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WE CARE FOR MADRAS THAT IS CHENNAI

INSIDE

To Our Dear 
Chennai MPs
Dear Members of Parliament 
elected from Chennai City,

Congratulations to all three 
of you and we wish you a 

fruitful five years in your capac-
ity as elected representatives 
of the people. The tenure may 
appear long enough right now 
but let us assure you that time 
tends to fly and before you 
know it, it will be time for the 
next elections. And so, we hope 
you will spend the time that the 
people have gifted you most 
usefully. Madras Musings, which 
can claim to represent at least 
a small section of the  people 
of this city, and it has been 
representing them for 28 long 
years, wishes you all the best 
and at the same time, presents 
you with a wish list on behalf of 
Chennai that was Madras:

1.As Members of Parliament 
your time will be taken up in 
matters of national importance. 
At the same time, you should 

not forget matters that concern 
your city and it is up to you 
present them at the nation-
al forum. Too often Chennai 
gets short shrift – it is after all 
not the national capital or the 
 financial capital. And for long it 
has not elected representatives 
of the party in power at the 
Centre. Can we hope that you 
will be champions of Chennai 
in Delhi?

not mean you cannot do your 
bit for our city.

3. As MPs you will collec-
tively have around Rs. 65 crores 
as your allotment of the Mem-
ber of Parliament’s Local Area 
Development Fund, going by 
the figures furnished for the pre-
vious Lok Sabha. Can this mon-
ey not please be spent in frivoli-
ties such as beach beautification 
or bus shelter building but in 
some long-term asset such as 
sensitisation of people towards 
waste segregation and water 
conservation? Even a well-co-
ordinated campaign over mul-
tiple media avenues will have 
a better effect than putting 
up ornamental fountains and 
temporary bus  shelters. Think 
before you spend and when 
you do, make sure it is for the 
benefit of the city. 

4. Can we see MPs of Chen-
nai setting an example as MPs? 
Agreed that there is a huge 
ideological divide between you 
and the BJP, made worse by 
the fact that the ADMK is a 
junior partner of the latter, but 
can your dissent be expressed 
through the medium of debate, 
discussion and dialogue and 

Reforms needed to reap 
demographic advantage

(Continued on page 3)

(Continued on page 2)

 by The Editor

2. Can you therefore keep an 
eye open for investment oppor-
tunities that may come to India 
and work to ensure that Chen-
nai gets a suitable chance to be 
presented as a viable location? 
True, Industry is a State-subject 
and the BJP in the Centre and 
the ADMK in the State have a 
cosy relationship but that does 
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Two recent news items 
sum up the state of school 

 education. Is the news that India 
has thrice the number of schools 
(15 lakhs) as that of China (5 
lakhs) and that Tamil Nadu is 
rated high on school education 
reason enough for smug con-
tentment? The answer is in the 
Performance  Grading Index 
(PGI) Study by the  Department 
of School Education & Literacy, 
Ministry of Human Resource 
Development – a resounding no. 
Installation of physical facilities 
is not enough till schools are 
able to equip youth with skills 
needed to join the economic 
mainstream. 

The PGI Study is significant 
on more than one count. First, 

it evaluates the education sys-
tem in each State of the Union 
to generate competition and 
exchange ideas on good prac-
tices. Secondly, it has shifted 
the States’ focus to the actual 
delivery of services and its qual-

basic and important but not 
enough. Making them work and 
deliver the expected benefits is 
the last mile of the marathon. 

In the PGI study, States are 
graded in groups instead of 
ranking them. Comparison of 
the rank of a given State from 
year to year can be misleading 
because its rank depends on the 
performance of competitors. A 
good improvement by a State, 
for instance, may be shown as 
having a lower rank because a 
competing State did even bet-
ter. Another limitation in the 
ranking method is that even 
a single point shows up as a 
different level of achievement. 

 by A Special 
 Correspondent

ity. PGI helps States to iden-
tify weaknesses from among 
 seventy indicators (practices) 
for corrective action. 

The Report, in effect, says 
that putting up buildings and 
appointing teachers are not 
enough to make good school 
education. These are indeed 

www.madrasmusings.com

Chennai Heritage held a commemoration meeting for S. Muthiah 
on May 17, 2019. From top: The backdrop for the event; N. Sankar, 
Director, Chennai Heritage welcomes the attendees; Sriram V, Editor, 
Madras Musings, speaks; a cross section of the audience.
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The Man from Madras 
Musings has often heard 

of the expression that it is 
from chaos that order was 
born. Sir Theyagaroya Road 
in T’Nagar appears to dis-
prove this maxim for here 
you can see chaos born from 
what was once order. Time 
was when this arterial road 
leading to Panagal Park was 
a lovely stretch with a broad 
carriageway, sidewalks, and 
trees lining both sides. Then 
it degenerated into chaos 
with the sidewalks being 
encroached upon, the trees 
cut down, vehicles taking 
over much of the road space 
and hawkers given the run 
of the road overall. Mind 
you, MMM is all for hawk-
ing (and by that he does 
not mean the variety where 
you sport a hooded hunt-
ing bird on a gloved hand) 
but like everything in the 
city, it needs to be regulated. 
And then, after having al-
lowed chaos to reign su-
preme, order of a kind was 
re-imposed, the High Court 
throwing its weight behind 
the move. The hawkers 
were banished into an airless 
multi-storey structure and 
the footpaths freed up. Sud-
denly you found people walk-

The shops then must have 
staged a protest. The admin 
developed cold feet. In any 
case such revolutionary ideas 
are never welcome in an elec-
tion year. It was decided then 
that a road has to exist be-
tween the two sidewalks. As 
a consequence, what we now 
have are two huge sidewalks 
with a narrow passageway for 
vehicles in the centre. MMM, 
driving down this stretch just 
a week ago, was powerfully 
reminded of the geographic 
feature known as an isth-
mus – a narrow strip of land 
connecting two landmasses 
and separating two bodies of 
water. Sir Theyagaroya Road 
is now an isthmus – it con-
nects Panagal Park to Mount 
Road and separates two 
huge sidewalks that threaten 
to overrun it at any time. 
The hawkers are delighted, 
for they now have a huge 
platform to sell their wares 
from. Cars and two-wheelers 
are now mounted on the 
sidewalks and parked there, 
blessed by the local thugs. 
Those that drive about have 
to crawl, the road having nar-
rowed to such an extent. On 
the other hand, there are some 
that ride their two-wheelers 
on the footpaths, at break-

The Isthmus of T’Nagar
lots of noise. He is also aware 
that the footpath just outside 
his office will vanish, albeit 
temporarily. MMM knows 
that all this will mean put-
ting up with major incon-
veniences in the next few 
years but he is happy to make 
that sacrifice in the interest 
of the city. And that was 
why when some of MMM’s 
neighbours approached him 
with the suggestion that a 
letter of protest be drafted, 
he advised them to desist. 
MMM learns that a Metro 
Station will be constructed 
just outside his office and 
he is very happy about it. 
Having become a user of the 
Metro’s first phase, especially 
on the route to and from 
the airport, MMM is all for 
it and looks forward to the 
day when he can board the 
Metro from his doorstep.
MMM however, is concerned 
as to where the TNEB, now 
rejoicing in the name of 
TANGEDCO, will store its 
bobbins, cables and worn-out 
transformers, all of which 
found this particular side-
walk a convenient space to 
rest in. Scores of those uri-
nating in public may also 
be hard pressed but MMM 
guesses that these are men 

neck speeds. All around are 
pavement layers, working 
on the granite and not no-
ticing what is happening at 
all. Theirs not to question 
why. In short chaos is king.

What Government 
Proposes, Government 
Disposes

Let not thy left hand 
know what thy right 

hand doeth,” states the Good 
Book and it never spoke a 
truer phrase than that, at 
least going by the way our 
local administration func-
tions. It was just around a 
couple of months ago that 
our State Government an-
nounced that it has begun 
plans for the second phase of 
Chennai Metro Rail Limited. 
Several private properties 
were notified about take-
over in part, and it must 
be admitted that the num-
bers of these in the second 
phase are far fewer than 
the ones in the first phase. 

The property in which The 
Man from Madras Musings 
has his office was one such, 
the space acquired being a 
small portion near the en-
trance. MMM is quite aware 
that the access to his office 
building will be restricted, 
there will be plenty of dust 
to contend with, apart from 
vibrations from drilling and 

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY
ing around on Sir Theyaga-
roya Road. That was until a 
fresh batch of hawkers took 
over the space vacated by 
the earlier lot. The admin-
istration turned a blind eye 
for after all the High Court 
was only concerned with the 
earlier lot of hawkers and not 
the new ones, get it? As for 
cars, they continued being 
parked in haphazard fashion 
all over the place. Touts 
emerged, no doubt backed 
by local politicos, and con-
trolled hawking and parking. 
MMM is quite certain that 
they collected money far 
more efficiently than any 
agency of the administration. 
It was then that a bright 
spark, whoever that was, 
came up with the idea of 
making Sir Theyagaroya 
Road a completely pedestrian 
thoroughfare. No cars will be 
allowed declared the spark 
and the admin, no doubt 
caught in a weak moment, 
agreed. Overnight, the foot-
path, which was around four 
feet in width, was expanded 
several times over, the same 
happening to the footpath 
on the opposite side. An 
army of labourers descended 
on the road, together with 
tons of what is our State’s 
official building material 
– granite. Work began on 
converting the roadway into 
one enormous sidewalk, 
spanning the whole road.

who can manage anywhere. 
When an army of workmen 
descended on the sidewalk 
a fortnight ago and began 
tearing it up with drills, 
spades and pickaxes, MMM 
assumed that this was the 
advance army of the Metro. 
It therefore surprised him 
no end when truckloads of 
pre-cast concrete blocks 
and paving stones began 
to be unloaded on the site. 
MMM decided it was time to 
make enquiries. He walked 
across and asked one of 
the workmen who in turn 
directed him to a man of 
supervisory aspect. This 
official, after having looked 
at MMM with suspicion, 
asked if he, MMM was a 
journalist. When MMM said 
yes, albeit part time, the man 
unbent a little. The work 
was one he said, for laying 
a new footpath all along 
the road. The cost he said, 
ran into lakhs and was an 
indication of how the State 
Government cared for its 
people, something not readi-
ly appreciated by journalists. 
But what happens to the love-
ly new footpath once Metro 
Rail comes along and begins 
its digging asked MMM. Oh 
that, said the man, com-
pletely unconcerned. That 
is another department and 
had nothing to do with him. 

–MMM

Reforms in educational 
policy

(Continued from page 1)

PGI measures five domain 
indicators which are Learning 
Outcomes, Access, Infrastruc-
ture, Equity (among schedule 
castes, scheduled tribes, urban, 
rural and gender), and Gov-
ernance. Performance under 
each indicator is compared 
with a scientifically determined 
benchmark. Of these, Learning 
Outcomes and Governance are 
of concern. The other three 
relate to infrastructure. 

Overall, for the country, 
Governance registers the lowest 
score of 53 per cent, indicating 
that in the post-investment 
phase monitoring and enforce-
ment is weak and that method-
ologies are ineffective. Against 
one thousand points, graded 
into groups at 50-point intervals, 
the best group of States (Union 
Territory of Chandigarh, Gujarat 
and Kerala) itself is only in the 
801-850 range indicative of the 
gap between the best achieved 
and the best achievable. It is 
significant that Kerala does 
well not only on school educa-
tion but also in health services 
(in  another study) suggesting 
that irrespective of the politi-
cal  colour of the ruling entity, 
 performance is good perhaps due 
to the high literacy in this State. 
Literacy equips public with a 
strong and intelligent voice to 
demand and get good quality of 
public services. 

On the state of infrastructure 
and access, it is not surprising 
that Tamil Nadu scores well and 
remains at the top or among the 
best five. Whether it produced 
the desired benefit is reflected in 
the score for Learning Outcomes. 
Tamil Nadu comes out poorly 
with its rank in the middle of a 
league table of 36 competitors. 
As regards Governance, Tamil 
Nadu is ranked number six out of 
a field of 36, but considering that 
overall performance of all states 
is mediocre, the sixth rank is no 
distinction. 

With the same syllabus and 
teaching methods privately 
managed institutions deliver 
an output of better standard. 
It seems that the poor quality 
of outgoing students from gov-
ernment managed schools is 
less due to want of facilities or 
funds. Studies have identified 
poor quality of teachers due to 
corrupt practices in recruitment 
compounded by low account-
ability as problems – resulting 
in an environment that makes 
it easy for inefficient teachers to 
get away with high absenteeism 
and low commitment.   

There is, however, one chal-
lenge faced by Government 
school teachers that does not 
apply to private schools. Chil-
dren of poorer sections seeking 
free education in government 

schools do not have the advan-
tage of educated parents. So 
the basic material to be trained 
is of a different order. The one-
size-fits-all grouping of children 
by classes for all subjects makes 
teaching difficult to children of 
varying aptitudes and learning 
abilities. Drop-out rates rise as 
children move up mechanically 
from one class to the next, 
finding the irrelevance and 
boredom of the standardised 
syllabus insufferable. They need 
a different teaching approach 
to address their disadvantage, 
aptitude and learning speed. An 
experienced teacher of fisher 
folk’s first generation of school 
going children says that these 
children do show special apti-
tude for arithmetic. Without 
being so aware they are also in 
command of a large number of 
English words in their ordinary 
usage. Experts have suggested 
an innovative method of teach-
ing them in homogenous groups 
based on learning ability and 
interest. There is not much to 
show that this method has been 
implemented with persever-
ance, by retraining teachers to 
the new approach and demon-
strating how it makes teaching 
and learning more enjoyable.  

Studies show that fifth class 
students cannot pass even class 
II level tests according to the 
Annual Status of Education 
Reports (ASER). School ed-
ucation, especially in govern-
ment schools, seems to have 
fallen into a circular trap. Poor 
teachers produce poor students 
and poor graduates coming 
out of institutions make poor 
teachers. Breaking this cir-
cuit requires corruption-free 
teacher selection, appropriate 
teaching methodology, teach-
er re-training programmes to 
handle special needs of children 
from poorer sections of society, 
teacher accountability and rele-
vance of learning content to the 
job market. The Right to Edu-
cation would degenerate into 
ritual compliance if the system 
cannot prepare children to be-
come good citizens and cannot 
give them the skills to become 
economically self-reliant. A 
sound educational system is 
the converter of demography’s 
economic potential to reality. 

The Tamil Nadu govern-
ment has been allocating a 
consistent share of resources to 
school education and in 2019-
20 Budget it was Rs. 28,578 
crores at 1.7 per cent of GSDP 
with no room to raise it to 
a norm of 3 per cent due to 
fiscal constraint. Teachers are 
well paid by current standards. 
There is no reason why qual-
ified, trained and committed 
candidates cannot be engaged 
if the system ensures impartial 
selection free of corruption.  
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Commemorative issue

I was trying to postulate how 
you will be putting together 

the special issue on the colossus 
Muthiah who breathed Madras, 
instead of oxygen till his last. 
Your special is immersive in that 
it starts from the cover portrait, 
not in sepia, but in colour, 
to showcase the vibrancy he 
associated the multi-hued me-
tropolis with; continuing with 
his well-stacked book-case that 
overflowed to the next page, 
and the glowing tributes from 
a cross section of his admirers, 
rather bhaktas. A commendable 
effort, a litmus test, that assures 
MM is in good hands and the 
show will go on. As long as he 
lived, Muthiah was observing 
the great city from his ringside 
seat and was commenting and 
chronicling on the emergence 
of the great metropolis. Now, 
having given up his seat, he will 
be watching it from his position 
of eminence in a top angle and 
so will have a wider vision, and 
indubitably more matter to 
write about, that lo and behold, 
cannot be transmitted to earth. 
The Muthiah special is a peach, 
the only regret being, he is not 
here to riffle, read, admire and 
pat you on the back.

J.S. Raghavan
jsraghavan@gmail.com

* * *

The commemorative issue 
was extremely well done. 

Put together with a lot of feeling 
it has emerged as a collector’s 
item. All the tributes were 
straight from the heart not un-
expectedly since Mr. Muthiah 
touched so many lives.

– Partab Ramchand
partabramchand@yahoo.com

The saloon experience

Visits to the barber ’s shop for the periodic trimming 
of our head of hair has now become somewhat dull.

In the past the barber’s shop (it was nothing more than 
this!) was usually crowded and we had to sit on the bench 
for some time before our turn came. We whiled away the 
waiting time by browsing newspapers and magazines or lis-
tening to the radio blaring out film songs. After a political 
party distributed free TV sets to members of its vote bank, 
the scene changed and we saw song and dance sequences 
running on them. Customers would discuss politics, films and 
the doings of great men. The walls would be splattered with 
posters of film stars which were nothing like the latter-day 
calendar girls but nevertheless a source of some amusement.

The barber’s chairs were all made mostly of wood; they were 
cushioned but none-too-plush as they come nowadays. The slid-
ing head-rest at the back was adjusted to suit the height of the cus-
tomer. If a child was brought in, he was put on a plank resting on the 
two armrests of the chair so the barber could work conveniently.

Many of the accessories that the barber used have changed. 
No longer do we see those big clippers made of brass (one still 
 remembers the clickety-clack sound it made on the head as the bar-
ber ran it). Now the trimmers are compact with different numbers 
for different styles of clipping. As for the noise, it’s one long buzz.

The knives used for shaving and the leather strop that was 
used for sharpening knives have also disappeared. Now the 
knives have replaceable blades – actually one half of an old razor 
blade split into two (the latter themselves yielding place in our 
homes to throw-and use or replaceable cartridge razors). In the 
past the used blades came in handy for sharpening pencils.

Ah, the water-sprinkler! The size and shape of the bottle have 
changed; the handle has changed: where is that long one with a 
ringed twist in the middle.

To work up lather for shaving the beard, the shop had a cup 
of soap and a brush, which because of overworking would have 
the bristles, once a tight pack of soft hairs, standing up like a 
bouffant.

Saloons of the past had huge mirrors on the rear wall. For 
one thing they made the room look bigger; for another – more 
important – the customer could see what was really happen-
ing at the back of his head and the nape. Now the barber 
opens a folded mirror and holds it in a playacting manner.

I felt a pat on my shoulder. The barber removed 
the cape and said, “Over.” I got down from the perch.

C.G. Rishikesh
A5, Madhurima

32, (Old 20-21), Conran Smith Road
Gopalapuram

Chennai 600 086

NOSTALGIA

To our Dear MPs
(Continued from page 1)

not just walking out? When 
the people of Chennai elect 
you, they expect you to work 
and justify that mandate. By all 
means enjoy the perquisites of 
power, but also remember you 
have responsibilities. Walking 
out and stalling parliamentary 
proceedings are not really ma-
ture expressions in democracy.

5. Social media is awash with 
a statement made by a senior 
BJP functionary and a former 
minister to boot that one of 
the priorities for the new Gov-
ernment will be a river-linking 
scheme that will eventually 
bring water to our city. If this 
be true, and much of what is 
said on social media is not, 
please see how you can make 
this happen. Yes, the BJP may 
be embarking on such a scheme 

to simply expand its footprint 
in Tamil Nadu, but then, you as 
politicians must know that all 
parties do this and ultimately if 
a scheme is for the good of the 
people, it must be encouraged 
no matter what the ulterior 
motive may be. So rather than 
being roadblocks, work to make 
the scheme a reality and you too 
may benefit from it.

6. As MPs you will get to 
see a lot of India and abroad. 
Remember to be representa-
tives of Chennai as well and 
speak on all occasions about 
the greatness of your city. At the 
same time, keep your eyes open 
to ideas and developments in 
places you visit that can be im-
plemented in Chennai as also.

7. Lastly, can you please 
lobby hard to make sure that 
local body elections are held in 

the city? The present Govern-
ment is not too keen on it but 
your party is and so you need to 
highlight this withholding of a 
local democratic right. As a first 
step towards that, can you make 
yourselves available to your 
constituents at a fixed time and 
date each month so that we get 
to see you, express our concerns 
and get your views? That way 
we will remember you and you 
us, thereby avoiding the neces-
sity for fresh introductions after 
five years. 

That said, we wish you the 
very best and hope you enjoy 
being MPs. More importantly, 
we need to enjoy having you as 
our MPs. And we will be watch-
ing over you. 

– The Editor and Readers 
of Madras Musings

Email exasperations

Our old email ID – editor@madrasmusings.com is 
back! Please continue sending your emails to 
this email address.

– Editor

In the panchayati elections 
that were round the corner 

that summer in Poonamal-
lee, where I grew up, the final 
contenders were Ganshyam-
das (GD), a Rajasthani whose 
 ancestors had settled in Madras 
Presidency decades back and 
Kalivaradan, (KV) a son of the 
soil, as he had proudly dubbed 
himself to be.

As complexions went GD, 
due to the contributory  genome 
was fair, with the sheen of a slab 
of badam halwa, chubby cheeks 
and an ear-to ear-smile, framed 
under a milk white khadi cap, 
whereas KV was as shiny as 
polished ebony, with rows of 
uniform teeth, that flashed like 
white piano keys, whenever he 
smiled, which was only at the 
sight of money. It was a paradox 
that while GD could speak Tam-
il in a sing-song voice, faultless-
ly, though it was not his mother 
tongue, KV’s spoken Tamil, to 
put it succinctly, was not Tamil 
at all. In yet another reversal of 
roles, KV’s business it was to 
lend money, whereas the man 
from Marwar printed marriage 

invitations, exercise books, 
obituary notices, cinema paatu 
puthagams and such. 

GD chose me as an aide in 
his electioneering, principally 
to distribute rose-coloured bit 
notices from a horse driven car-
riage, in which a two-piece band 
was in attendance. The mare 
that pulled the cart seemed to 
disapprove of the poor quality 
of music, but had no choice of 
escaping the onslaught. 

The symbol allotted to GD 
was a gooja (pitcher or jug), and 
understandably, his sales pitch 
was, ‘friends, vote for the gooja, 
the cool one, that slakes your 
thirst.’ KV’s symbol was kettle, 
which had to be hot if it was to 
be of any use. GD seemed to 
have stolen a march over his 
opponent on symbol per se. He 
sent an earthenware gooja to 
every household gratis, whereas 
KV could not afford a freebie of 
metallic kettles.

The town was agog with 
excitement as polling day drew 
closer. The psephologists of the 
town, during their post-din-
ner analysis in street corners 

Remembering an election of 
the past

predicted that it would be a 
cakewalk for GD. His oppo-
nent seethed with anger, and 
was reportedly in a huddle with 
his poll agents discussing the 
ways and means of reversing 
the trend.

But strange things do happen 
during elections – rigging, booth 
capturing, resurrection of the 
dead to cast their votes (who 
later vanish into their graves) 
– but nothing to beat what 
happened in our town. A week 
before the polling date, Pan-
diraj, KV’s amorous son with a 
dashing pencil-line moustache 
eloped with the svelte Deepali, 
teenaged daughter of GD. 

Though the boy’s father did 
a war dance in rage uttering 

choice expletives, GD, with 
admirable sangfroid called on 
the KVs to discuss what could 
be done. ‘Deepali’s happiness 
is paramount’, he declared. 
‘I’ll withdraw my candida-
ture, so you can win unop-
posed. If you will agree to this 
proposal, we shall publish a 
joint ad forgiving them, so the 
eloped lovers can come back 
for  matrimony.’ 

The town’s wit, who quoted 
the Bard’s ‘All is well that ends 
well’ added his own: ‘If this is 
not a fruitful electoral alliance 
what else is?’

J.S. Raghavan
jsraghavan@gmail.com
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TRIBUTES TO MR. MUTHIAH

Chief, did you know you are spoken of 
in different ways? ‘Mr. Muthiah’, of course, 
heads the list – but you are also ‘Uncle 
Muthu’, ‘Muthu’ and ‘The Chief’.

Were you aware that you meant so much 
to so many? You are being remembered in 
as many ways as there are people who have 
known you.

These past few weeks, The Grand Old 
Lady has mourned her son at many venues, 
from many podiums. The city has been 
speaking about you, Chief – eulogies after 
eulogies in a parade of memorials.

To mention a few – The Sunday Books-
for-Breakfast group you established gathered 
one Sunday morning, (appropriately enough) 
and in a collective outpouring of ‘remember-
ings’, spoke of you in sparkling terms. You will 
be amused to know that a temporary shrine 
was created at one end of the room, complete 
with your favourite pen and your Olivetti 
typewriter, which, by the way, is well on its 
way to becoming an icon in its own right. 
(You are probably muttering: “That’s all very 
well, but I hope they got my typewriter home 
safe!” Don’t worry – they did.)

One of your books was symbolically re-
viewed – specifically The Anglo-Indians – A 
500 Year History, by you and Harry MacLure. 
A number of people spoke of you, in praise, 
with respect…and there were also those who 
appeared still a bit shaken, having been at the 
receiving end of your singularly unique way 
of expressing your opinions. Genuine regard, 
however, was the strong common thread 
running through every speech. It was also 

To the Chief, wherever 
this may find him

 obvious that most speakers could hear your 
epic tinkling tumbler in their own heads, 
ensuring they stayed within their time limits 
– such is the terror you’ve inspired.

Your beloved Madras Book Club did you 
proud, Chief, and you’d have approved the 
backdrop. All your friends and your shishyas 
spoke of you – of your passion for the city; for 
history and heritage, your work ethic, your 
inclusiveness, and the fact that your presence 
in their lives led to their own transformation 
and growth. Simultaneously, some also point-
ed out the hidden danger in sharing even the 
tiniest bit of information with you. Invariably, 
this rashness led to being put to work almost 
at once. Chief, your daughter Ranjani spoke 
at this venue that mattered so much to you. 
Her words would have made you smile. The 
evening ended with some staples from your 
iconic opening speech being quoted, with 
the august, mostly senior-citizen, gathering, 
gleefully hailing your famous: “One question 
per person – and no speeches!” statement.

A couple of Fridays ago, another memo-
rial under the aegis of the Chennai Heritage 
initiative saw a packed hall filled with your 
family and your friends….the distinction so 
blurred, it was hard to tell the difference. The 
variety of speeches made by a cross-section of 
speakers reflected the range of subjects and 
institutions that interested, and involved, 
you.

Incidentally, your work-covered dining 
table is fast becoming an iconic symbol too. A 
legend-in-the-making-like quality is definite-
ly beating its wings around your image. So 
be warned. Perhaps in the years to come, an 
emotional shishya will write an ‘Ode to your 
Typewriter’…which, to put it mildly, will be 
high irony indeed.

You must know, though, that your daugh-
ter Parvathi spoke at this event, and man-
aged to burst a few bubbles about you (see 
story alongside). Well, stories about a mis-
chievous 7-year-old spoilt silly by his doting 
mother and grandmother will do this, but 
also up the ‘endearing’ quotient significantly.

Chief, you are being mourned with over-
whelming affection, and everyone whose life 
you touched is thankful for having known 
you and Valli.

They’ve spoken of you as the city’s chron-
icler, teacher, mentor, friend, support system, 
their day’s First Phone Call, and every diffi-
cult, writing-related decision’s Last Word.

The city misses you – but your legacy 
appears to be in safe and committed hands.

Just thought you’d like to know, Chief.
Will sign off now.

 Ranjitha Ashok

As I pen these 
words, it has been 
exactly a month 
since my father, S 
Muthiah, passed 
away.  Over the 
past month, we 
have been over-
whelmed by the 
number of tributes 
that have poured 
in.  He has been 
written about, spo-
ken about, posted 
about and tweeted 
about many times 

over.  We are honoured that he has touched 
the lives of so many.  Old fashioned man that 
he was, he would have been amused not just by 
the adulation but by the role that social media 
(which he called ‘new-fangled’ technology to 
be displayed on that thing, namely a computer 
or a smartphone) played in proliferating that 
adulation.  Daddy, we hope you realise that the 
city was first apprised of your passing by a tweet!

Madras that is Chennai knew Dad’s many 
faces – chronicler, historian, journalist, corporate 
biographer, pioneer of the heritage movement 
in the city, crusader, mentor and some more 
that I may have missed along the way…  Some 
have even spoken about his young, energetic 
wife, his two daughters who spurned the shores 
of his beloved city, his office staff, his old driv-
er and even his long-time assets – his Olivetti 
(which we still have) and his Premier Padmini 
(which we sold after irreparable flood damage).  
We wondered if there was indeed anything his 
fans did not know about him.  In fact, every 
memorial we attended and every tribute we 
read has revealed more facets of Dad’s life than 
we knew.  And for this we are ever grateful.  

*     *     *
Over the course of the month, we have been 

asked numerous times about his life before he be-
came the voice of Madras’s heritage.  So here are 
some little known stories, such as he was known 
to ferret out to put the story back in history.

Dad was a mischievous, spoilt young lad, 
the darling of his mother and grandmother.   
Sympathising with my own mischievous 8-year 
old, Dad would proudly recall his own days of 
riding his bicycle into the mounds of chillies 
and ‘vatthals’ that his grandmother had pains-
takingly put out to dry… and throwing his 
grandmother’s keys into the rather deep well 
in the backyard of her mansion in Kanadukath-
an…  So anyone who refers to that mischievous 
glint in his eye, that’s where it had its origins…

Much has been talked about Dad’s education 
which spanned four countries.  But not many know 
that he was a champion runner – both cross-coun-
try and middle distance – who apparently clocked 
the time to qualify for the Olympics 800m in the 
early 1950s, but went no further because of the 
small matter of citizenship.  Or that his switch 
from the much-hated Engineering to Internation-
al Affairs, as a recent conversation with a favoured 
grandchild revealed, was because he may have 
nursed a secret desire to become a diplomat…

A sister’s wedding and his father’s threat to cut 
off finances brought Dad back to India in 1951.  
The loss of his British-India passport kept him in 
this part of the world.  India to Ceylon was the 
extent of travel allowed to the stateless young 
man.  And it was Ceylon he chose, to become a 
multi-faceted journalist at The Times of Ceylon 
covering any number of topics ranging from 
Sport to Politics to Astrology and everything in 
between!  Despite being the son of the erstwhile 
Mayor of Colombo and an accomplished jour-
nalist, his Indian birth meant that his citizenship 

Little known stories of the 
Chronicler

To Grand-uncle with 
love

bid was rejected a few years later.  But he stayed 
on, ever hopeful, until he was turned down as 
editor.  Finally, in 1968, Dad packed his bags 
and left the shores of his beloved Ceylon, an 
unwanted son…

Back in Madras, it was a journalist’s job that 
he went ahunting for initially but since there 
were no senior roles to be found, he settled for 
a job at T.T. Maps, then newly opened as part of 
the TTK  Group.  Despite the loss of his journal-
istic dreams, he threw himself into turning the 
 company into one of the premier printing and 
 cartographic units in the country.  It is a wonder 
that the man who hated finance with a passion 
managed to run the company well for as long as 
he did!

In 1970, wedding bells finally rang. Mum 
and Dad were the most incompatible couple on 
paper. But, with Dad’s encouragement, the tim-
id young girl from the heart of Chettinad who 
married the sophisticated, anglicised import 
from Ceylon transformed into the highly effi-
cient, ‘young and energetic’ Company Secretary 
who ran his life in her spare time. She kept him 
grounded, the perfect foil for his idiosyncrasies.  
Dad was a gourmet, Mum his favourite Chef.  

As a father, Dad was this towering figure 
of strength, the most liberal man we have ever 
had the honour to know. Our parents encour-
aged us to follow our dreams and be passionate 
about them.  Education and diligence were their 
mantras. We were never led to believe that we 
were ‘only girls’ meant to be married off at the 
earliest. My sister chose to study Metallurgical 
Engineering in the harshest of conditions at 
Benaras Hindu University.  That she was the 
only girl amongst a roomful of boys who had 
chosen this rather unusual stream, and so far 
away from home, did not deter either her or my 
parents.  I chose to become a hotelier. While that 
dream did not last long and I turned to bank-
ing, I look back and realise the courage it must 
have taken my parents to sanction my choice 
of career against well-meaning advice of ruining 
my marriage prospects! Women’s lib, you say?

As a Grandfather, Aiyah was the most enthu-
siastic supporter of his grandchildren’s achieve-
ments.  Distance and his work as the Chronicler 
of Madras meant rather infrequent contact with 
the grandchildren but whenever he visited or vice 
versa, his first gift to them was what he considered 
the greatest of treasures – books. His greatest 
gift to them though? The example that he set.

*     *     *
When Dad started Madras Musings in 1991, 

we lost our dining table, which had witnessed 
many an interesting family conversation, to 
the tabloid. From then on, his world revolved 
around fortnightly ‘Proof’ Days and encouraging 
everyone he met to write for the paper.  Dad was 
the first Man from Madras Musings and Mum 
his Fair Lady.  Over the years that mantle was 
handed over to Sriram V. and Sarada. With his 
illness, the ordeal of dealing with ‘Proof’ day was 
handed over too…  But he never could let go fully.  
Even at hospital, he meticulously remembered 
to call Shankar, his typesetter, in order to super-
vise Sriram’s supervision…  But, Sriram, isn’t it 
time the Acting Editor became the new Chief?

One of Dad’s last wishes was that the people 
around him continue talking about the things 
he loved and working towards the causes he 
was interested in.  The greatest tribute his fans, 
his readers, his protégés can pay to him will be 
to carry on their journey. The joke amongst 
his close associates was his tinkling tumbler to 
call time – I can well imagine the tinkling and 
his gruff voice saying “It’s time to move on”!

– Parvathi Muthiah

l Vignesh Panchanatham is a 
student at Princeton Univer-
sity, a wannabe Chef and a 
fledgling sports journalist

For as long as I can remember, 
my grandfather called me Little 
Man. Muthu Aiyah took pride 
in all of my accomplishments, 
but particularly in chess. Every 
time I performed well in a tour-
nament, he would always send 
me an email congratulating me 
and encouraging me to push for 
even higher titles. He was one of 
the most excited people when I 
became an International Master 
and the most disappointed when 
I decided that I wasn’t going to 
chase the Grandmaster title. 

Aiyah always encouraged 
me to pursue the things I was 
passionate about and as my 
interests shifted to writing, I 
connected with him even more. 
Over the nineteen years of my 
life, he taught me many things, 

but his passion for writing and 
telling stories always resonated 
with me more than anything 
else. Through observing Aiyah 
writing, I gained my initial inter-
est in journalism. As his oldest 
grandchild, I like to think that 
I have inherited a portion of his 
talent with the written word.

When I visited India at a 
younger age, I became absolutely 
fascinated with Aiyah’s hand-
writing. The notes that he took 
in the margins of the paper that 
he was editing were written in 
flowing blue ink. I couldn’t un-
derstand what was on the paper, 
but I was intrigued by the squig-
gles created by Aiyah’s fountain 
pen. That Christmas, wanting to 
emulate the author in the family, 
I asked for a full set of different 
colored fountain pens. Many 
stained fingers later, I gave up 
on them and took to other tools. 
But I learnt the value of carefully 

selecting and respecting the tools 
that I use.

Muthu Aiyah also always em-
phasized clarity and simplicity. 
Any time my brother or I would 
talk to him, he would tell us to 
enunciate our words and stop 
mumbling. He could never un-
derstand our “American accents” 
unless we articulated every syl-
lable of the words that we were 
saying, so we had to repeat our-
selves until our pronunciation 
met his satisfaction.

That carried over into writ-
ing as well. Whenever my mom 
would send Aiyah my articles, 
he would respond with a vari-
ant of praise, followed by some 
well-earned criticism. For one 
article, Aiyah complimented 
me, saying that I seemed to have 
inherited some of his sports writ-
ing genes, and then added “Try 
introducing a little color in your 
reports.” Some articles would 

garner harsher criticism then 
others, but Muthu Aiyah always 
advised clarity over all else. I was 
fortunate enough to gain his ap-
proval of the final article I wrote 
before he passed away.

“You are writing very compe-
tently in a straightforward fash-
ion without being flashy,” Aiyah 
praised. “You tell a story well and 
that is all that matters. Don’t 
chase after brilliant writing. 
Writing is just a means of com-
munication to get your picture of 
an event to another and needs to 
be simple and straightforward.”

Every time I am out reporting 
in the field or writing up an 
article on my computer, I will 
remember the man that first 
inspired me. I am honored that 
I was able to connect with my 
grandfather as both his grand-
child and a fellow writer. I never 
would have become interested in 
being a journalist without Muthu 
Aiyah and for that I will always 
be grateful. I hope that one day 
I might be able to tell a story as 
well as he did.

Memories of a Grandparent

l Radha Subramaniam is an 
Associate Film Producer in 
New York

My first memory of Muthu 
Aiyah, my maternal great uncle, 
was of a jovial, thoughtful man 
who could be sharp if he felt 
you were being facetious. He 
was never one to play to expec-
tations and he expected you to 
be thoughtful when you were 
speaking with him. But he was 
also one amongst many elder 
relatives who I spent time with 
every summer. I don’t remember 
thinking of him with any type 
of specificity until the summer 
before I turned thirteen, when 
I went to see a lecture of his on 
Madras architecture. 

It was a version of his clas-
sic lecture pulled from Madras 
Rediscovered, a lecture that I 
would hear many versions of 
over the next fifteen years. Until 
that point, I came to India ev-
ery summer, feeling listless and 
despondent about the heat, the 
water, the food, and the relatives 
who were impossible to pick 
apart but all seemed to ask the 
same boring questions to every 
child they came across. But for 
some reason, that day, I was 
more engaged. I took copious 
notes during the lecture and later 
cross-referenced them against 
a recent edition of  Madras 

 Rediscovered before sitting down 
with my grandfather and plan-
ning out an ambitious tour of 
all of the major architecture of 
Madras. We spent days going to 
government buildings, museums, 
churches, and monuments – 
crossing from one end of the city 
to the other to enter often empty 
buildings maintained by quiet 
caretakers. I discovered a wealth 
of history and culture that I nev-
er could have imagined, feeling 
like I had opened the door into 
a hidden world that only Muthu 
Aiyah was privy to. At the end of 
that trip, I excitedly went to tell 
him about all of the visits I had 
made and how fascinating it all 
was. I remember how his eyes lit 
up and he talked with glee about 
the importance of remembering 
this history. 

From that summer on, his 
house was always one of my first 
stops when I got to Madras. I 

would tag along to lectures on 
military history and sports, archi-
tecture and art, book clubs and 
film clubs. I was his little shadow 
in a churidhar and braids, with 
an odd American accent and, 
as he used to say, marbles in my 
mouth. But we were kindred 
spirits. I don’t think I ever met 
anyone who understood me the 
way he did – both my curiosity 
and my insecurities. He was nev-
er condescending, even though 
I was very young and a girl. 
Instead, he encouraged me and 
challenged me and expected me 
to engage like an adult. 

I last saw him in December 
and was awed at his strength and 
fortitude even in the face of his 
illness. When my father called 
to tell me that Muthu Aiyah had 
died, I felt an immense sense of 
loss. But the more I reflected on 
it, the more I realized that he 
had one of fullest lives of anyone 
I have ever known. He touched 
more people and was more un-
selfish with his time than any 
three people combined. The im-
pact of his writing, his talks, his 
advice, and his kindness will be 
evident in the city’s newspapers, 
books, and history for a long time 
to come. And his legacy is one of 
openness and generosity – a spirit 
that I hope to hold onto and ap-
ply to my own life. If I can have 
even a quarter of the impact that 
he had on this world, I will be 
proud of what I have given back 
to the people and institutions 
that are a part of my life. Muthu 
Aiyah, you are dearly missed, but 
never forgotten.

Remembering S. Muthiah
(A Journalist for 68 years, 
Columnist for 58 years, 
wrote on all things Madras 
for 48 years, an Author 
for 38 years and Editor 
of Madras Musings for 28 
yrs, this is how Sashi Nair, 
Editor, PII, opened his talk 
on Mr. Muthiah.

He was speaking at the re-
membrance event organised 
for Mr. Muthiah at the Madras 
Literary Society (MLS) on Sat-
urday, 18th May. The event 
was well attended by admirers, 
friends and family.

Ms. Thirupurasundari, Secre-
tary, MLS, started the proceed-
ings by recalling how Mr. Muth-
iah was happy to see the efforts 

being undertaken to  revive the 
institution. He continued to be 
a source of support. Manohar 
Devadoss regaled the audience 
by playing a tune from Bob 
Hope's, Buttons and Bows, on 
his harmonica, a tune he had 
played for Mr. Muthiah many 
years ago. V. Sriram, Captain D.P. 
Ramachandran, Anwar Kombai 
and N. S. Yamuna were the other 
speakers, which also saw mem-

bers from the audience sharing 
their experiences.

As V. Sriram rightly put it, 
Mr. Muthiah taught us about 
our own past and the best way to 
remember him would be to carry 
his work forward. The event 
came to close with a vote of 
thanks by Ms. Jaya Mahbubani, 
member-volunteer, MLS.

– Rajith Nair

The Madras Local History 
Group held a meeting at Arkay 
Convention Centre on May 
11, 2019, to condole the pass-
ing of Mr Muthiah. Venkatesh 
Ramakrishnan welcomed the 
gathering and spoke of how 
much of present day writing on 
the city’s past is based on what 
Mr. Muthiah wrote.

Kombai Anwar recalled his 
association with the late chroni-
cler  from the year Madras Mus-
ings was started. He emphasised 
Mr. Muthiah’s interest in photog-
raphy and printing.

Sudha Umashanker spoke 
on her association with Mr. 
Muthiah from the 1980s when 
he conducted classes on journal-

ism. She recalled how he would 
come in his premier Padmini to 
Thakkar Bapa Vidyalaya where 
the classes were held and how he 
was so concerned about correct 
English.

– Venkatesh 
Ramakrishnan

Mr. N. Ram speaking at the Memorial meeting 
organised by the Madras Book Club. 

*     *     *

(More tributes on Page 7)



6 MADRAS MUSINGS June 1-15, 2019

1.Name the former India  cricketer 
who has become the first woman 
to be appointed to the ICC Inter-
national Panel of Match Referees.
2.  NASA’s recently announced 
planned mission to put humans 
back on the lunar surface is 
named after which Greek deity ?
3. Name the 259-year-old iconic 
British toy-maker bought recently 
by Reliance Industries for about 
Rs. 620 crores.
4. Which World Capital has Face-
book chosen as the base for roll-
ing out WhatsApp Pay globally?
5. Igor Stimac is the new coach 
of which Indian national sports 
team?
6. Which legendary American 
sportsperson was recently award-
ed the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, the nation’s highest 
civilian award.
7. What new World endurance 
record did adventurer Victor 
Vescovo set recently?
8. Researchers at US’s Berkeley 
Lab recently announced the 
creation of PDK (Poly Diketoe-
namine), a type of plastic. Why 
is it special?
9. Name the noted Indian indus-
try leader and FMCG giant ITC’s 
longest-serving chairman who 
passed away recently.
10. Who was chosen the MVP 
of IPL Season 12 that concluded 
recently?

*     *     *
11. Name the three new Lok 
Sabha MPs from Chennai.
12. One more on the elections. 
Apart from Kanimozhi and 
Thamizhachi Thangapandian, 
who is the only other woman Lok 
Sabha MP from the State?
13. Name the ace swimmer from 
the State, a South Asian Games 
gold-medallist, who was recent-
ly killed in a road accident in 
Chennai.
14. The famous mathematician 
Srinivasa Ramanujan’s last years 
were spent in residences called 
Crynant and Gometra. To which 
famous builder did these homes 
belong?
15. What can one find on what 
was once the Munagala House 
gardens, property of the Zamin-
dar of Munagala?
16. What three-word term was 
used by the British to describe 
the area encompassing present 
day Nungambakkam, Teynampet 
and Royapettah?
17. Where in the city did the 
country’s first industrial estate 
come up in 1958?
18. Whose statue once stood 
on the pedestal that now has 
K. Kamaraj’s statue outside the 
Gymkhana Club?
19. Who was the first Indian 
president of the Corporation of 
Madras?
20. What sporting distinction did 
Willam Goodsir-Cullen, an An-
glo-Indian studying at the Madras 
Medical College, achieve for the 
city in the late 1920s?

(Answers on page 8)

When North Madras had a 
beach(Quizmaster V.V. Ramanan’s ques-

tions are from April 16th to 30th. 
Questions 11 to 20 relate to Chen-
nai and Tamil Nadu.)

To most city dwellers, the 
beach means the Mari-

na. To some the term may 
also include the Elliots Beach, 
known now by the horrible 
name of Bessie, ostensibly be-
cause it abuts Besant Nagar. 
Then you have the Neelankarai 
Beach and several others. In 
the past, the Marina too had 
two distinct parts – Triplicane 
and San Thomé beaches. But 
before all of these was North 
Beach, which now is no longer 
in  existence.

There are no records of 
North Beach – not one de-
scription of it exists. And at the 
same time, there are plenty, for 
most writings prior to 1900 or so 
that describe a beach in the city 
are actually referring to North 
Beach alone. And it is from 
those sources that we need to 
recreate its story.

The first clue comes from 
the name North Beach Road. 
Today known as Rajaji Salai, 
it also was referred to as First 
Line Beach – giving you an 
idea – this was the first road 
to the west of the beach and 
extended from Fort St. George 
all the way to Royapuram and 
beyond. Diametrically opposite 
ran South Beach Road, now Ka-
maraj Salai, and this connected 
the Fort to San Thomé. In 
comparison to the latter, which 
ran along a narrow strip of sand, 
it was the former that presented 
a fine prospect of a beach with 
the sea beyond. Today the situ-
ation has completely reversed. 
We, who are familiar with 
crowds thronging the  Marina 
on a summer’s evening, will find 
it hard to believe that it was to 
North Beach much of the city 
went in olden times. Most of 
the traverse thoroughfares of 
George Town such as Errabalu 
Chetty and Anna Pillai Streets 
actually connected to it.

North Beach then, as men-
tioned earlier, ran parallel to 
First Line Beach, from the Fort 
to Royapuram. “This is the busi-
ness part of the town, and con-
tains the banks, customs house, 
the High Court, and all the 
mercantile offices. Many of the 
latter are handsome structures 
and fringe the beach” – thus 
enthuses the Imperial Gazetteer 
of 1885. There was of course 
the opposing view – “Not one 
of these can be compared to 
 Esplanade Mansion of Calcut-
ta,” wrote Mylai Ko Pattabhi-
rama Mudaliar in his Vishnu 
Sthala Manjari (1908-1913). 

The High Court as men-
tioned in the Gazetteer is not 
the present building, which was 
completed in 1892. It refers 
to Bentinck’s Building, which 
stood on First Line Beach and 
on whose site was built Sing-

aravelar Maligai, the office 
of the Collector of Chennai. 
This building was home to 
the Supreme Court of Madras 
between 1817 and 1862 and 
thereafter the premises of the 
High Court till 1892. This led 
to North Beach also being re-
ferred to as High Court Beach. 
Most lawyers walked on it of an 
evening, after their arguments 
in Court.

The best days of North 
Beach were between 1799 and 
1875. It was in the former year 
that Edward, the 2nd Lord 
Clive famously declared Fort 
St. George to be out of bounds 
for mercantile activities outside 
the purview of the East India 
Company. To encourage the 
free merchants in the Fort to 
leave, he had the office of cus-
toms shifted from just outside 
the Fort’s sea gate to a place 
further north, and housed it in a 
disused granary. The road lead-
ing to it from the Fort became 
First Line Beach and Customs 
House stands on the same loca-
tion as where the granary once 
was. With the Sea Customer 
moving from the Fort, ships, 
which had dropped anchor two 
miles in the sea just east of the 
Fort, moved northwards too. 
They began to stop opposite 
the Customs Office and so the 
merchants had to move. The 
first to do so was Thomas Parry. 
He bought land and building 
at this desolate spot in 1803. 
The property, once the site of 
Lally’s Battery and from where 
the French had bombarded 
Madras, albeit unsuccessfully 
in 1758, belonged to a Begum 
of Arcot and Parry acquired it 
to build his company’s head-
quarters. The firm Parry & Co, 
now owned by the Murugappa 
Group, still functions from the 
same place though the present 
building dates to 1939. 

The spot was not exactly 
safe – the sea was known to lap 
Parry’s walls during certain high 
tides. To protect the inner city 
came up the great Madras Bul-

wark, a wall designed by Thom-
as Fiott de Havilland. It ran 
along much of First Line Beach 
and the present RBI subway. 
With Parry setting the example 
others followed. Soon North 
Beach Road was no longer deso-
late and boasted of among other 
institutions, the city’s best-read 
newspaper – The Madras Mail, 
the General Post Office and the 
Railway Station, which came up 
in Royapuram. 

The harbour was yet to be 
built and ferrying of passengers 
and cargo, to and from the 
ships was by means of catama-
rans – native rafts. The head 
boatman or Sarhang was a key 
figure and Narayana Syrang 
and Jaffer Syrang Streets near 
North Beach commemorate at 
least two of them. Some of the 
biggest cargoes for the times ar-
rived here – the statues of Lord 
Cornwallis and Sir Thomas 
Munro, and also the first four 
railway locomotives. A public 
holiday was declared to witness 
the unloading of the latter. 
The arrival of many sailors also 
meant other services – Voda-
caul Street, the city’s busiest 
red-light area, was just west of 
North Beach.

“The north beach, with the 
flags surmounting several of 
the mercantile offices, and the 
dense crowds on each side, 
presented a very picturesque 
effect,” ran a description of 
the farewell accorded to the 
Duke of Edinburgh, one of 
Queen Victoria’s numerous 
children, when he visited the 
city  between March 22nd and 
27th, 1870. 

In 1875 began work on the 
harbour for Madras, to replace 
the screw pier of 1856, which 
extended all the way from 
North Beach to Madras Roads, 
the spot in the sea where the 
ships halted. With that, North 
Beach’s days were numbered. 
As the screw pier gave way for 
a bigger and better organised 
harbour, land was needed for 
expansion. North Beach was 

the natural choice. The Gov-
ernment hummed and hawed 
but the Port Trust was insistent 
as were commercial interests 
in the city led by the Madras 
Chamber of Commerce and 
the Madras Trades Association. 
By the early 1900s, almost all of 
North Beach had been ceded to 
the harbour, with one proviso 
– no permanent construction 
was to come up on it. This was 
duly honoured. But oil tankers 
were put up here for bringing 
in petroleum and kerosene by 
sea. These were the first targets 
when the German ship Emden 
shelled Madras in 1914. North 
Beach and much of what lay 
beyond were the worst affected.

“Went to the beach,” wrote 
the diarist N.D. Varadachariar 
in 1918. He was all of 15 then. 
“I didn’t like the crowded beach 
at all. I hate human habitation, 
especially when ‘fashionable 
females’ are present.” Later his 
liking for the North Beach im-
proved and there are accounts 
of outings there, in the compa-
ny of his close friend, T.T. Krish-
namachari. On December 1, 
1937 he notes that the “entire 
George Town is en fete owing to 
the grounding of the ship Clan 
Morrison. What fun is there 
in a ship running into sand I 
cannot understand. What a 
psychology!” This happened 
at the northern extreme of 
North Beach, at a place called 
Royapuram Beach, which is 
where residents of that locality 
went to enjoy the sea and the 
breeze of an evening.

By the 1940s, North Beach 
had vanished almost fully. 
Royapuram lost its beach to a 
wall that was constructed all 
along the eastern front, barring 
access except by a narrow lane 
to the water. The construction 
of the harbour gave rise to the 
phenomenon of littoral drift, 
which in turn led to a broad 
beach towards the South. That 
was given the name Marina by 
Governor ME Grant Duff. We 
know the rest of the story.

LOST LANDMARKS OF CHENNAI

– SRIRAM V

The Harbour, which was once 
North Beach. 
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On a balmy winter’s day in 
1954, Paul Dirac a Nobel 

Laureate in physics gave a gen-
eral lecture at the Senate House 
in the University of Madras. 
The hall was packed. Outside, 
people sat in their cars, as if 
they were at a drive-in cinema, 
to catch the man’s words. It is 
hard to know what the majority 
of the listeners made of it all. 
There was, however, no mistak-
ing their avidity for the latest 
from the world of science.

Alladi Ramakrishnan (1923-
2008), who was a young reader 
at the University of Madras at 
the time, began inviting other 
world-class scientists to the city 
to address his students after this 
inaugural lecture. As a student 
in the U.K, he had built a good 
reputation for himself through 
his work. So international re-
searchers, who were passing 
through India were happy to 
oblige this newly-minted pro-
fessor. They too invited him 
to attend conferences abroad. 
After a stint at the renowned 
Institute for Advanced Study in 
Princeton, he decided to create 
a similar center in India. 

Back then, theoretical phys-
icists, like mathematicians, 
didn’t need laboratory equip-
ment or computers to work 
with, so a lack of funds in a 
newly-independent India was 
not a huge handicap but there 
were other formidable obsta-
cles. How Ramakrishnan es-
tablished the Institute of Math-
ematical Sciences (popularly, 
Matscience) in 1962 despite all 
odds is at the heart of his enjoy-
able memoir. A new edition of 
The Alladi Diary was recently 
published by the World Scien-
tific Press. It released earlier this 
month at Matscience. 

Thanks to this audacious 
dreamer, today we have a world-
class homegrown institute for 
theoretical physics and allied 

disciplines at Taramani. It all 
began with the seminars, which 
Ramakrishnan participated in 
at Princeton. He describes it 
as “the essence of intellectual 
activity, where there is as much 
desire to imbibe as there is to 
impart, where opportunities 
are provided for a clash of in-
tellects which would produce 
creative ideas.” Convincing 
the university authorities of the 
need for such “out-of-syllabus” 
interactions was tough. Luckily 
Ramakrishnan’s father, a legal 
luminary, owned a huge garden 
home in Mylapore. The stately 
Ekamra Nivas on Luz Church 
Road was the venue for a series 
of seminars.

No doubt, this scientist has 
a great life story to tell and tells 
it with flair. Ramakrishnan’s 
father Sir Alladi Krishnaswami 
Aiyar, was the Advocate Gen-
eral of Madras, later working 
with B.R. Ambedkar to draft 
India’s constitution. Among 
the famous visitors to Ekamra 
Nivas was Sir. C.V. Raman, 
Asia’s first Nobel laureate in 
physics. The lawyer mentioned 
his son’s interest in physics to 
Raman but nothing came of 
it. Ramakrishnan, who earned 
a law degree, accompanied 
his father to the capital as an 
apprentice to help with the 
important work of drafting the 
constitution. There, at a state 
dinner, he met Homi Jahangir 
Bhabha. The nuclear physi-
cist from Bombay inspired the 
young lawyer to change course, 
and make a name for himself in 
a different field. 

We also catch glimpses of life 
in an upper class household like 
Ekamra Nivas and the people 
needed to run the place. The 
dhobi who collected dirty linen 
and brought it back “white as 
snow, but in various stages of 
damage after boiling them in 
cauldrons near Red Hills where 

The Alladi Diary 
the water was plentiful.” The 
cook who accompanied the 
lawyer on outstation trips could 
reputedly whip up excellent 
meals in the horse carriage, 
or a train compartment, with 
just a few judiciously chosen 
ingredients. This “jhutka cook” 
later trained the staff at home 
to make traditional dishes with 
the usual “karam,” and a milder 
version without chilies for the 
western palate. (Dirac, appar-
ently chose the karam version 
when he dined there.)

When Ramakrishnan, the 
impeccable host, invited sci-

was a standard fixture for vis-
itors. The scene of the raptors 
showing up for their daily feed-
ing at a hill top temple in Thiru-
kalikundram was something to 
delight in. Sometimes, there 
were picnics under the mango 
trees near his ancestral village. 
There were dance dramas at 
Kalakshetra; concerts at home 
led by Lalitha, his wife, a trained 
Carnatic vocalist. 

Of course, the legendary 
mathematician Paul Erdös 
(1913-1996), who crisscrossed 
continents to work on math-
ematical problems with col-
leagues, came to Ekamra  Nivas 
too. As an undergraduate, 
Ramakrishnan’s son, Alladi 
Krishnaswami, had contacted 
the itinerant Hungarian mathe-
matician regarding a problem in 
number theory. The man whose 
biography is titled The Man 
Who Loved Only Numbers loved 
to discover and work with fresh 
talent. He met Krishnaswami 
and encouraged him to pursue 
research with a professor at the 
University of California in Los 
Angeles. Erdös donated the 
honorarium he received from 
Matscience to the Governor 
of Tamil Nadu’s special educa-

tion fund, just as he gave away 
most of his earnings to various 
good causes all through his life. 
Krishnaswami, who went on to 
co-author a paper with Erdös, 
is now a mathematics professor 
at the University of Florida. He 
has edited his father’s diary, 
and added footnotes, photo-
graphs, and copies of careful-
ly-preserved letters for this new 
 edition of the memoir. 

After serving as the director 
of Matscience for twenty-one 
years, Ramakrishnan retired, 
but remained productive in 
research for the next quarter 
century. Staying in Florida with 
his son for substantial periods 
of time and attending confer-
ences at universities abroad, 
gave him many opportunities 
to work with younger mathe-
matical minds. Unlike Erdös, 
he had a variety of interests 
– Carnatic music, cricket and 
tennis among them – and loved 
spending time with his family. 
In India, he was a sought-after 
speaker and, encouraged young 
people to pursue a career in 
research. 

Despite Ramakrishnan’s in-
terest in communicating sci-
ence, few in the city know 
where Matscience is located or 
what happens at that campus. 
Recently, the institute has be-
gun to make outreach attempts 
with its annual lecture event 
called “Science in the Sabha.” 
At the Music Academy, scien-
tists from math-related fields 
address a general audience 
and speak to them about their 
research. Most encouragingly, 
there are always a good number 
of school students in the audi-
ence. They ask questions at the 
end of the talks, so it is fair to 
assume that they’ve not been 
dragged there on a Sunday eve-
ning by over-zealous parents. 

Hopefully, students at the 
school and college level will flip 
through the new edition of The 
Alladi Diary with interest. This 
account of science history in 
Madras could help ensure that 
excellence in mathematical sci-
ences doesn’t become a thing of 
the past. It will remind readers 
of what was, and what is still 
possible here in the realm of ad-
vanced physics and mathemat-
ics. There are theorems to be 
proved, problems to be solved, 
quantum computers to be built 
in the 21st Century.

 by 
Vijaysree 

Venkatraman

entists over, he talked about 
his hometown as a place worth 
visiting. “With pardonable van-
ity of a citizen of Madras, I can 
assure you that we can make 
your visit quite interesting since 
Madras still preserves some 
strains of Hindu culture and 
ways of life despite the rapid 
onset of industrialisation,” he 
writes to Niels Bohr, father of 
modern physics, in 1959. An 
excursion to Mahabalipuram 

(Continued from 
last fortnight)

Mr. Muthiah asked me to 
do pictures of an elderly vol-
leyball coach, who was rather 
unknown in sports circles. His 
life was dedicated to volleyball 
coaching for young boys and 
girls and he had his base at 
Mayor Radhakrishnan Stadium 
at Egmore. His evenings were 
spent coaching his wards near 
the tennis courts and to assist 
him were his equally elderly 
friends from his old volleyball 
days. He wore a white shirt 
and dhoti and his wards simply 
doted on him and his coaching 
methods. After a couple of 
hours of coaching, his deputies 
got down to boiling milk in a 
large cauldron and before his 

Memories of Muthiah and Madras Musings

Nobel Laureate Niels Bohr at a South Indian Style dinner (served on a 
plantain leaf) hosted by Alladi Ramakrishnan at Ekamra Nivas, Jan 1960.

wards left for the day, they 
each drank a large tumbler 
of hot milk. His home was a 
warehouse – seriously filled 
with smelly sports goods – but 
it was still home for the senior 
coach. He told me he was large-
ly ignored for the Dronacharya 
award for which he felt so let 
down. He was a Retd.inspector 
of Police and was a Sheriff at 
court during the Sarkaria com-
mission trials. 

* * *
The first all ladies Police 

station was inaugurated with 
much fanfare at Graemes Road 
police station and Mr. Muthiah 
asked me to talk to the lady 
inspector and take some pho-
tos. When I visited the Police 
station, I was shown to her 

office and the lady had not yet 
arrived. She soon turned up in 
a sari and after an exchange of 
pleasantries, some small talk 
ensued between the two of us. 
At some point I could see she 
was distracted and uneasy, and 
then half way through a ques-
tion of mine, she cut me short 
and told me “Sir, can you please 
go outside, I have to change 
into my uniform!

* * *
Some students of a ladies 

college were embarking on a 
mountaineering expedition 
to the Everest base camp. An 
event was held at the college. 
Inaugurating the event was a 
popular Tamil movie star who 
came with an entourage of 
henchmen. He embarked on a 

lengthy speech in Tamil about 
mountaineering – of which he 
knew very little – and at the end 
of his speech, a student asked 
him for his advice on safety. 
To which the star most knowl-
edgeably answered “when you 
girls are climbing up, don’t look 
down”. Seriously. How any-
one did not go into splits with 
laughter was a mystery but the 
star was quite serious in his an-
swer. The college Principal then 
spoke in English and while wel-
coming the said celebrity, made 
it clear that “the real celebrities 
this evening are the students on 
this dangerous mission”. The 
movie star did not quite know 
where to hide his face!

– V.S. Raghavan, 
‘RAGS’
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Answers to Quiz
1. G.S. Lakshmi, 2. Artemis, 3. Hamleys, 4. London, 5. Football, 6. 

Tiger Woods, 7. Deepest dive in history. Vescovo took his submersible 
to 10,927 meters (35,853 feet) below the surface of the Pacific Ocean in 
the Challenger Deep part of the Mariana Trench, 8. It is a fully recyclable 
plastic which can be disassembled into its constituent parts at molecular 
level, 9. Y.C. Deveshwar, 10. Andre Russell.

* * *
11. Kalanidhi Veeraswamy, Thamizhachi Thangapandian and 

Dayanidhi Maran, 12. S. Jothimani, 13. M.B. Balakrishnan, 14. Nambe-
rumal Chetty, 15. Ashoka Hotel in Egmore, 16. Great Choultry Plain, 17. 
Guindy, 18. Freeman Freeman-Thomas, 1st Marquis of Willingdon, 19. Sir 
Pitty Theagaroya Chetty, the Justice Party leader, 20. The hockey player 
was the first from Madras to be picked for India for the 1928 Olympic 
Games.

Random thoughts on reporting 
Cricket at Chepauk 

 by 
Partab Ramchand

As a professional sports writ-
er for over half a century, 

specializing in cricket I obvi-
ously have very fond memories 
of Chepauk or the M.A. Chid-
ambaram stadium. In my active 
days as a journalist the stadium 
and the TNCA office used to be 
almost my daily beat either to 
cover matches, make inquiries 
to follow up on stories or inter-
view cricketers. It used to be my 
second home. Everyone knew 
me and I knew everyone. And 
from the old press box which is 
directly opposite to the much 
more comfortable new press 
enclosure now at the stadium 
it was my good fortune to cover 
several Tests and ODIs for 
the publications I represented 
starting with the Test against 
Australia in 1969. 

Actually my first visit to 
Chepauk was in January 1967 
for the Test against Gary Sobers’ 
West Indian side. That match 
marked the return of Test crick-
et to the hallowed ground after 
Tests had been played at the 
Corporation stadium in Park 
Town for about ten years. Even 
now I announce proudly that 
I saw Sobers in action and he 
did not disappoint scoring 95 
and 74 not out besides taking 
his usual quota of wickets and 
catches. 

There was no stadium in 
those days. Temporary wood-
en structures were built to 
accommodate the spectators 
but the cricket fans took the 
uncomfortably cramped seating 
arrangements in their stride. 

The foundation stone for the 
stadium was laid in February 
1971 and the structure came up 
in stages due to the enormous 
expenses involved. It was only 
in 1980 that the stadium was 
completed and given its pres-
ent name after one of the most 
prominent cricket administra-
tors in the country.

Through the 70s, 80s and 
90s and into the first few years 
of the new millennium I never 
missed a big match at Chepauk 
thanks to my official capaci-
ty but being a cricket lover I 
would probably have gone for 
the matches even if I was not a 
sports reporter. However since I 
retired some 15 years ago I have 
not been to the stadium except 
once when a young journalist 
took me there to see the new 
press enclosure. These days I 
prefer to see the matches on 
TV in the comfort of my home.

Obviously the ambience is 
very different from the days 
when I used to report on the 
matches what with the co-
lourful banners, the big screen 
that shows the action and the 
replays and the cheer lead-
ers (thankfully only for the 
IPL matches). These days it 
is all hype and razzmatazz and 
technical wizardry. What a 
metamorphosis from the staid 
cricket match of thirty or forty 
years ago!

As a facts and figures man 
it has been my good fortune to 
witness many world records at 
Chepauk most notably Sunil 
Gavaskar’s 30th Test hundred 

For most of the big match-
es Chepauk has always had 
a capacity or near capacity 
crowd. When the stadium was 
completed it could hold 50,000 
spectators. Now with the struc-
ture changed to allow the sea 
breeze to come in and with the 
seating too changed to make 
for more comfortable viewing 
the capacity has come down to 
a little over 40,000. 

in 1983 which put him ahead 
of Don Bradman’s tally and 
Narendra Hirwani’s 16 for 136 
in 1988 – still the best figures 
ever by a bowler in his first Test 
match. There are of course 
several other records but I have 
also been fortunate to witness 
an innings that was not a record 
but is part of cricketing folklore 
– Gundappa Viswanath’s im-
mortal 97 not out against West 
Indies in 1975.

Among matches I reported 
on, pride of place must surely go 
to the Tied Test II in September 

1986. There was also the first 
ODI played at Chepauk – the 
World Cup match between 
India and Australia in 1987 
and the first day/night ODI 
– the World Cup quarterfinal 
between Australia and New 
Zealand in 1996. 

The conduct of the big 
games at Chepauk has always 
received the highest praise from 
the cricketers while the specta-
tors have carved out a niche all 
their own. “The most sporting 
crowd in India is the Chepauk 
crowd’’ is a cliché symbolized 
by the standing ovation given 
to the victorious Pakistan team 
in January 1999. They had 
just witnessed India go down 
by 12 runs but shrugged off 
the disappointment to make a 
gesture that had Javed Miandad 
exclaim “Salaam Chennai’’. 

Unfortunately with the three 
stands on the west side of the 
stadium remaining empty over 
a dispute it reduces the capacity 
to about 28,000. Frankly for 
someone like me who has seen 
matches along with 50,000 
spectators I feel very sad every 
time the cameras show the 
empty stands which are like an 
eyesore. The sooner a solution 
is found to the problem the 
better for all concerned. 

The Chepauk Stadium with jam-packed crowd during one the matches.


