imported
at the Dabhol Port in Maharashtra to Goa and Karnataka. Similar
facilities were created at the Kochi LNG terminal to meet the needs
of Kerala, western Tamil Nadu and parts of Karnataka. The Tamil
Nadu Government had stalled the construction of the pipeline
from Kochi to Bengaluru passing through Tamil Nadu due to
protest from around 4,000 farmers resisting passage through their
lands.

The elegance and economics of gas as fuel/feedstock have been
denied to industrial units in Tamil Nadu. In the 1970s and 1980s,
Madras Fertilisers and SPIC were among the most profitable and
prosperous of southern companies. These turned sick due to their
inability to change their feedstock to gas.

Initially mooted by the Birlas, a LNG terminal at Ennore did
not take off. Indian Oil has been constructing a 5 million tonne
capacity LNG terminal at Ennore over the last four years.

The original cost estimated around Rs 4,300 crore has escalated
due to the delay in constructing the LNG re-gasification and
marine import facilities, construction of LNG storage tanks.
Initially, the project was funded by Indian Oil Corporation along
with the ICICI Bank and IDFC Bank. Petronet LNG Ltd, which
has rich experience in handling LNG with its profitable operations
in Gujarat, is reportedly interested in acquiring a stake in the
project. Even while the facilities are getting ready and the project
is expected to be commissioned in the next few months, the de-
mand side for this precious product has not been fully taken care
of. Nearby petrochemical units at Manali have potential for gas
consumption.

But the pipeline to Manali even over a short distance of around
25 km, is not in position yet. A 1,000 MW LNG-based power plant
adjacent to the terminal has also been mooted. But the scheme is
just on paper.

The long cherished dream of Chennaiites to have piped gas
supply for domestic use can be realised soon. There is also the
potential to switch to LNG for public transportation. A potential
for providing 45.5 lakh PNG connections and over 300 CNG sta-
tions has been estimated for Chennai, Tiruvallur and
Kancheepuram districts. If these can be extended to other parts of
the State, there is potential for another 16 lakh domestic PNG
connections and 550 CNG stations.

There are expectations for commissioning the facility in the
next few months. With a spate of agitations holding up develop-
ment projects across the

.
State, the issue of Indian Oil conveying

the imported gas to different user industries needs to be attended
to early.

With the elegance and economics of piped gas, the prospects
should be specially appealing to the domestic consumers presently
suffering frequent and steep increases in the prices of LPG. Piped
gas will be far cheaper and will also reduce the cost and labour
involved in filling, transporting, delivery and collecting several
lakhs of steel cylinders! (Courtesy: Industrial Economist.)

– S. Viswanathan

Till December 30: Exhibition of
painting by K. Balasubramanian
titled ‘Aananda’.

DakshinaChitra is hosting an
exhibition of paintings of
K.Balasubramanian titled
‘Aananda’. Balasubramanian’s
works are minimalistic in nature.
The abstractions worked in
monochromatic colours have
strong base in tantric art and
hindu philosophy (at
DakshinaChitra, 10 am-6 pm) One of Balasubramanian’s work.
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The tree
that chrome
replaced

The Chromepet story (MM, November 1st)
took me back to the late 1980s and early

1990s, when I used to survey this area for the
environmental damage the small and large
chromium-based tanneries had inflicted to the
natural environment and humans. Historically,
we know that the Pallavaram (which included
Chromepet) area, stretching up to and a little
beyond Chengalpattu, was famous for  plentiful
éri-s and human-made lakes. One easy outlet
for the tanneries was the éri-s and lakes to dump
the effluents.

In terms of science, the primary purpose of
tanneries was to turn raw animal skin into
usable leather. Once the skin is degreased and
depilated into hide, then the tanning process
leading to the production of leather starts. This
process was done for ages in India, especially in
the Madras region, using vegetable material. For

example, the bark of Senna auriculata
(previously Cassia auriculata, Fabaceae)
includes certain chemicals that were used in
this process. Notably populations of Senna
auriculata were (I suppose they continue to be)
plentifully available in and around Madras. (See
the appended beautiful water-colour image of
Senna auriculata from William Roxburgh vol-
umes digitised by Royal Botanic Garden, Kew).

Eluru (referred in British-time documents as
Ellore) in West Godavari was a prominent
town, which produced wool-pile carpets in the
18th and 19th Centuries. The Eluru carpets,
made from the fleece of native Indian sheep,
were popular, matching somewhat the quality
of Middle-Eastern carpets. One key reason for
the establishment of this industry in Eluru,
which prospered for close to 150 years, was the
availability of Senna auriculata, which supplied
the wool-pile carpet weavers of Eluru with
necessary raw materials to remove hair from
raw skins and also to dye the carpet suitably.
Medieval Europeans used extracts from the
bark of oak trees, instead, for this purpose.

Friedrich Knapp (Germany) and Hylten
Cavalin (Sweden) first discovered that chrome
(a heavy metal) could be used in tanning skin
in 1858. Unfortunately both Knapp and
Cavalin did not patent their finding and it was
the German-American August Schultz, who
patented the process in 1884 (known as the
two-bath process). Saving time and money was
the principal driver for the Knapp-Cavalin find-
ing. This enabled leather production to grow
into a major industry.

From here we need to read Sriram’s narra-
tive on Chromepet.

An article in the Journal of Cleaner Produc-
tion (2014) specifically speaks about the envi-
ronmental problems (including human health
issues) caused by injudicious use of chromium
in Tamil Nadu, India.

Chromium and leather in Madras,  make us
remember the Central Leather Research Insti-
tute (CLRI), Madras and its beacon-light
Yelavarthy Nayudamma (see https://
www.ias.ac.in/article/fulltext/reso/019/10/
0887-0899).

Postscript: The compound wall of the pri-
mary school I went to in Purasawalkam sepa-
rated the school property (originally that of the
late Kv. Al. Rm. Alagappa Chettiar) from the
house of the late Sadagopachariar, the founder
of the Durable Chrome Factory (DCF) in 1924.
As a schoolboy, I used to see Sadagopachariar
in an easy chair on his house veranda. S.
Parthasarathy, a descendent of Sadagopa-
chariar, and present director of DCF, was my
high-school mate.

Anantanarayanan Raman
anant@raman.id.au

Senna auriculata watercolour illustration from
William Roxburgh. Note the ear-like leafy structures at
the bases of compound leaves, which provide the name
‘auriculata’ to this species. William Roxburgh formally
described this species studying Indian populations of
Senna auriculata.

Poor workmanship

While the IIT-M has
observed that the work-

manship in the Metro Rail
(MM, November 16th) was
bad, it would have put the IIT,
and also your correspondent, in
better light, if a root cause
analysis for poor workmanship
in this country had been carried
out by them and explained to
the readers.

We live in a country where
no robust system of education,
training and certification of
technicians and workmen exists
for many of the engineering
trades, particularly those
related to buildings and Civil
Engineering,

Shoddiness and poor work-
manship are therefore a given
under these circumstances.

It remains a miracle how the
Metro Rail and its contractors

got the project up and running
to the level that we see.

I believe they deserve our
congratulations and not criti-
cism for their efforts.

S.M. Lamech
smlamech@gmail.com

In memoriam?

I am happy that the most emi-
nent humanitarian doctor

has been remembered (MM,
November 1st). My father was
a cousin of Dr. Rangachari who
flew to Tiruchi in his private
aircraft to attend on my grand-
father.

The first S in my initials per-
tains to Sarukkai though I was
not born there. It is a hamlet of
the famous Kabisthalam of
Moopanar’s. Some ten years
ago, I visited the village and was
distressed to see the ruins the
agraharam had become. Our
house had been razed to the
ground and Dr. Rangachari’s
house which was next door was
in a dilapidated condition with
a huge banyan tree dividing the
house into two. The only solace
was to see the great philan-
thropy of Kamala Rangachari
who had helped to build a Pub-
lic Health Centre and a veteri-
nary hospital in the village. She
had donated liberally to many
good causes.

It is a pity that the road
named after Dr. Rangachari
had to shed its caste identity to
become Dr Ranga Road.

The story of Pachaiyappa
Mudaliar is heart-rending. In
UK, I saw the houses of
Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Dryden et al. preserved as they
were in the Lake District.

S.S. Rajagopalan
Rajagopalan31@gmail.com

Sad state

The article on Dr. S.
Rangachari (MM, Novem-

ber 16th) made an inspiring
reading. My father Dr. T.M.B.
Nedungadi who passed out of
MMC in the early 1930s must
have missed being taught by Dr.
Rangachari who is reported to
have left government service
around 1917. However, doctors
of my father’s generation must
doubtless have been inspired by
the skill, dedication and accom-
plishments of the ‘Flying Doc-
tor’.

It is however painful, to see
the pathetic condition in which
the statue of the good doctor is
‘maintained’ in the premises of
MMC, with generous rivulets of
bird’s droppings cascading
down from the top, a fate shared
by even emperors of yore.

Obviously neither the
present generation of faculty

and  students of MMC nor the
staff of General Hospital spare
even a glance at the memorial
to the legendary doctor. Will
the authorities take some action
to restore some dignity to the
statue?

K. Balakesari
balakesarik@gmail.com

Our English

Indians, despite their
penchant of sticking to age-

old practices, are quite innova-
tive in their use of the English
language (MM, November
16th) Vote bank, desi, paratha,
thali, child lifter (rather than
kidnapper) and prepone are
such innovations that have
found space in the Oxford En-
glish dictionary, the holy grail of
the language. But for years be-
fore they gained such recogni-
tion in our newspapers, we

never noticed them as different,
because we had become accus-
tomed to them.

During the 1971 War on the
Eastern Front, I shepherded a
bunch of foreign media persons
who wanted to see some of the
captured areas. After trudging a
couple of miles, looking at a few
bodies, shot-up tanks and a bul-
let ridden train, the night was
gloomy. I appreciated it when
one of the resourceful military
men with me took out a bottle of
whiskey and passed it round, lit-
erally rousing our spirits. An
American correspondent based
in Delhi chatted with me about
life in India and the Indian me-
dia.

I came to realise our quaint
Victorian usages only when he
asked me, “Captain, why are
your leaders when they die not
cremated according to your me-
dia, but are always ‘consigned to

� The late Gopulu during his

Ananda Vikatan days had a series

of wordless jokes that brought

about loud laughter. These were

brought out as a book, in 2005,

and a copy was recently sent to

me by Charukesi. We are pleased

to publish these cartoons for a

new generation of Madrasis.

– THE EDITOR

Wordless
Gopulu

the flames’ just as your Army
jawans are not killed but
martyred?”

R. Hariharan
colhari@gmail.com

Pillboxes

This is in response to a letter
published by Dr. G.

Sundaram on pillboxes (MM,
November 16th). During my
stay at Port Blair (1975-1978), I
have seen large number of pill-
boxes all along the shore and
elsewhere constructed by the
Japanese during World War II
to protect themselves from the
British Naval ships.  Some of
them were very large with pro-
vision for mounted guns. They
were very strong structures.

Dr. D.B. James
Principal Scientist (Rtd)

37, Sadasiva Metha Street,
Metha Nagar, Chennai 600 029
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LOST LANDMARKS OF CHENNAI
– SRIRAM V

The store
that brought
music
into homes

Some progress in
restoring heritage

� by
N.S. Parthasarathy

On its site stands a building,
all multi-coloured plate

glass and geometric patterns,
that looks as though it is a UFO
that has landed on Mount Road.
Who would believe that here
stood a landmark outlet that was
synonymous with gramophone
records? Ask any music-loving
old-timer about Saraswathi
Stores and you will get an idea
about its popularity.

Gramophone recording had
come to India in the early 1900s
and from then on, the country
proved to be a good market for
the discs, or plates, or records as

Saraswathi Stores.

they were known. The dominant
names in the market were the
Gramophone Company of India
(His Master’s Voice) and Co-
lumbia. AV & Sons of Karaikudi
had the distributions rights for
these discs in the areas of
Madurai, Ramanathapuram,
Trichy and Tirunelveli from
1928. The founder, Avichi
Chettiar, would often travel to
Madras to discuss business mat-
ters with his principals. His son,
Meyyappan would accompany
him and it was on one of those

Saraswathi Stores convinced
Odeon that it needed a mix of
folk, classical and theatrical en-
tertainments on its list and set up
a studio for recording local
artistes. Soon, the South Indian
catalogue of Odeon became
hugely popular. Artistes such as
Ariyakkudi Ramanuja Iyengar
preferred to sign exclusive con-
tracts with Saraswathi Stores.
The Harikatha exponent C.
Saraswathi Bai, the fact that her
name was the same as the firm’s
being made much out of,

Saraswathi Stores was not ne-
glected. It became a natural out-
let for the gramophone plates for
the songs from AVM films, apart
from classical records produced
by its in-house orchestra and
artistes.

World War II saw the Nazi
Government in Germany confis-
cating the Odeon plant as enemy
property. That naturally brought
the agreements with Saraswathi
Stores to an end. But the latter
had by then already finalised
agreements with HMV’s Calcutta
plant and produced its discs from
there. It also became a retail out-
let for discs made by other brands
under the EMI umbrella.

Managed for long by Sivam
Chettiar’s son, Saraswathi Stores
remained in the gramophone
business till the 1970s when it
switched to cassettes. It sold re-
corded concerts, film songs and
theatre dialogues – a continua-
tion of what AV Meyyappan had
begun. It later moved to compact
discs as well. In the 1980s, with
an exclusive outlet not being a
pre-requisite, Saraswathi Stores
on Mount Road became AVM
Dasa – a restaurant set up in col-
laboration with members of the
Dasaprakash family. Its masala
dosa, with the potato being
served separately and the dosa
having inside it a sliver of a ba-
nana leaf with loads of butter on
it, became a particular favourite
of many. Sadly, this venture
folded up chiefly owing to differ-
ences within the Dasaprakash
family. With the lease running
out as well, Saraswathi Stores
opted to move, becoming purely
a billing entity of AVM’s. The
old outlet was demolished by its
owners who put up the commer-
cial building that we now see.

Saraswathi Stores moved to
AVM’s Sound Zone on TTK
Road, where it had a revival of
sorts each December Music Sea-
son. A huge sale of CDs and
DVDs would be organised by it
there and this was a favourite
hunting ground for several music
and cinema aficionados. The ar-
rival of online music sales and
the consequent death of the re-
cording industry brought that
annual feature to an end as well.
Saraswathi Stores probably now
survives as an entity on paper.

journeys that it occurred to him
that the family firm ought to en-
ter into the business of produc-
ing gramophone discs rather
than just selling them.

Saraswathi Stores was born in
1932 as a consequence. It was a
partnership between AV
Meyyappan, K.S. Narayana
Iyengar of Salem and Sivasubra-
maniam (Sivam) Chettiar.
Realising that Karaikudi was not
the best place to commence such
an activity, Meyyappan soon
moved the business to Madras.
The company tied up with the
German label Odeon. This was
not the latter’s maiden venture
into Madras, for the brand was a
familiar one in the city from
1906, when it was first distrib-
uted by Misquith & Co. At
around the time AVM signed up
with it, Odeon, though based out
of Berlin, was actually an Ameri-
can-owned company, having be-
come part of Electrical Music In-
dustries (EMI), a conglomerate
formed out of the merger of sev-
eral record labels, as a measure
to fight the Great Depression.
But for all practical purposes,
AVM dealt only with the Ger-
man plant, an arrangement that
would have major repercussions
once World War II broke out.

But in 1932, all that was in
the future. Meyyappan and his
partners worked with character-
istic energy. A handsome show-
room was set up on leased prop-
erty on Mount Road. Its wooden
floors and high ceilings were
characteristic of the Chettinad
area that Meyyappan came from.

received a cheque for Rs 10,000
in 1933 as recording fee and roy-
alty from sales – a mammoth sum
for those years.

Meyyappan proved a pioneer
in releasing drama dialogues as
gramophone records. He also
realised the power of the talkies
and took to releasing discs of
songs from popular films of the
time. When M.K. Thyagaraja
Bhagavatar, the reigning mon-
arch of the screen, refused to
record for Saraswathi Stores ow-
ing to disagreements on royalties,
Meyyappan had Thuraiyur
Rajagopala Sarma, who would
become a long-term staffer, sing
the same songs with an in-house
orchestra and released them.
That soon gave rise to a new
trend – film songs being sung by
independent artistes and re-
leased. Not strictly ethical per-
haps, but the records sold well.

Meyyappan moved on to films
in the mid-1930s and persevered
despite the failures of his initial
attempts. Success became his in
1940, with the release of a port-
manteau that was three indepen-
dent comedy tales rolled into
one. Legend has it that these
were shot at the Club House pre-
mises of the Madras Club, then
on Mount Road. This is, how-
ever, highly doubtful. It is un-
likely that the Club, then a
whites-only institution, would
have allowed a relatively un-
known film-maker to use its
space. The success of the produc-
tion and others that followed en-
sured that Meyyappan’s interests
were dominated by cinema, but

Wordless
Gopulu

PWD Building entrance with arched ceiling.

Disentegrating ceiling of Grand Meeting Hall under restoration. Upper wooden floor held by iron pillar with decorated head.

Last year July, it was in the
papers that the Building

Centre and Conservation Divi-
sion (BCCD) of theTamil Nadu
PWD, would be embarking on a
major project spread across the
State to conserve heritage
buildings and that about two
hundred such structures had
been identified for deeper study
to evaluate the needs of each.
With the passage of sixteen
months it is time to know how
the plans have progressed.

In the Public Works Depart-
ment of Tamil Nadu, a conser-
vation cell in the BCCD is in
position, under an Executive En-
gineer with four teams, stationed
in Chennai, Madurai, Coim-
batore and Trichy, reporting to
him. Each team has three quali-

work. Once in position, and they
take to it with commitment, such
staff should have the opportunity
to use their experience for a
period of five years or longer.
Transfers, even after an
extended term, should be done
by turns and not all or most
members of the cell about the
same time.

There is no concrete informa-
tion on the study that was pro-
posed last year of two hundred
high priority structures needing
attention. This is not to imply
that there has been no action on
the ground. The fact that

estimates for 21 projects for a to-
tal of Rs. 94.5 crore have been
submitted to the Government for
sanction is possibly an indication
that these are part, and outcome,
of some study. This batch of esti-
mates covers important struc-
tures like Chepauk Palace and
Humayun Mahal for Rs. 14.04
and Rs. 36.38 crores respectively.
The remaining Rs. 44 crore cover
the following – Government
Press at Mint and Registration
Building in Chennai, Governor’s
Bungalow in Coimbatore, Col-
lector Office, Court Buildings,
Rajah’s College, three Taluk Of-
fices, Collector Residence and
Rani’s College in Pudukkottai,
and eight structures in
Nagercoil/Kanyakumari.

The progress of important
projects cannot be ignored when
reviewing the Government’s
track record on heritage restora-
tion. Restoration of the historic
Chennai High Court, of the
grandeur of Ripon Building and of
the Saracenic grace of the Khas

Mahal are important accomplish-
ments. Work on Chepauk Palace
is in full swing and may be com-
pleted in a year. Work on Victoria
Hall likely to start anytime under
the Corporation. That sanction
is “expected any day now” for the
Humayun Mahal, is good news.

Renovation of the High Court
has been completed at a cost
about Rs. 8 crore. The 125-year-
old heritage building of the
Madras High Court has been in
use continuously for the very
purpose for which it was origi-
nally intended. Rightly has it
been acclaimed that every dome,
turret, pillar, column, arch,
minaret and staircase of the
stately three-storeyed building
exudes history. The restored
majesty of the Chief Justice’s

court hall with its beautifully
designed ceiling, decorative wall
dados, colour-stained glass pan-
els and intricately carved wood-
work, is a tribute to the working
team.

Praiseworthy is the fact that
about 60,000 metres of cables
laid on the ceiling rafters have
been removed! The ringing with
a wooden club struck on a metal
disc is still used to announce the
start and closing hours of the
court.

After restoration, the Ripon
Building, built in 1913, painted in
sublime white, and totally differ-
ent from the Saracenic style,
lords over the busy Central area
of the City. The programmed
illumination of the building
changes colours to celebrate dif-
ferent occasions. The restoration
cost was about Rs. 23 crore.
Imagine that it cost only Rs. 7.5
lakh when it was built by
Loganatha Mudaliar 106 years
ago!

The renovation of the
Chepauk Palace facing the sea,
built in 1768 as the official resi-
dence of the Nawab of Arcot, now
housing the government offices,
is in full swing. When finished, in
about a year from now, this build-
ing with its arches, grand stairs,
running verandas, exquisite halls,
spiral stairs and stables would
make us wonder if it should be
wasted on a mundane housing for
government offices.

Officials are hopeful of getting
the sanction for Rs. 30 crore for
Humayun Mahal in a short time.
The Humayun Mahal is the
biggest project in Chennai not
only for its cost but also for its
dilapidated state. The Conserva-
tion cell is in a state of readiness
to launch the process of ten-
dering and selecting experienced
contractors for this job
immediately on getting the green
signal.

Restoration of Victoria Public
Hall has had a chequered
progress. A beautiful structure,

built in 1887, it has not been in
use and has been neglected for
thirty years. Restoration, started
in 2010 with a sanction of Rs.
3.39 crore, was abandoned when
the land was taken over for the
underground metro rail. It is
gathered that the work on it will
now be taken up by the Corpora-
tion. It is hoped that the experi-
ence of the Conservation cell in
BCCD will be utilised for over-
seeing the restoration of this
building as it is different from the
relatively less complicated Ripon
Building executed by the Corpo-
ration.

An interesting and challeng-
ing job of restoration is that of
what goes by the nick name
Kudirai Vandi Court, in
Coimbatore, built in 1863. It is
in very bad condition, overgrown
with creepers but, fortunately,
retaining enough footprints and
vestiges of original design fea-
tures to make them decipherable
for reconstruction. A sum of Rs.
6.6 crore has been sanctioned for

this work. The nickname is
traced to the Magistrate Court in
those days being flooded with
prosecutions of horse drawn
carts and carriages violating li-
censing rules. That the legend-
ary, V.O Chidambaram, the
Kappalottia Tamizhan, was pro-
duced before the magistrate in
this building before he was im-
prisoned in 1908-10 confers an
added historic value on this
structure.

After restoration, heritage
buildings should not be put to
strenuous use – crowded offices,
heavy public traffic in and out of
the buildings. There should be
norms that permit only “light”
uses. After-care and mainte-
nance are important to avoid fre-
quent need for restoration, each
running the risk of drifting away
from the original.

The foregoing are symptoms
of Government’s concern to save
public heritage structures. The

(Continued on page 6)
fied Assistant Engineers and
supporting field staff. Formed to
hold responsibility for conserva-
tion which calls for special
sensitivity and skills, it is
expected that they will be
trained in handling delicate heri-
tage structures. The head of the
Conservation cell is, fortunately,
a heritage enthusiast and is open
to showing round the work
completed and those in progress
to interested visitors.

The Chennai team of Engi-
neers are academically well
qualified and have had exposure
to short-term training in heritage
restoration and, more impor-
tantly, they seem to have
acquired valuable experience
from working on the High Court,
Chepauk Palace and other
projects. The enthusiasm of this
group suggests that the cause of
heritage work would be well
served if senior staff are carefully
selected for their technical
expertise as well as for their
aptitude for such specialised

Elegance of the running verandahs. Lower arches vs. restored upper arches.

� The late Gopulu during his

Ananda Vikatan days had a series

of wordless jokes that brought

about loud laughter. These were

brought out as a book, in 2005, and

a copy was recently sent to me by

Charukesi. We are pleased to

publish these cartoons for a new

generation of Madrasis.

– THE EDITOR
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(Quizmaster V.V. Ramanan’s
questions are from November 1st
to 15th. Questions 11 to 20 relate
to Chennai and Tamil Nadu.)
1. On November 1st, who be-
came the fifth Indian cricketer to
be formally inducted into the ICC
Hall of Fame?

2. The Securities & Exchange
Board of India (SEBI) has decided
to cut listing time for an IPO to
how many days from the six at
present?

3. Name the only Indian film that
made it to BBC’s recent list of 100
best foreign language films?

4. Which UP district was
renamed as Ayodhya by Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath on
November 7th?

5. Which cricketer has been
signed up by Bharat Matrimony as
its brand ambassador?

6. Which multinational software
corporation is buying Qualtrics
International Inc., whose soft-
ware gathers and analyses data,
for $8 billion, its largest acquisi-
tion ever?

7. Notes of a Dream is the new
authorised biography of which
Indian music icon?

8. For which State has the
Supreme Court approved a sepa-
rate High Court, the 25th such
Court in India?

9. On November 9th, who
became the first Indian and Asian
woman cricketer to score a
century in T20s?

10. Whose birthday was
celebrated as ‘National Educat-
ion Day’ on November 11th.

*     *     *
11. Chennai resident Dr. T.S.
Kanaka, who passed away
recently, is considered the first
woman surgeon in Asia for which
specialisation?

12. Name the 18th Century
queen of Sivaganga who opposed
British rule much before the 1857
uprising.

13. Name the choultry which ran
the first organised charity in
Madras and has sheltered and fed
people since 1782.

14. Which theatre group that
turned 15 recently was founded
by Karthik Kumar and Sunil
Vishnu?

15. Which station recently
became the first in Southern
Railway to be awarded Green
Building Certification by the CII?

16. Which public place in
Chennai, in its heyday, had at
least 11 ponds, nearly 9 km of
road, a bandstand, public bath, a
couple of tennis courts and a
small zoo?

17. On New Year’s Day in 1933,
the Kalyani daughters gave the
first public performance of which
art form at My Ladye’s Garden?

18. Who founded the Chenna-
puri Andhra Mahasabha on
George Town in 1914?

19. What institution is now lo-
cated in Clive Gardens in Vepery?

20. In 1692, from which progeny
of Aurangazeb did the English get
the right to mint money at Fort
St. George?

(Answers on page 8)

(Continued from page 1)

A treatise for

the Season

From India’s Digital Archives
– Karthik Bhatt

� The Digital Library of India

(DLI) project, an initiative of the

Central Government, aims at

digitising significant artistic,

literary and scientific works and

making them available over the

Internet for education and

research. Begun in 2000 by the

Office of the Principal Scientific

Advisor to the Government of

India and later taken over by the

Ministry of Electronics and

Information Technology, it has

to date scanned nearly 5.5 lakh

books, predominantly in Indian

languages.

The December Music
Season, one of the city’s

most awaited events is just
around the corner. Commemo-
rating this annual celebration of
classical music that draws audi-
ences (and performers) from
across the world, the book fea-
tured in this issue is a treatise, is
just over a century old –
Karunamruthasagaram by Rao
Sahib Abraham Pandithar.

Born in 1859 in the village
of Sambuvarvadakarai, then
part of the kingdom of
Travancore, Abraham
Pandithar had his early educa-
tion at Surandai in Tirunelveli
District and after training at a
Normal School in Dindigul,
became a teacher in 1877. He
was from a family that was well
versed in ancient Tamil medi-
cal literature and practised
‘native medicine’. Hence, it was
but natural that he wished to
pursue the same. He became a
student of a mendicant,
Karunananda Swamy, who, im-
pressed with his dedication and
ideals, taught him the intrica-

cies of medication and also gave
him several ingredients, drugs
and formulations to prepare
medicines for various ailments.
Pandithar went on to have a
flourishing career as a practitio-
ner of ‘native medicine’ in
Tanjore, with his Gorosanai
pills in particular being ex-
tremely well-known not only in
India but also in places such as
Ceylon, Burma and the Strait
Settlements.

It is, however, for his contri-
bution to the world of Carnatic
music that Abraham Pandithar
is best remembered today. He
formally learnt music from
Dindigul Sadayandi Bhattar
and western classical music
from Tanjore A.G. Pichai-
muthu Pillai. His interest in
Carnatic music led him to delve
deeper into various theoretical
aspects. He cultivated close
friendships with several top
Carnatic musicians of the times,
such as Konerirajapuram
Vaidyanatha Iyer, Tirukkodi-
kaval Krishna Iyer and
Harikesanallur Muthiah
Bhagavathar.

In 1912, the Governor of
Madras, Lord Carmichael, vis-
ited Tanjore and a reception
was organised in his honour,
where eminent musicians took
part. Pandithar proposed the
formation of an organisation
that would undertake research

and debate on various topics
connected with Carnatic music.
Amongst its objectives were the
establishment of an academy to
teach South Indian music, con-
duct examinations for students
and give them degrees, and
reward distinguished perform-
ers with medals and citations.
Thus, was formed the Tanjore
Sangeetha Vidya Mahajana
Sangam, with the Raja of
Ramnad, and the Maharajah of
Indore among others, as its
patrons.

The first meeting of the
Sangam was held in May 1912
at the Karunanidhi Medical
Hall, Pandithar’s clinic. It was
the  first music conference of its
kind. In all, the Sangam met six
times, until October 1914. The
proceedings and deliberations
of these conferences were pub-
lished as Karunamruthasagaram
in 1917 by Pandithar at his own
expense. The printing was
undertaken at the Lawley
Electric Printing Press which
had been established by
Pandithar at Karunanidhi
Medical Hall with machinery
specially brought from London.

Karunamruthasagaram was
conceived as a series of publica-
tions, with the first book titled
On Srutis. Divided into four
parts, the book traces in brief
the history of Indian music,
before going in depth into the

structure of  22 Srutis. Abraham
Pandithar also voiced his sup-
port for the Lemurian theory in
this book and stated that the
lost land of Lemuria was the
cradle of the human race and
that the language spoken by its
inhabitants was in fact Tamil. A
particularly interesting section
of the book contains a list of
people acknowledged by
Pandithar to be experts in
South Indian music with a brief
note about their accomplish-
ments.

In the concluding portion,
Pandithar introduces the sec-
ond book in the series, intended
to be on Ragas. That was as far
as he got, for he passed away in
August 1919. He was buried in
his experimental farm, Karuna-
nandapuram (referred to by
locals as Pandithar Thottam) on
the outskirts of Tanjore. The
road leading to the Karunanidhi
Medical Hall was renamed
Abraham Pandithar Road.
Today, his legacy lives on
through the music conferences
of various organisations, for
they largely follow the blueprint
laid by him in the proceedings
of the Tanjore Sangeetha Vidya
Mahajana Sangam.

Abraham Pandithar.

‘Mic’less
auditorium

calls, and walk in and out at
will. There are many who
consume entire meals with all
the accompanying sounds mid-
concert.

All of this was not in
evidence when the inaugural
concerts were held at the ACJ’s
auditorium. Complete silence
prevailed and the audience sat
through the performances. The
more difficult adjustments had
to be done by the artistes and it
must be said that they did not
appear at their best. With
almost eight decades of depend-
ing on the mic, our singers have
lost the technique of projecting
their voices. The mridangam
overshadowed the main
performers in both the concerts,
though it must be said that the
second performance saw a more
sensitive drummer muffling his
strokes, to excellent effect. The

violinists in both concerts had
difficulty in coping with just
natural sound from their instru-
ments. This is of course just a
beginning and it is to be hoped
that, with time, our artistes will
become familiar with perform-
ing without mics so that
audiences too get to hear music
in all its purity. Certainly, the
ACJ auditorium marks a good
beginning.

Designed by Dr. Ramani
Ramakrishnan of the Ryerson
University, Toronto, the audi-
torium depends on sound
reflections from panels to the
rear of the stage, on the ceiling
and sidewalls to achieve its am-
plification. It also has provisions
for mics if they are required.
Tara Murali and Kalpana Balaji
are the architects.

In an otherwise excellently
designed facility, two defects
demand attention – too few toi-
lets and a non-linear seating ar-
rangement in some rows that
may make it difficult for a
smooth evacuation in the event
of fire.

Heritage
restoration
(Continued from page 5)

pace and available capacity,
however, are far too slow and
limited for the magnitude of the
task on hand. There are several
complexities to be overcome.
Because of years of neglect
many are crumbling and may be
lost if not acted upon quickly.
Restoration being a specialised
job and time-consuming, com-
pared to renovation of normal
structures, unit cost is much
higher. Contractors with exper-
tise in handling delicate struc-
tures and in understanding
them are not many. Govern-
ment’s sanction procedures are
too long increasing the risk of
losing the treasures for want of
timely attention. Efforts to save
hundreds of structures, require
a large pool of workmanship but
that was not available. Ad-
equate and timely funding is
needed. A couple of billion ru-
pees could be funded through

domestic philanthropic institu-
tions and UN agencies besides
the Government’s own equity
contribution from the budget
consistent with fiscal pressures.
Fund availability cannot by it-
self achieve the objective with-
out the capacity to absorb it.

It is time a State-wide expert
inventory, supported by broad
financial evaluation and
prioritisation, is completed in
6-9 months. Secondly, techni-
cal capacity should be built up
speedily at the workmen’s level
using our heritage architecture
experts, conservation engineers
and experienced contractors.
We met a 82 year-old contrac-
tor who did the High Court and
is doing Chepauk Palace, whose
family has been specialising in
this kind of work for genera-
tions. There is no time to lose.
Several structures of historical
and architectural value are
exposed to the risk of being lost
forever. Remember, the
Bentinck building and Moore
Market have been lost for good.
For Heritage work, it is a race
against time.
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Hungry husbands
and cookbooks
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Recently, my husband and I were driving home from Egmore.
The route that we took was the beach road via ‘Round

Tana’. We hardly go to that side of town, as Adyar, where we
live is self-sufficient with all kinds of stores, restaurants and
services.

I felt a mounting excitement looking this side and that. So
many memories came back to mind. The big Bata, the New
Elphinstone Theatre, Chellarams have already been mentioned
in your previous issues. I would like to mention the ice cream
parlour, attached to the Elphinstone theatre. They served Peach
Melba in a tall transparent glass with custard, jelly, ice cream,
fruits, and other colourful and tasty stuff. It was considered a
delicacy and attracted people of all ages to the place.

Udupi Hotel located at the curve of Round Tana (now I saw
the name DOHA instead), was also a big attraction in the
mid-1940s. My father, Dr. G.D. Boaz, took us to this place as a
special treat. The seats here were like the berths in trains. My
brothers Prabha, Prem and I used to be very excited about
having something to eat in that ‘hotel’. What I enjoyed most
was basundi – a kind of milk sweet.

The place where the statue of Annadurai stands, was the
parking area then. Now, while driving from the statue to the
beach, I remembered Annapoorna, run by the Guild of Service.
They sold a variety of sweets and snacks all at a nominal cost.
Even people from Adyar used to go and buy stuff from there, as
it was of good quality and reasonably priced. In the 1970s this
outlet flourished under the leadership of Mrs. Clubwala Jadhav.
Who can forget this dynamic lady, who did so much service-
oriented work in Madras.

Then as we drove towards the beach, on the right side, I
missed Paragon theatre, now completely gone. But the memory
of the movies I saw there, remain fresh in my mind especially
Gnanasoundari, starring. T.R. Mahalingam and M.V. Rajamma.
With this movie, Jikki, a young child then, made her debut sing-
ing for the heroine. She sang one stanza – Arul thaarum Deva
madhavey.  P.A. Perianayagi, already a big playback singer, sang
the rest of the song.

The picture Gnanasoundari ran house full at each show. We
went for an evening show and as no tickets were available, we
bought tickets for the night show and saw the movie. My Father
never approved of these movies but never stopped us from
going!

My mother and a few of my cousins had to return home, all
the way to Adyar, in two rickshaws at midnight.  So safe and no
problem. But, those days only hand-pulled rickshaws. No cell
phone to inform home.  I still remember my father giving us a
BIG lecture the next day, telling us never to do this again. But,
this must have been in late 1948 or 49.

That was Madras, Not Chennai.

– Bharati Paul

Memories of
Round Tana

It’s a fact universally acknow-
ledged that hungry husbands

inspire cookbooks.

At the recent release of
Ummi Abdulla’s limited-edition
coffee table book, A Kitchen Full
of Stories, the contribution of
her husband, the late V.
Abdulla was not only acknowl-
edged, but also celebrated by all
those who know him.

Releasing the book, N. Ram
described him as a publisher of
exceptional calibre. He also de-
scribed A Kitchen Full of Stories
as “A celebration in a wider
sense of the idea of India, the
rich diversity and plurality and
the secular spirit of its historical
civilisation that has come under
stress and challenge today.”
While receiving copies of the
book from Ram, Nandini Rao,
Chairman and Managing Direc-
tor, Orient Blackswan, and
Chef Regi Mathew, entrepre-
neur and co-owner of a newly
opened restaurant in the City,
specialising in Kerala cuisine,
both talked about the multi-
cultural influences that define
the food from the region.

The Editor of Madras
Musings provided an intimate
glimpse of V. Abdulla’s dining
table during the years when
Abdulla was involved with a
people-friendly magazine of
views and reviews devoted to
books. This was the enterprise
known as the Indian Review of
Books. It rose with meteoric bril-
liance across the City’s skyline
with the support of a few pas-
sionate if slightly eccentric in-
dividuals such as S. Muthiah, V.
Abdulla, S. Krishnan, our East-
West Padmanabhan.

Like the Musketeers, their
vision was “Good Reading for all
and all for the love of the written
word.” Almost by chance, the
enthusiasm by the literary
Booksketeers led to the found-
ing of the Madras Book Club
that would meet at regular inter-
val over a cup of tea/coffee,
cakes and sandwiches, at first
provided by the Taj Connemara
hotel to which the Kumars, fresh
out of British Council, got a dy-
ing club to move.

“Many of our discussions
would end with a fabulous meal
prepared by Ummi”, recollects

Muthiah. “Abdulla was a keen
supporter of his wife’s talents.
He encouraged her to hone her
skills at the Chennai Institute of
Catering Technology and Ap-
plied Nutrition and from there,
there was no stopping her.” She
not only produced jams, pre-
serves and cordials from her
home kitchen, she was famous
for supplying the 5-Star hotels
of those days with cocktail on-
ions. Abdulla was instrumental
in helping her write a cookbook
published by Orient Longman,
where he was the publisher till
his retirement. A slim volume
packed with recipes and line
drawings, it became the must-
have for young brides and those
travelling out of the country
ever since 1993 when it was first
published.

“Malabar Muslim Cookery is
still in print,” says Ummi
proudly as she sits in a brilliant
pink flowered saree wearing a
long-sleeved blouse, or jacket,
signing the latest book. Stand-
ing by her side is Nazaneen
Jalaluddin, her grand-daughter,
who has not just conceptualised
the new book but taken it

Ummi Abdulla.

V. Abdulla.

Here, for instance, while giv-
ing the reader a recipe for raw
Malabar bananas (Kaya Upperi)
she talks about her daughter-in-
law Jameela.

“My daughter-in-law,
Jameela, loves all vegetables. She
couldn’t care less about rice and
other accompaniments, but when
it comes to upperi (shallow-fried
vegetables) or kootu (lentils with
vegetables), she cannot have
enough. In our house in Calicut,
every now and then, a bunch of
raw bananas fall off the tree.
While I prefer to wait it out and let
them ripen, Jameela insists on
making the kaya upperi because
she loves it. And then, she makes
it again for a second and third day.
This goes on till one of us inter-
venes and begs her to stop.”

Another time she describes
how in her early days of mar-
riage she could barely cook,
never having had to prepare
anything in her maternal home,
when Abdulla who was fond of
entertaining his famous literary
friends announced that
Vaikkom Muhammed Basheer,
the well-known writer was com-

ing home for dinner, specifically
to eat her fish biryani. “On that
fateful day, the head cook
Aminatha had taken the day off.
Luckily my aunt lived nearby and
I sent for her to cook immediately.
Basheer really enjoyed the lunch
that was served for him and
wanted to meet the person who
had prepared it. My husband
asked me to come and meet
Basheer, and when I met him, he
looked me straight in the eye and
asked me if I was the one who
made the biryani. Though I sheep-
ishly answered in the affirmative,
he saw right through me. He ex-
pressed his doubts about me being
the cook. Later that night, my hus-
band asked me who had cooked
the biryani and I told him the
truth. We had a good laugh about
it, but it was then that I made up
my mind to master the biryani.”

And master it, she did.
Ummi’s Fish Biryani is part of the
repertoire that has made her a
legend of Malabar Mappila cui-
sine. With her latest book there
are both the recipes and the sto-
ries to savor and share with a new
generation of food lovers.

� by
Geeta Doctor

through a long process of
checking the recipes herself and
a host of other helpers, set the
scene for the photographs using
traditional kitchen utensils and
sourcing the ingredients, as well
as crowd-funding the where-
withal required for such a lavish
compendium. Nazaneen is her-
self a professional working in
the software industry.

As Regi Mathew observes,
“Each of these recipes has a
story behind it.” Nazaneen has
tracked down the stories behind
some of the more exotic dishes.
There is however much more.
“Even as a child, my grand
mother would tell us the most
interesting stories of her child-
hood spent at Thikkody, close
to Calicut and how she and her
ten siblings would watch her
own mother, whom she called
Umma, and I realised that
almost everything she said or
did was about food and her
experiences with and around
it,” explains Nazaneen.

These little snippets of a
childhood growing up in a large
household set in a magnificent
compound full of trees, plants,
herbs and roots with chickens
and hens that would cater to
feeding the family and the fish-
ermen bringing in the daily
catch are what make Ummi’s
stories so enticing.
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Answers to Quiz
 1. Rahul Dravid, 2. Three, 3. Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali,

4. Faizabad, 5. M.S. Dhoni, 6. SAP, 7. A.R. Rahman, 8. Andhra Pradesh,
9. Harmanpreet Kaur, 10. Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, first Education
Minister of independent India.

*     *     *

11. Neurosurgery, 12. ‘Veeramangai’ Rani Velu Nachiyar, 13. Monegar
Choultry (Kanji Thottam), 14. Evam, 15. Chennai Central, 16. People’s
Park, 17. Bharata Natyam, 18. Sir P. Theagaroya Chetty, 19. Young
Women’s Christian Association’s Madras branch, 20.  Muhammad Kam
Bakhsh.

Three generations
of herbal medicines
It was a week before Diwali

when I had gone to interview
Badrinath, the current owner of
the iconic Dabba Chetti Kadai-
well known for ‘Naattu
Marundu’ (traditional herbal
medicines). The small  shop on
the busy Kutcheri Road in
Mylapore was teeming with cus-
tomers. It took me almost 50
minutes to get the attention of
Badrinath, for an interview. He
rightly advised me to come af-
ter Diwali and preferably
around 11 a.m. when he would
be comparatively free. Two
weeks after Diwali when I
reached his shop around 11.30
am, on a weekday, I was sur-
prised to find Badrinath still
surrounded by half a dozen cus-
tomers. And there was a con-
tinuous stream arriving  by foot,
two-wheelers, and cars. It took
me 45 minutes before
Badrinath agreed to spare some
time for me and  answer my
questions while he continued to
attend to his customers – some
placing specific orders with a
long list in their hands, some
seeking his advice about the
ideal medicine for their specific

health issues, and others seek-
ing his approval for herbal
medicines recommended by
some doctors. Badrinath was
catering to the demands of ev-
ery one, unfazed,  without loos-
ing his cool and with  informa-
tion on his fingertips. He was
being helped by his wife and two
assistants in identifying and
packing the medicines.

Badrinath is the third gen-
eration of the Chetty family to
run the business started by his
grand-father, Krishnaswamy
Chetty together with  his
brother back in 1885. Though
initially it was  started as a
kirana shop, also having a
paints section, it began
specialising in herbal medicines
only in the early 1890s. The
starting of Venkataramana
Ayurvedic College down the
road in 1905, provided an op-
portunity for the shop to supply
raw materials to the dispensary
being run by the College. That
was the beginning of the evolu-
tion of the shop specialising in
herbal medicines. Since the
products were neatly placed  in
tin containers on display, it

came to be known as the
‘Dabba Chetty Kadai’ in the
neighbourhood and this even-
tually became the official name
of the shop – a memorable
brand name for quality herbal
medicines, which has survived
for 127 years.

Though in the early years,
the shop sold only the raw ma-
terials required for making
medicines at home  based on
paatti vaidyam, (Grandma
remedies), in recent years,
based on the demand from the
customers, who were hard
pressed for time, the shop
started selling ready-mixed
medicines- mostly lehyams.
Though the Diwali lehyam is
most in demand during the
Diwali festive season which
lasts for about two weeks, what
sustains the shop is the continu-
ous demand for post natal
lehyams used by young mothers
after their delivery. The shop
also sells a few typical puja items
apart from a very limited num-
ber of branded Ayurvedic prod-
ucts, supplied on demand.

I was also surprised to learn
from Badrinath that the shop
which went through a  lean
patch a few years ago has picked
up business with a  lot  of young
persons patronising to shop. It
seems the internet and the in-
creasingly popular google doc-
tor  are playing a major role in
the revival of herbal medicines
among  the youngsters. I could
vouch for this judging by the
number of youngsters who vis-
ited the shop. Three of the six
customers whom I talked to had

come to buy the ‘Post natal
lehyam’.

Do his customers come only
from the Mylapore area?
Badrinath’s prompt response
was, “No, they come from all
over the world. Wherever our
people are located in India and
the world, they come to us
searching for specific items.
Many of them are from USA,
Australia, Middle East, Europe
etc. and belong to all age
groups.  It is the  word of mouth
advertising  and our guaranteed
quality which have helped us
gain popularity over the years.”

Most popular items are
Chukku, Homam, Panam
Kalkandu.  The major problems
for which the herbal medicines
are sought are for common cold,
other seasonal ailments, and
diabetes, besides, the ever
popular ‘post natal’ lehyams.

I asked Badrinath, a com-
merce graduate,  who has been
running the shop for the last 40
years, if he ever thought of
growing bigger  and opening

m o r e
branches like
what other
food and
snack units
like Grand
Sweets or
A d y a r
A n a n d
Bhavan have
done.  He
said he was
content with
the current
o p e r a t i o n s
where he
could guar-
antee the
quality of the
products sold
from his shop
which occu-
pies just 180

sq. ft area and another 280 sq.
ft  godown area located in the
neighbourhood.

He was hesitant to talk
about the future of the shop.
His two sons  who are still in
college may or may not come
into the business, as  it involves
a lot of hard  work, sweating it
out in a roadside shop amidst
the constant noise from the
passing vehicles enveloped by
the smoke, dust and grime
which naturally follow the
heavy traffic on the road. Yet,
since it is a profitable business
one of his sons might get into it
and take the ‘Dabba Chetty’
brand name to greater heights
as the second generation of the
owners of Grand Sweets have
done to that iconic brand. Let
us hope Badrinath’s  dream
comes true and the  ‘Dabba
Chetty Kadai’ continues to
serve its customers in the years
to come.

– R.V. Rajan
rvrajan42@gmail.com


