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 by A Special  Correspondent

Teaching quality in Government 
schools needs major repair

The Museum’s wood carvings  

The story of Kotturpuram 
Tree Park was literally a 

breath of fresh air for Chennai. 
A passion project spanning over 
a decade in the making, it was 
built by Nizhal and its troupe 
of citizen volunteers when in 
2006 the Public Works Depart-
ment (PWD) approached the 
organization to green a plot of 
land on the banks of the Adyar 
river. Over the years, this dy-
namic community planted and 
nurtured saplings, including 
indigenous species sourced from 
Auroville and Tiruvannamalai. 
They helped create a much-
loved green haven in Kottur-
puram, beloved by park-goers 
and fauna alike. In a costly 
communication error last week, 
a contractor working under the 
aegis of the PWD cleared a 
patch of park containing trees, 
shrubs and plants as part of a 

project to strengthen the bunds 
of the Adyar river. 

The clearance came as a 
shock to the park community, 
who had reportedly met the au-
thorities earlier this year in a bid 
to protect the space from exact-
ly this sort of mishap. Appar-

With this one act, Chen-
nai has lost over a 100 trees, 
shrubs and plants that had 
flourished near the river, includ-
ing a few rare tree species such 
as Kokottai (Garcinia Spicata), 
Kumizh (Gmelina Arborea), 
Azhinji (Alangium Salvifolium), 
Asoka (Saraca Asoca), Vennan-
gu (Pterospermum Canescens), 
Suryagada (Suregada Augustifo-
lia), Kalvirasu (Ehretia Laevis) 
and Uvamaram (Dillenia Indica). 
It is ironic that they were taken 
down to build pillars and a see-
through boundary wall for the 
river when during the floods, 
it was the trees that helped 
prevent pollutants from being 
swept into the Adyar river. And 
it’s not just us people who have 
lost a precious green space in the 
city – the greenery had become 
a habitat for many creatures 
great and small, from butterflies, 
weaverbirds and sunbirds to 

Bureaucratic bungling 
leads to loss of green cover

ently, the PWD had acquiesced 
to their request and accepted 
their proposed solution of us-
ing an alternate access path 
to conduct their work without 
compromising the greenery. 
Unfortunately, it looks like the 
message was not passed on to 
the contractor to whom the 
work was delegated. Unaware 
and apparently unsupervised, 
the contractor brought down a 
portion of the park overnight. 

(Continued on page 2)

(Continued on page 2)

Disturbing reports of  recent 
events point to poor qual-

ity of teachers in government 
schools affecting the ability 
of the  education system to 
 produce employable pass-outs. 
Of the 132 lakh students in 
schools in Tamil Nadu about 60 
per cent go to government and 
 aided schools. Inferior educa-
tion quality has been producing 
poor quality teachers, perpet-
uating a vicious circle. 

Over 8,000 teachers had 
to go without salary as there 
was delay in getting clearance 
from the Education Depart-
ment for extension of these 
appointments made under the 
Rashtriya Madhyamik Sikh-
sha Abhiyan (RMSA). These 
were additional posts created 
for strengthening government 

higher secondary schools and 
extended periodically. Uncer-
tainty of tenure and delayed 
salary payments must have 
affected teaching staff ’s com-
mitment to their duties and 
left children ill-prepared for 
examinations. This is a case of a 
well-intentioned scheme failing 
to deliver due to bureaucratic 
hitches.

In another instance, the 
Tamil Nadu Government faced 
the need to terminate the ap-
pointments of 1,500 teachers 
of government-aided schools 
as they had not cleared the 
mandatory qualifying Teacher 
Eligibility Test (TET). Teachers 
are already holding the posts 

and could not pass the test 
even after four attempts! Yet, 
strangely, the State Education 
Department asked the Union 
Ministry of HRD for a two-year 
extension of appointment to 
give them yet another chance 
to clear the test. Continuance 
of these appointments is waste 
of money but would reflect in 
statistics as sufficiency of teach-
ing staff. In turn, infrastructure 
would reflect high ranking for 
sufficiency of teachers in Tamil 
Nadu while, in reality, a large 
number of them are useless 
to serve the purpose. Caution 
is necessary in interpreting 
statistical compliances and 
excellences. 

In the foregoing case, poor 
quality candidates should not 
have been selected in the first 
place. It is possibly indicative 
of corruption in recruitment. 
 Serious malpractice has been 
detected in one instance in 
which 12,000 teachers were 
wrongfully assigned exact 
pass mark of 50 per cent by 
evaluators of the Tamil Nadu 
Directorate of Government 
Examinations (TNDGE). This 
body has  issued notices to 300 
evaluators for alleged boost-
ing of scores in the two-year 
diploma examinations. It has 
been found that the illicit ben-
eficiaries would have other-
wise scored only 7-10 marks 
against the 50 given. Had this 
not been  uncovered, 12,000 
teacher-candidates would have 

“passed” the test, acquired the 
diploma and would have been 
entrusted with responsibility 
to educate children. Many ear-
lier batches, that had gone 
unchecked, could and might 
have “passed” the test without 
meriting it, “infiltrating” the 
teaching ranks. 

There is another case of 500 
teachers “messing up” evalu-
ation of State Board class XII 
results due to errors in totalling 
of marks! Examples are of a 
student scoring 72 out of 100 
getting 27 and another getting 
57 instead of 81 – all because 
of errors in totalling. About 
25,000 teachers evaluated 60 
lakh answer papers and 4,500 of 
the students applied for revalu-

snakes and mongooses. They 
too, have lost a home. 

This incident is disappoint-
ing for a city which already 
tends to rank rather poorly 
when it comes to green cover. In 
fact, according to a report filed 
by the Care Earth Trust in 2018, 
Chennai loses two per cent of 
its green cover every year. The 

general consensus then had 
been that Chennai needs to 
reclaim open spaces to develop 
more parks and ameliorate its 
green cover. 

A cynical person may con-
sider the Kotturpuram Park 
incident to belie these plans.

 by 
The Editor

Havoc by the PWD at Kotturpuram tree park (more pictures on page 5).
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ation and of these 30 per cent 
were found to contain totalling 
errors. 

Creating awareness of the 
need for education for children 
is the first battle in the war 
against poverty. It is gratifying 
that there are signs of winning 
this battle. There is plenty of 
anecdotal evidence indicat-
ing that a large proportion 
of the lower income strata, 
today, are keen on their chil-
dren getting good education. 
The second battle is to give 
monetary and physical access 
to education. While Right to 
Education (RTE) addresses 
this issue, the quality of free 
education available in govern-
ment schools has reduced this 
Right to mere physical access 
to school buildings but not 
necessarily to sound education. 
The aspiring poor, with dreams 
for their children, are prepared 
to forego the free government 
school education and go to pri-
vate schools, begging and bor-
rowing for good schooling. The 
surge in demand has attracted 
unscrupulous entrants in the 
private sector offering educa-
tion without having prescribed 
facilities and staffing. About 
760 such schools face closure 
either for failing to qualify or 
not bothering to apply for rec-
ognition. Not being able to shut 
down unqualified schools leav-
ing students stranded, Govern-
ment gives the erring institu-
tions further extensions. It is in 
this check-mated situation that 
2,000 private schools, which 
did not meet the criteria for 
recognition, have approached 
the Court for temporary recog-
nition to avert dislocation and 
the case is sub-judice. 

Right to Education (RTE) 
is an important right and car-
ries with it an obligation to 
ensure education that equips 
the recipient to join the main-
stream economy. Facilitating 

this right is a formidable chal-
lenge in governance. Funding 
and installing infrastructure 
are relatively  easier. Providing 
qualified, trained and commit-
ted teachers is the hard part of 
the task. If qualified, committed 
teachers are there, they cope 
with available facilities and 
deliver results. We found in one 
school in Karnataka, the teach-
er was handling two different 
classes, the two groups seated 
in two halves of the same room. 
She teaches one group, gives 
an exercise and while they do 
the exercise, she teaches the 
other group. That is adaptation, 
borne out of devotion to duty 
and passion to teach. 

There is a near crisis in the 
employment market, as organ-
isations do not find suitable 
candidates for available vacan-
cies in technical and general 
categories from entry level to 
supervisory and managerial 
levels. There is no dearth of 
applicants as hundreds apply 
for the advertised post. Unem-
ployment and unfilled vacan-
cies coexist. Many graduates 
are not of employable grade. 
Candidates who make the cut 
for higher post-graduation pro-
grammes are mostly from well-
to-do families with an educated 
background at home. The not 
so fortunate classes have to put 
up with schooling under teach-
ers of doubtful qualification, 
training and commitment. Poor 
schooling foundation and lack 
of working knowledge of Hin-
di and English, have isolated 
 children from the rest of the 
country and the outside world 
with all the opportunities they 
offer. 

Induction of  qual i f ied, 
trained, committed teachers 
seems to be the most  challenging 
factor. It is no use pouring more 
money to build more school 
buildings without major reform 
of the teaching component 
which is near collapse.

(Continued from page 1)

Teaching quality needs 
improvement

Loosing precious 
green cover
(Continued from page 1)

However, to its credit, the 
PWD has not let the incident 
go without follow up action. 
The Nizhal team posted an 
update on Facebook saying that 
senior PWD officials, led by the 
Chief Engineer Mr. Asokan, 
met at the park to survey the 
damage. They have promised 
to salvage the situation to the 
greatest extent, committing to 
source and plant saplings of the 
lost trees. This work is expected 

to commence as early as next 
week, and Nizhal has bounced 
back to work, inviting volun-
teers to chip in. 

While this is all to the good 
and speaks volumes on how 
Nizhal as a matter of policy 
prefers to collaborate rather 
than confront authority, it may 
be time for the Government to 
reflect on how best to improve 
communication within its vari-
ous departments and wings so 
that they act in a coordinated 
fashion. 

The buzz began the moment 
the announcement was 

made that the Mega Man of the 
Moment (MMM) was meeting 
his Chinese counterpart at 
Mamallapuram. The man from 
madras musings (who in defer-
ence to the other MMM will be 
mmm for the purposes of this 
column alone unless such a 
term is deemed objectionable 
by parties of either part) knew 
that he would soon be getting 
calls from journalists, espe-
cially those from other parts of 
India, wanting to know about 
the history of the place. And 
so he, mmm (and not MMM), 
girded his loins and waited.

Sure enough, he was not 
disappointed. The first call 
was from a channel up north 
and it wanted to know if mmm 
could speak in the lingua spo-
ken up there. On getting to 
know he could, though not 
as well as MMM can, the 
channel expressed delight and 
sent its questions across. On 
reading them mmm realised 
that it was all downhill from 
then on. Sure enough there 
were plenty of other calls 
and since the content did not 
vary all that much, mmm is 

by our guest Mr mmm, this 
was where the King Mahen-
dra Pallav met the scholar 
Hieun Tsang and it was also 
here that the father of Kung 
Fu, Bodhidharamji was born. 

After a while, mmm ceased 
speaking and merely nodded 
acquiescence. A little later, 
mmm began refusing inter-
views on the subject. He rec-
ommended to interviewers 
that they would be better off 
seeing the film Seventh Sense 
starring shirtless Sun God.

Showing the 
Visitor around

And so the great day arrived 
with the Mega Man of the 

Moment (MMM) taking the 
Chinese visitor around and 
showing him all the monu-
ments of Mamallapuram. The 
man from madras musings (for 
the use of lower case please see 
explanation above) watched on 
TV as MMM walked around 
explaining to his guest with 
what appeared to be fluid ease 
all about the stone sculptures 
around the place. He (MMM) 
waved his hands, pointed hith-

The Mega Man of the 
 Moment at Mahabs

But even that joy was de-
nied the world of classical 
dance, which as mmm very 
well knows is filled with hate, 
malice, avarice and jealousy, 
no matter that none of these 
feaure in the nine emotions 
that dancers love to portray 
on stage. Apparently, there 
has been much lamenting and 
rending of the veil over the 
fact that MMM had chosen the 
Temple of Arts for presenting 
a cultural programme for the 
benefit of the distinguished 
visitor. The greater fear as 
mmm understands is that the 
present High Priestess of the 
Temple may have impressed 
MMM sufficiently enough 
with her quiet efficiency to 
qualify for a lotus award. That 
of course will come to light 
only in January but in the 
meanwhile, other dancers 
are biting their nails in sus-
pense. Hell, as is well known, 
hath no fury like a dancer 
scorned for the lotus award. 

If at all delight reigns 
 untrammelled in any section 
of society it happens to be in 
that comprising the devotees 
of MMM. They rejoice at 
the arrival of the PM, his 

er and thither and nodded 
with avuncular affection at 
the edifices. Watching all this 
mmm could not help reflect 
on what a pleasure it must all 
be, to go around the monu-
ments at a time when they are 
floodlit, the touts, guides and 
vendors have been cleared off 
and the place is garbage free. 
Casual visitors don’t have it 
so good. Anyway, mmm re-
joiced at the good fortune that 
had come to Mamallapuram. 

He has however since come 
to know that not everyone in 
the world of heritage in this 
our city has been equally hap-
py. The buzz has it that quite 
a few amateurs, and that is 
what most heritage enthusiasts 
in this city including mmm 
are, fancied their chances 
of  leading the PM and the 
Chinese  President on a heri-
tage walk down Mamallapu-
ram way. It is reliably learnt 
by mmm that the concerned 
ministries were flooded with 
self-promoting testimonials 
of what they know, what they 
can do and what they propose 
to say. Some even included 
photographs of themselves 
apparently. All of which cut 
no ice for MMM had decided 
to act as guide  himself. And 
so there was much gnash-
ing of teeth. The only  silver 
l ining according to these 
 disappointed hopefuls is that 
nobody else got selected either.

wearing local dress (held up 
no doubt by a One Belt One 
Rope initiative), his leading 
the Chinese leader around 
and making a success of it all. 
This means the lotus party has 
as good as swept the State say 
the devotees. They also claim 
that this visit will transform 
yonder seaside sculpture town 
into a mega tourist destina-
tion. mmm is not so sure. He 
sincerely hopes that hordes 
of tourists don’t descend on 
the town for it has no in-
frastructure to handle such 
an influx. Entertaining two 
elderly men is fine but not 
taking on the demands of 
millions. And if that were to 
happen, our State Govern-
ment may take to beautifying 
the place and we all know 
what that means don’t we? 

Tailpiece
The residents of the Old 

Mamallapuram Road are 
a relieved lot now that the 
informal visit by the Mega 
Man of the Moment and his 
Chinese friend are over. For 
almost a week all dustbins 
in the area were confiscated 
according to private laments 
received by the man from 
madras musings. Now they 
are all back and the garbage 
overflows once again. Chen-
nai is back to its old ways. 

–MMM

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY

giving you just a sample –
Q – Don’t you agree that it 

is great that our PM is meet-
ing the Chinese President at 
Maamlapuram/ Mumalpuran/
Mammalpuram/ Mamalpur?

A – Yes (mmm could hard-
ly say no and invite the in-
terest of the Enforcement 
Directorate ,  could  he?)

Q – We have been given 
to understand that the place 
has an ancient Chinese con-
nection that goes back to 
the time of Mahendra Pal-
lav who we have come to 
know entertained the scholar 
Hieun Tsang here. Comment?

A – Well, yes and no. 
You see that meeting hap-
p e n e d  n o t  e x a c t l y  a t 
Mamal lapuram but  at…

Q – Sir, we have come to 
know that Bodhidharamji, 
the great monk was born here 
and took Kung Fu to China?

A – Have you been see-
ing the film 7am Arivu star-
ring the Sun God who  after 
acquiring the physique of 
a Greek God went about 
shirtless for quite a while?

Q – Yes sir. We want your 
confirmation that it is all fact.

A – Not exactly. You see…

Q – Thank you Sir. That 
is all and now we would like 
to remind our viewers that 
this meeting is historically 
significant. As confirmed 
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The Crumbling Inscription

 Pavithra’s Perspective

 Pavithra Srinivasan is a writer, journalist, artist, translator, 
 columnist, editor and is fascinated with History.

As a child, I passed through the Marmalong Bridge literally 
hundreds of times: I lived in Velachery and my school was in West 
CIT Nagar, which meant that a long, rumbling ride over the busy 
bridge was a crucial part of the more-than-hour-long journey. For 
me, it was always the beginning of a stomach-churning nervous 
ride (because, you know, school?) and the trundling across a river 
was, well, just the pointer that we’d arrived at Saidapet. 

Years later, when I began to learn and understand the city of 
Madras, I realized that not only had I been passing through a 
piece of history (renovated and reconstructed more than once), 
but also a forgotten piece of stone with words etched in some 
unknown language as well. That this was an honest-to-God 
proclamation of history – a record that the bridge had first been 
commissioned in 1726 by a wealthy Armenian merchant called 
Coja Petrus Uscan (and who knew that Armenia had such a 
strong connection to our city?), who put up 30,000 pagodas for 
its construction – was unknown to me. 

I hunted down the slab, the sides of which had now been paint-
ed a pale green, slowly chipping off, in a bustling corner as people 
hustled about while a dirty river flowed underneath. I couldn’t 
believe that I’d crisscrossed the area more times than I cared to 
count, but had never noticed this sentinel to Madras’s past. 

But once I did, I had to record it as a miniature. And it was 
more than worth it. 

Details about the miniature: Black and White; Pen and Ink.  
Dimensions: Approximately: 3.5” X 5” 

Expecting more

The ar t i c le  on  Nico lo 
Manuzzi is a very interest-

ing one. Readers expect more 
writings on this topic.

Krishnan R
Chennai 600 063

Highlighting rock 
 sculptures

The choice of the temple 
town of Mahabalipuram 

for the Summit is to be appre-
ciated by every Tamilian. The 
Kuthuvilakku and Kanchipuram 

shawl  woven with the face of 
the visiting president were also 
good gifts. However, the unique 
sculptures being made at pres-
ent by hundreds of trained 
craftsmen in the town could 
have also been highlighted. Be-
sides the statues of our gods and 
goddesses, they also have many 
beautiful sculptures of Buddha. 
The state and central govts 
should take extra efforts for 
the export of these fine pieces 
of present day rock sculptures. 
This would help the artisans 
as well as boost the economy 
of India. 

Usha Sundar
43, 24th Cross St.

Padmavathi Nagar
Madambakkam

Chennai 600126

Gandhi and I

Madras Musings (Vol. XXIX, 
No.13) is to be preserved, 

at least I feel so. For reasons 
that it carried pictures in its 
centre pages which are dear to 
my heart in many ways.

I was a student at the Hin-
du Theological High School, 
when Sri S. Balakrishna Joshi 
(later titled ‘Kulapathi’) was the 
Head Master, in 1944. I passed 
with an SSLC from this school. 
I used to go to the YMCA 
 Esplanade, to play Table Tennis 
almost every day evening in 
1946-49 and the adjoining Ra-
makrishna Hotel provided good 
tiffin. I was also a Table Tennis 
player in the YMIA (Gokhale 
Hall) with its beautiful bust of 
Annie Beasant. I have heard 
Rajaji in this Hall and music 
kutcheri by Chembai Vaidya-
natha Bhagavathar with a large 
troupe of accompaniments.

I was a regular Charka Spin-
ner in those days and wore only 
Khadi dhoti. It cost 6 annas 
(it was coarse) but one had to 
give one chittam of yarn spun 
for which a small amount – one 
anna or so, I think – would be 
deducted from the 6 annas (in 
the Sarvodaya Sang shop).

When Mahatma Gandhiji 
visited Madras in 1946, he 
was in the Congress Office (in 
Broadway) one afternoon; and 
8 young boys (or 10 I do not 
clearly remember) were select-
ed to ply the Charkha (4 on 
each side sitting on the floor) 
while Gandhiji passed through. 
I was one of these eight and 
thus had a close darshan of the 
Mahatma. (I am now in my 
90th year) How blessed I am 
indeed!

About the Marina – ‘Thila-
kar Thidal’ – I remember Ched-
di Jagan and LFS Burnham 
from British Guyana spoke 
seeking India’s support for their 
Independence struggle (British 
Guiana). Sri Chengalvarayan, 
an excellent disciple of Sri 
 Satyamurti presided.

Dr. K.S. Srinivasan
1253, 66th Street

Korattur
Chennai 600 080

Like everything else that is in the throes of a change, festivities 
and traditions around festivals too have undergone a sea 

change. From homes and temples, the Navarathri celebrations 
have in recent times spread to hotels, libraries and not to forget 
social media!!! .With the current trend of young families getting 
away from the city whenever there is a long weekend and some 

others being too busy to follow 
some or all of the old traditions 
which are getting short shrift, 
it was indeed heartening that 
GRT Grand Hotels Chennai 
not only organised a grand kolu 
on all nine days of Navarathri 
but also offered  story-telling ses-
sions centred around it,  besides 
providing a platform for young 
musicians, vocalists and danc-
ers, in the real spirit of the season.

Curating a word portrait for each avatar celebrated 
on that particular day of Navarathri and narrating stories 
about the dolls on display whether it is the Dasavatharam 
or Meenakshi Sundareswar kalyanam or the Govardhana 
Giri episode was what I tasked myself with as a Storyteller.
This was pretty much like a free supper theatre experience 
and the challenge was to draw in a not-quite captive audi-
ence but one that happened to be there, incidentally found 
surprise elements on offer and generously lent their ears

Telling stories about Durga Devi lends itself to many different 
interpretations. For one: it is a perfect way to hold her up as an 
example of a Woman empowered. After all the demon she van-
quished – Mahishasura – first asked Brahma for a boon of immor-
tality and subsequently brought down the specs to that he should 
be killed only by a woman as he felt that none of that sex could 
accomplish this. Two: it allows one to talk about the dharma of 
war and weaponry and the triumph of good over evil besides the 
conquest of the demons within us. And like Devdutt Pattanaik 
points out writers like Bankim Chandra Chatterjee saw the 
Universal Mother herself manifest as Bharat Mata and capture 
the imagination of Indians in the days of the freedom struggle.

 That stories are great teachers is a given. As I recounted the 
story of Muruga being born from the six sparks that emanated 
from Lord Shiva which were deposited in the Saravana lake 
and Parvathi changing herself into a water body to nurture the 
babies I thought to myself – what a lovely way to introduce 
children to the facts of life ever so gently in times past !!!

For the senior members in the audience it was a trip down 
memory lane. As septugenarian Rangaswami said “I was remind-
ed of the old days. I really enjoyed your stories and they must be 
told to the younger generation as otherwise they will be forgotten.”

There was plenty of talent on display. Students from 
the Raja Shyamala School of Music with their superb and 
in-complete-unison rendition of some evergreen Carnatic 
numbers regaled the audience after the storytelling. Talent-
ed flautist Arathi and mridangam player Shreyas Venkatesh 
as also students of Vidya Nagi and the T.V. Gopalakrishnan 
Academy besides young Bharatha Natyam dancers took to 
the stage at GRT Grand on different days of Navarathri.

Cut to the story-telling session exclusively for children at 
Story Corner at Bookmine. Children were amused no end 
to hear that Mahishasura was half buffalo and half demon.

It was a show and tell session in parts when they got to see a ka-
mandalam and a betel leaf for the first time and the different pulses 
used to make sundal. Traditions seem to be going out of the win-
dow as some of the children said they were learning music but no 
musical instruments were kept in the pooja (while money was).

– Sudha Umashanker 

Capturing the spirit of 
 Navarathri



From a Jagirdar’s home to a 
hospital

“Another fine building in 
Egmore is Arni House, 

residence of the Jagirdar of Arni” 
– thus runs a line in Alistair 
MacMillan’s Seaports of India 
and Ceylon. That was in 1928. 
Now, 90 years later, you would 
be hard put to even identify the 
place where it stood. The debate 
on its exact location went on for 
quite some time in S. Muthiah’s 
Madras Miscellany column in 
The Hindu, the first of the posts 
appearing in 2017. 

The Jagirdars of Arni traced 
their origins to Vedaji Bhaskar 
Pant, a Mahratta Brahmin in the 
service of Shahaji Bhonsle,  father 
of Chatrapati Sivaji. As a reward 
for his abilities,  Shahaji, as gen-
eral in the Sultan of Bijapur’s 
army, conferred on Pant the 
Jagir of Arni sometime between 
1638 and 1640. Vedaji Bhaskar 
Pant evidently lived long, for he 
was around in 1677 when Sivaji 
came calling during his conquest 
of the South. But all was well. 
He  reaffirmed the conferring of 
the Jagir on his father’s faithful 
ally and left. Thereafter peace 
reigned in Arni until the 1750s 
when the Carnatic and Mysore 
Wars left the place in a shambles. 
In the confusion that followed, 
the Nawabs of Arcot thought it 
fit to usurp the territory and it 
was only in 1789 that the estate 
was once again restored to its 
rightful owners. Thereafter, it 
was a long tenure of peace and 
prosperity, broken forever in 1948 
when the estate was abolished 
following Independence.

This was one of the richer es-
tates of South India. The area it 
spanned was around 200 square 
miles with 139 villages settled 
inside it. The annual revenue 
was around Rs 2.5 lakhs at the 
time of abolition, which was big 
money then. The Jagirdars put 
their wealth to use in building 
palatial structures for themselves 
at their capital of Sathya Vijaya 
Nagaram (named after a Madhva 
pontiff who attained samadhi 
there), in the forest nearby, in 
Madras city and at Bangalore. 
It is known for certain that the 
forest palace was designed by 
William Pogson, the architect 
of Madras who apart from the 
Spencer’s showroom on Mount 
Road, worked on several stately 
homes in the city and upcountry 
for minor royalty and landlords. 
Based on the commonality in 

features, it is quite likely that 
Arni House in Madras city was 
also designed by him.

The residence, located on 
Halls Road (now Tamil Salai), 
Egmore, appears to have been in 
the midst of extensive grounds, 
judging from the sole photo-
graphs that survive of its front 
and rear. The building itself 
appears to have been rather 
curiously planned. The façade, 
topped by a triangular pediment 
that seems to almost reach the 
ground at its two ends, is behind 
a porte-cochere. To the rear is 
what appears to be a multi-sto-
reyed block, with the first floor 

 by 
Dr. Chithra Madhavan

The Government Museum, 
Egmore had a splendid ex-

hibition of wood carvings in 
September-October taken from 
its huge collection. The museum 
authorities had thoughtfully pro-
vided authentic and interesting 
titbits of information to visitors 
about the ther or rathas (tem-
ple-chariots) on which many of 
these sculptures were originally 
fixed. These rathas, which resem-
ble the vimanam (superstructure 
above the sanctum) of temples, 
usually have about two hun-
dred and fifty to three hundred 
wood carvings on them. The 
Manasara, a well-known trea-
tise on temple architecture and 
sculpture, classifies the different 
types of sculptures found on a 
temple-chariot. Not only the 
incarnations and manifestations 
of Vishnu, Shiva and other dei-
ties, but also scenes from every-
day life, animals, birds, plants, 
flowers and geometrical designs 
find a place on the rathas. It 
is believed that with a view to 

Splendid exhibition of 
wood carvings

further mention that texts such 
as Mahavishvakarmiyam, Ratha-
lakshanam and Aparajitapricha 

the apex, demi-gods beneath, the 
different levels of the chariot, 
the guardians (dwarapalakas), 
yalis at the corners, Brahma 
as the charioteer, intricately 
carved wheels, et al., were mi-
nutely carved right down to the 
last detail in imitation of a real 
ratha. Another unique exhibit 
was a model of a Sesha-vahana 
(one of the many vahanas used 
in temple processions), with the 
base being a tortoise, flippers and 
all, above which, in a circle, are 
carved small images of the eight 
elephants and eight serpents 
(nagas) believed to hold up the 
universe. Atop this can be seen 
the serpent Sesha with multiple 

protect the wood vehicles, im-
ages of Ganesha, Karthikeya and 
Shiva Ganas were carved near 
the ther’s axle. These sculptures, 
crafted to perfection from the 
wood of the Mahua (Illupai) 
tree which is rich in oil content, 
could range from eight inches 
to about two and a half feet in 
height. The plaques on display 

describe how the rathas were 
made. 

On display were a range of 
well-wrought carvings of vari-
ous incarnations of Vishnu and 
manifestations of Shiva. Other 
than these sculptures, one of 
the eye-catching exhibits was a 
teakwood model of a Vaishnavite 
temple-chariot. The umbrella at 

coils and five outspread hoods. 
A grand decorative panel, also 

on display, was originally from a 
Vishnu temple. At the centre is 
Vishnu seated on Garuda who is 
about to fly, flanked by devotees 
holding umbrellas above the de-
ity’s head and celestials hovering 
above, some holding garlands. In 
two small niches on either side of 
this carving are dwarapalakas as 
they are seen at the entrances to 
the sanctums of temples. To the 

left of this sculpture is another 
carving on the same panel, of 
four-armed Krishna playing the 
flute (Venugopala), with con-
sorts and a cow licking the sole of 
a foot. To the right is Vishnu with 
Lakshmi. The expressions on the 
faces of the deities and devotees, 
jewels, clothes and every other 
detail are very clearly seen.

These wood carvings are sim-
ply brilliant. We wonder who 
these anonymous sculptors were.

The grand decorative panel which has Vishnu seated on Garuda who is about to fly at the centre, flanked by devotees holding umbrellas above the deity’s head.

A model of a Sesha-vahana.

Above: The front view of the Arni 
House, and below, the rear view. 
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LOST LANDMARKS OF CHENNAI

– SRIRAM V

having a broad verandah run-
ning all around and covered with 
reed mat blinds. The remaining 
storeys rise in the form of a tower, 
giving the building the look of a 
medieval castle. In all it looks as 
if Arni House had at least five lev-
els. The architecture indicates 
that the house was probably de-
signed sometime in the last three 
decades of the 19th Century. 

How often did the Arni Ja-
girdars live in Madras? Their pre-
ferred place of stay was Bangalore 
and Arni House on Hall’s Road 
was probably used only during 
‘Season’, when Christmas, the 
races and garden parties at Gov-
ernment House provided a round 
of entertainment. The estate was 
often under the administration of 
the Court of Wards and many of 
the male descendants were sent 
to be educated at the Newington 
College, Teynampet. That proba-
bly also meant that they stayed at 
Arni House during their tenure at 
the college. 

It appears that even while 
Arni House was being built, its 
neighbouring plot too was seeing 
active construction. This was the 
new home of the Government 
Hospital for Women, which 
founded in the 1840s, was by the 
1880s settling down at Egmore 
on a vast campus adjoining the 
home of the Arni Jagirdars. By 
the 1920s, with the family in-
creasingly preferring Bangalore, 

Arni House came to be rented 
to the hospital and provided a 
convenient residence for the 
Superintendent. But that it con-
tinued to be in the possession of 
the Jagirdar is clear from a Who’s 
Who of the 1930s that lists Arni 
House as the family residence in 
Madras. 

The most illustrious among all 
the holders of the title appears to 
have been Srinivasa Rao Sahib 
who in 1877 instituted the Ja-
girdar of Arni gold medal at the 
University of Madras and which 
was won by Sir C.V. Raman and 
his nephew S. Chandrashekar. At 
one time a prestigious prize, it is 
no longer awarded. In 1903, Sri-
nivasa Rao Sahib’s son Thirumal 
Rao built yet another Arni House, 
this one in Bangalore. It was later 
sold to the Maharajah of Mysore 
who named it Jayamahal Palace 
after his nephew, Jayachamaraja 
Wodeyar who would also be the 
last ruler of the State. In 1949, 
the palace changed hands, being 
sold to the royal family of Gondal 
who in recent years have con-
verted it into a not-so-successful 
heritage hotel.

The Arni House in Madras 
was not fortunate enough to 
survive. The fault lay principally 
with the last title holder, yet an-
other Srinivasa Rao Sahib, who 
liked the fast life. He lived for 
36 years in a three-room suite at 
the West End Hotel, Bangalore, 

being a fixture at its bar. It was 
said that fast women and slow 
horses were his passion. Cars 
were yet another and by 1948, 
he had as many as 182, all kept in 
immaculate condition and sold 
at a profit! 

But the abolition of the estate 
hit the family fortunes quite hard 
and while the palaces at Arni 
were allowed to be taken over by 
the Government of India or al-
lowed to rot, the other residences 
were disposed off. Arni House in 
Madras  became the property of 
the hospital next door, which in 
1963 began building its Institute 

of Child Health in the place. The 
palace was dismantled bit by bit 
even as the hospital expanded 
until not trace of it survived. 

This article owes much to the 
following sources:

www.arnijagir.com – main-
tained by Ramachandra Rao 
 Sahib Arni, my friend and 
husband of the late dancer 
 Hemamalini Arni.

S. Muthiah’s column in The 
Hindu dated October 30, 2017.

A trail of 
 destruction
at Kotturpuram
(refer page 1)

Plants uprooted (below) 
for pathway (right).
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1. To mark the 150th birth anni-
versary of Mahatma Gandhi, PM 
Narendra Modi released commem-
orative coins of what value at the 
Sabarmati Ashram?
2. On October 8, which planet 
overtook Jupiter for having most 
number of moons after 20 new 
satellites were discovered?
3. India ranks 68th in the latest 
annual Global Competitiveness 
Index compiled by World Economic 
Forum. Which Asian country has 
supplanted USA at the top?
4. USA’s Dalilah Muhammad set 
the lone World Record at the World 
Athletics Championships in Doha 
recently. In which event?
5. Which body recently became 
the first UN organisation to hold 
and make transactions in crypto-
currency?
6. Donors from across the world re-
cently pledged just over $14 billion 
for the next three years to save 16 
million lives and help end which 
three deadly diseases by 2030?
7. The 100th Nobel Prize for Peace 
has been awarded to which African 
country’s head?
8. Which coveted literary prize was 
jointly won by Margaret Atwood 
and Bernardine Evaristo, the first 
joint-winners since 1992?
9. On October 15, Air India be-
came the first airline in the world 
to use a Taxibot on a A320 aircraft 
with passengers on-board. What is 
Taxibot?
10. Name the Indian nun who was 
elevated to sainthood by the Pope 
on October 13.

* * *
11. Which Sangam era book of 
poems was written by the poet 
Uruttiragannanar in praise of the 
Chola king Karikala?
12. Which famous GI-tagged lamp 
is exclusively made by the Pather 
(Kammalar) community of the 
State?
13. Which player from the State was 
the only Indian to win a gold medal 
at the World Youth Chess Cham-
pionship held in Mumbai recently?
14. What first in the history of IIT 
Madras did Kavitha Gopal achieve 
recently?
15. By how many minutes has the 
education department increased 
the time for students studying un-
der the State syllabus to complete 
their public exam papers from the 
academic year 2019-20?
16. Which self-styled godman, who 
made news after his properties were 
raied by the IT department, was 
born V. Vijaykumar?
17. Which recent blockbuster is 
based on Sahitya Akademi-winning 
author Poomani’s Vekkai?
18. Which famous restaurant chain 
was started by Nagasamy Naidu?
19. Flight services between which 
famous Sri Lankan town and Tamil 
Nadu were resumed on October 17 
after around 50 years?
20. Which hospital has launched 
the first memory clinic in Chennai 
to address dementia and also offer 
ongoing support and information 
to people with memory problems?

(Quizmaster V.V. Ramanan’s 
questions are from October 1st to 
15th. Questions 11 to 20 relate to 
 Chennai and Tamil Nadu.)

(Answers on page 8)

A pawn shop burglary

Rs. 1000: V. Ramnarayan
Rs: 100: Ms. Shanta Venkatraman, N.V. Subbaraman
Rs. 200: V.V. Subba Rao
Rs. 300: Dr. A. Raman
Rs. 400: Ms. Indu Neelakantam, Mohandas Pai
Rs. 500: R. Ramakrishnan
Rs. 600: N.S. Parthasarathy
Rs. 900: Ms. Chitra Chandramouliswaran

A pawn shop at No. 19, 
Arunacha la  Na icken 

Street. Chintadripet, was the 
scene of a heavy burglary — the 
“modus operandi” being the use 
of a false key. The clerk of the 
pawn shop, as usual, went to 
open the premises on the early 
morning of 1-12-54, and to his 
dismay found that two of the 
five locks were unlocked. There 
was a thick iron bar across the 
folding doors, four heavy locks 
were put on it and they had 
been firmly locked with metic-
ulous care the previous night. 
On entering inside with the 
owner of the shop, he found 
the iron safe, which contained 
all the valuables, open and 
jewels to the value of Rs. 27,000 
removed.

Kania Lal, the owner of the 
shop, by no stretch of imagi-
nation could find out how this 
ruinous incident had happened. 
At about 8-30 p.m. on 30-11-
54, he had secured all pledged 
gold jewels, such as bangles, 
vangies, kammals, nose screws, 
etc., worth about Rs. 27,000 in 
the iron safe and had locked it. 
He had also locked the front 
doors of his shop, and had all 
the keys with him. He hastened 
to Chintadripet Police Station, 
reported the occurrence and 
brought the police to the scene 
of offence.

A close examination of the 
scene revealed that all the five 
locks on the front doors as well 
as the lock of the iron safe had 
been opened by false keys. The 
culprits or culprit had not left 
any tangible clue, finger or foot 
prints or scent. The Finger & 
Foot Print experts, and the 
police dog drew blank.

Kania Lal was then exam-
ined at great length. The sev-
eral items of property lost were 
all pledged by his customers. He 
had no suspicion against any 
one. All his servants were above 
board. One had left service, a 
few months previously. That 
one, Madan Lal, had left Ma-
dras for Bombay by the Bombay 
Express on the morning of 30-
11-54. He was, however, honest 
to the best of the complainant’s 
knowledge, as he had been 
handling valuable jewels all 
through quite honestly.

The only information of 
interest that could be elicited 
from the complainant was, that 
about four months previously, 
he had lost the original key of 
his iron safe, and so had a du-
plicate key made for it.

In the course of diligent local 
enquiries, it came to light that 
a tea-shop boy in the vicinity 
had seen a youth at an untimely 
hour in the burgled premises 
on the night in question, and 

 by K. Damodaran Nair, Dy. Commissioner of Police, Crime, Madras

that on suspicion, the boy had 
informed the matter imme-
diately to the local Gurkha 
watchman, guarding the shops 
in the locality.

The Gurkha watchman was 
then traced and questioned. 
He admitted the version of the 
tea shop boy, and added that he 
had seen, at about 1-.30 a.m., a 
Marwari youth, aged about 20 
years, whom he used to see at 
the shop previously, and that on 
questioning him, the Marwari 
boy told him that his master 
had sent him to fetch some 
jewels from the shop. He had 
accepted this story. The investi-
gating officers then turned their 
attention to tracing the van-
ished Marwari youth. The com-
plainant was further questioned 
and the description of Madan 
Lal, whom the complainant had 
already referred to as having left 
for Bombay, tallied with the de-
scription of the Marwari youth, 
whom the watchman and the 
tea shop boy had seen. From a 
group photograph, the Gurkha 
watchman identified Madan 
Lal as the person whom he had 
seen in the shop on the night of 
occurrence.

What now remained for 
the investigating Officers was 
to ascertain if Madan Lal had 
really left Madras. Madan Lal 
was seen off with a ticket from 
Madras to Bombay on the 
morning of 30-11-54. And, if 
he had reached his destination, 
how could he have committed 
this offence? The only reason-
able inference was that he had 
somehow secretly broken his 
journey, returned to Madras 
and committed it. Immediately 
a trunk call was put through to 
the Bombay Police at Victoria 
Terminus and private phone 
arrangements were made to 
contact the wife of the com-
plainant, who had also travelled 
in the Bombay Express on 30-
11-54, in order to ascertain the 
movements of the suspected 
Madan Lal. 

Information was received 
from the wife of the com-
plainant that Madan Lal had 
been last seen at Arkonam 
Railway Station platform on 
30-11-54 and that nothing 
further was known of him. This 
clinched the issue against him.

Immediate enquiries were 
instituted to trace Madan Lal, 
both in Madras and in Bom-
bay. It was certain that Madan 
Lal would go to Bombay, and 
thence to Marwar to attend a 
marriage. A private individual, 
who knew Madan Lal, was 
flown to Bombay to be at Vic-
toria Terminus in time for the 
Bombay Express leaving Madras 
on 1-12-54 to point him out to 

the Railway Police should he 
arrive by that train. All this 
well-designed and well-timed 
plans bore fruit. At 1-30 p.m. on 
3-12-54, the private individual 
noticed Madan Lal getting out 
of a third class compartment 
with a basket in hand, at the 
Victoria Terminus. He was 
promptly handed over to the 
Police there as arranged. 

Madan Lal was catechised. 
He admitted the offence and 
narrated it in detail. After 
boarding the Bombay Express 
on the morning of 30-11-54 
at Madras, he had alighted at 
Arkonam and returned to Ma-
dras the same evening. He had 
previously prepared duplicate 
keys for the doors, and had 
also in his possession the key of 
the iron safe which his master 
had lost. He bided his time 
till midnight and then went to 
the pawn shop. Opening the 
locks, he had entered inside and 
transferred the contents of the 
iron safe into his hand bag. Af-
ter committing the offence, he 
had gone to a hotel, removed all 
the labels on the pawned jewels, 

secreted the valuables only in a 
basket with fruits on top, and 
had taken the Express on 1-12-
54 for Bombay, using the same 
ticket he had originally bought 
for the previous day. 

On a search of the basket he 
was carrying all the 582 items of 
jewels, worth about Rs. 27,000, 
were recovered intact. He was 
immediately put under arrest. 

Madan Lal, aged 19 years, 
is not a professional criminal 
and normally would not have 
been the object of suspicion in 
this case. The case shows how 
the diligent questioning of a 
complainant and witnesses, 
could bring forth small but use-
ful details, and how immediate 
action, utilising all modern 
equipment such as the trunk 
telephone and aeroplane, often 
lead to the successful detec-
tion of an offence. Madan Lal 
was duly convicted of house 
breaking and theft by the Chief 
Presidency Magistrate. He has 
learnt that crime does not pay. 
– (Courtesy: The Madras Police 
Journal, October-December 
1955). 

We today, publish donations received with thanks for the  period 
upto October.

– The Editor

Thank you, Donors

CHENNAI HERITAGE
No. 5, Bhattad Tower, 30, Westcott Road, 

Royapettah, Chennai 600 014
 I am already on your mailing list  (Mailing List No..........................) / 
 I have just seen  Madras Musings and would like to 
 receive it  hereafter.

 I/We enclose cheque/demand draft/money order for 
Rs. 100  (Rupees One  hundred)  payable to CHENNAI  HERITAGE, 
 MADRAS, as  subscription to  Madras Musings for the year 
2019-20.

 As token of my support for the causes of  heritage,  environment 
and a  better city that  Madras Musings  espouses, I send 
Chennai  Heritage an  additional Rs............................................ 
(Rupees .....................................................................) Please 
keep/put me on your  mailing list.

Name :  ..........................................................................................

 .......................................................................................................

Address:  .......................................................................................

 .......................................................................................................

All cheques to ‘Chennai  Heritage’. DD/Cheque should be sent by 
Speed Post only.
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 by 
A spent cracker

Nowadays Madras is called 
Chennai. Deepavali as it 

used to be properly called in 
olden time is now Divali. Per-
haps it is representative of the 
changing trends in this, our city.

A couple of years ago, I re-
ceived an invitation for a cards 
party on the eve of Divali. To 
say I was surprised would be 
to put it mildly. Card sessions 
were always popular in the 
North where it is considered 
auspicious to lose money on 
the eve of Divali. But that they 
flourished outside Sowcarpet in 
Madras was news to me. Given 
my orthodox upbringing I had 
never learnt even one card 
game. Come to think of it, I 
cannot even shuffle a pack of 
cards and in those Math sums 
involving probability I needed 
counselling on what was an ace 
and what was a club etc. To 
me, the Queen of Hearts was 
a woman who made tarts that 
were stolen by a Knave. I called 
my friend and begged to be let 
off the card session, but my wife 
insisted and so we went and I 
made a fool of myself. I can in 
fact be called the Ace of Duds. 

 Di(pa)vali – the 
 Tambrahm way 

However card parties before 
Divali are the rage in Chennai 
now.

To come back to Deepavali, 
time was when it was celebrated 
in Madras in the wee hours of 
the morning. Now we celebrate 
it by gambling and dancing into 
the wee hours, returning home 
with the milkman. Even in the 
old days we never slept the 
night preceding the festival and 
if we did it was invariably with 
the tailor. No, no, don’t get me 
wrong. It was just that we had 
no malls selling ready-made 
clothes and so all households 
bought yards of cloth from 
Binny’s and got them stitched. 
A favourite anecdote of my 
grandfather’s was of a corrupt 
brother-in-law in Government 
service who would order extra 
bales of curtain cloth for his of-
fice each year during Deepavali.

All brothers and even dads 
and uncles got the same designs 
and we all looked like a particu-
larly badly assembled army reg-
iment. The tailor would invari-
ably take on more than he could 
chew, I mean sew and so we 
would all throng his doorstep 

the evening before the festival 
and return home late at night, 
triumphantly with the clothes. 
They would invariably be large 
and our tailor always consoled 
us by saying, “So what if it is 
large? You are growing children 
and soon the clothes will fit 
you.” Women fared better and 
got their stuff from Nalli’s. 

at home and not bought from 
Grand Sweets) and we would 
fall on them. This would always 
lead to an upset stomach for 
which there was an antidote 
as well – the lehyam, which 
was a gooey, dark substance 
which tasted of flavoured mud 
but which magically put your 
system right. 

By midday, Deepavali would 
wind to a close. The radio (and 
in later years DD) would  always 
play “Unnai Kandu Naan Aada” 
from the movie Kalyana Parisu 
just to drive home the fact that 
it was Deepavali in case we 
had missed it. To make it clear 
to the meanest intelligence, 
they would play the happy and 
the sad versions and the latter 
would always cause some ortho-
dox aunt or uncle to demand 
that the radio be switched off. 
Playing dirges on a happy day 
was simply not done. Wonder 
what they would say now when 
the channels bring special films 
all day long with murder and 
gore galore! 

Doing the rounds of the 
homes of elders and getting 
blessed was de rigueur. If a newly 

Sekar popularly referred to as the birdman of 
 Chennai, is an environmentalist at heart. 

His Facebook by-line says it all – lets grow 
trees and feed lives, a loose translation from 
 Tamil. A cameraman by profession, he pursues 
a rare passion, of feeding over thousands of 
parrots’ everyday in the morning and evening. 
I had read about him a lot, but didn’t pay much 
 attention, until one day, I decided to meet him along 
with my friend Subhashini. He had asked us to come 
by 3.45 in the evening. 

We trudged through the urban concrete jungle 
of Triplicane, with an odd tree or two obstinately 

wed couple was present it would 
be “talai deepavali”. Blessings 
would include the request for 
some “good news” from the 
couple pretty soon. Quite often 
the “good news” would be on 
its way or sometimes be present 
in person, a bundle of squalling 
humanity. Those were fertile 
times. Some of the younger 
uncles and cousins would under 
the guise of visiting someone far 
away push off to the theatres to 
see the latest Deepavali release. 
The others would fight for the 
latest Deepavali Malars, the 
huge tomes that all the Tamil 
magazines brought out for the 
occasion. These were so big and 
would change so many hands 
that they would return to the 
house only in time for the next 
Deepavali.

By evening, Madras would 
be dead. Or at least the Tam-
brahm side of it would be. No 
good event is celebrated after 
the lighting of the lamp in the 
evening was the motto. And 
as for lighting lamps all around 
the house, forget it. Why do we 
have Karthikai, would be the 
answer. 

Wonder what happened to 
all that? Madras has changed 
and today the city speaks 
knowledgeably of Choti Divali, 
Dhanteras and so on. It is now a 
five day event, with the oil bath 
surviving amidst it all! Go for 
it Chennai is my verdict. One 
thing however has not changed. 
It always rains during Deepavali 
and keeping the crackers dry 
remains a challenge. 

The festival involved us 
waking up at an ungodly hour, 
like most Tambrahm events and 
also necessitated us taking an 
oil bath. Apparently Naraka, 
stipulated this to Lord Krishna 
just before he was bumped off. 
And so we all endured the 
shikakai (no shampoo) falling 
into our eyes and turning them 
blood red and also feeling oily 
all over for the day. The new 
clothes, being all starchy, did 
not help. Crackers were burst 
before dawn, also as per the 
Naraka Standards. Then would 
come the bhakshanams (the 
savoury and the sweets – made 

standing its ground 
in front of the shops, 
refusing to be cowed 
down by concrete. 
We crossed Amir 
 Mahal, one of the 
majestic landmarks 
of the city, until we 
spotted huge boards 
with a sea of green 
parrots printed on 
t h e m  h e r a l d i n g 
Sekar’s place. As we 
climbed up a two 
storied building into 
an open balcony we 
were greeted warmly 
by the birdman of 
Chennai. 

“From December 
to March, there are 
over 8,000 parrots 

which keep their appointment time”, said Sekar, as 
he neatly arrange soaked rice on wooden planks for 
the parrots to perch on. “Of course during summer 
the numbers drop to 1,000 or 2,000. The heat gets to 
them” he expounded. Every day he feeds over 75 kgs 
of rice to these exquisite birds. 

“I started feeding a small number of birds during 
the year of the Tsunami. And by and by the number of 
visitors kept increasing as they communicated to their 
community about this place perhaps”, he smiled. 

Where do the parrots come from, I wondered. 
 “Triplicane does have some greenery where the big 

mosque and the adjoining burial ground provide a 
lot of tree cover. They must also be coming from the 
Guindy green belt of the Children’s park and IIT and 
of course the Raj Bhavan. They are capable of flying 
a 15 kms radius”, he reasons. 

“Can you spot the birds” they are already wait-
ing on the tree”, he pointed to a lone tree as he 
completed the job of arranging the rice. The birds 
waited patiently for us to clear out as some advanced 
towards the cables and wires strung across the street.  
As we left the balcony, over 2,000 to 3,000 parrots 
swooped on the food, screeching in joy, nodding their 
heads at each other, somersaulting, and bobbing up and 
down the cables. And it was a sea of green as bald headed 
chicks and grown-ups scrambled around to perch and 
peck on the food. The rose ringed parakeets also joined 
the feast. I could not have imagined that there are so 
many parrots in and around Chennai congregating in 
one single space every day and every evening. 

A water tanker passing by honked loudly at the traf-
fic and the birds with their survival instincts, fluttered 
and flew, only to come back knowing that they were 
safe. “Abroad in other countries, this would probably 
have been made a silent zone”, Sekar lamented. 

As we left, I felt deeply humbled by the experience 
of meeting the bird man and his parrots, as he unwav-
eringly feeds the birds every day, without taking leave 
or vacation, displaying a humane and caring sense of 
purpose towards Chennai’s green ecosystem in his 
love for the parrots and the birds.

 by 
Lata Ramaseshan

The Birdman of Madras

Soaked rice on wooden planks for the parrots to perch on. Insert: Sekar feeding the parrots.
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From Madras to Chennai: 
The sporting metamorphosis

Answers to quiz
1. Rs. 150, 2. Saturn, 3. Singa-

pore, 4. Women’s 400m hurdles, 
5. UNICEF, 6. AIDS, tuberculosis 
and malaria, 7. Ethiopian Prime 
Minister Abhiy Ahmed Ali, 8. 
Booker Prize, 9. It is a robot using 
aircraft tractor for taxiing an air-
craft, from parking bay to runway 
and vice versa, with its engines 
switched off, 10. Mariam Thresia.

* * *
11. ‘Pattinappaalai’ that con-

tains 301 lines of poetry in the 
‘akaval’ meter, 12. Annam lamp 
or Nachiarkoil Kuthuvilakku, 13. 
R. Praggnanandhaa, 14. She be-
came the first woman to win the 
President of India prize for out-
standing academic performance, 
15. 30 minutes, 16. Kalki Bhag-
wan, 17. The Dhanush-starrer 
Asuran, 18. Dindigul Thalapakat-
ti biriyani, 19. Jaffna, 20. Kauvery 
Hospital in Alwarpet.

Today’s generation of sports 
fans in Chennai who are 

used to the sumptuous fare at 
several international competi-
tions held at regular intervals 
in the city may not be aware 
that, for a long time, Madras 
 remained a back bencher when 
it came to conducting import-
ant sports events. Lack of infra-
structure and facilities meant 
that while Bombay, Calcutta 
and New Delhi got to host 
major sporting meets, Madras 
remained nowhere in the pic-
ture. Not only that, it meant 
that Madras was losing out to 
smaller cities like Bangalore, 
Hyderabad and Ahmedabad. 

All that Madras had was a 
dilapidated Nehru Stadium 
in Park Town and a couple of 
inadequate indoor facilities. 
Events like the Nehru Gold 
Cup football tournament, the 
World Cup hockey tournament, 
the Masters badminton tour-
nament and the World table 
tennis championship always 
bypassed Madras, which had to 
be content with hosting a leg of 
the Satellite tennis tournament 
at the worn-out Egmore sta-
dium, or the National football 
championship at the archaic 
Nehru stadium.

A start for the better was 
made with the conduct of 
the Nehru Gold Cup football 
tournament at the newly built 
Jawaharlal Nehru stadium in 
January 1993. The new facility, 
the dream child of the then 
Tamil Nadu Football Associ-
ation  secretary C.R. Viswana-
than, was truly of international 
standards. A senior journalist 
colleague of mine, who had 
covered football all over the 
world and had even seen the 
famous Maracana stadium in 
Brazil, came to Madras to cover 
the Nehru Cup tournament and 
was dumbstruck at the stadium 
facilities. He reckoned that this 
had to be the best stadium in 
the country. And over the years, 
with the successful conduct of 
international football and ath-
letics competitions, Nehru sta-
dium has retained its status as 
among the best in the country.

But there is little doubt that 
it was the conduct of the South 

Asian Federation Games in 
Madras in December 1995 that 
marked a turning point in the 
sporting ethos of the south-
ern metropolis. The Olympic 
Games will never be held in 
the city and there’s very little 
chance of the Asian Games 
being organised here; for us 
Chennai sports lovers, the SAF 
Games will continue to be the 
high point of sports organisa-
tion in the city, which has a rich 
sporting tradition.

went a metamorphosis – a new 
astro turf was laid, bigger stands 
were built and the venue was fit 
not only to host the prestigious 
hockey event of the SAF Games 
but also the Champions Cup 
hockey tournament the next 
year. A new indoor stadium 
came up close to the Nehru 
stadium, again conforming to 
international standards – this 
is now the venue of various 
volleyball, basketball, badmin-
ton and table tennis events. 
The Nungambakkam stadium, 
which hosted the tennis event 
of the SAF Games, was the 
regular venue of the only ATP 
Tour event in South Asia before 
it was shifted to Pune. The 
swimming complex at Velacheri 
is a superb facility and almost 
any international level aquatic 
meet can be held there.

It was feared at the conclu-
sion of the SAF Games that 
the stadia would be white ele-
phants. It was emphasised that 
the facilities should not only be 

maintained, but also used on a 
regular basis if the successful 
conduct of the games was to 
have a long term impact on 
the popularity of sports in the 
state. Fortunately, important 
events have been conducted 
now and then, and that is a 
good augury. But there is little 
doubt that more competitions 
have to be staged if the various 
stadia are to fulfil their purpose, 
while proper maintenance of 
the  facilities and equipment 
updation is also a must. 

Today, the city can boast 
of ready facilities to host al-
most any international sporting 
event at short notice. There 
is little doubt that the smooth 
organisation of the SAF Games 
did much to enrich the already 
firm sporting ethos in the state. 
And a few years ago, a superb, 
international-standard squash 
facility was established, thanks 
to the initiative taken by N. 
Ramachandran, a former IOA 
president and former president 
of the World Squash Federa-
tion. This can only embellish 
the rich sporting traditions that 
Madras has always been famous 
for. Ultimately, of course, the 
main credit for all the world-
class sporting facilities that 
the city enjoys should go to 
J. Jayalalithaa, who was the 
Chief Minister when the SAF 
Games were conducted. It was 
her foresight and dynamism 
that has transformed Chennai 
from a sleepy, backward sport-
ing venue into a truly interna-
tional sporting city.

The impressive Nehru sta-
dium was host to the opening 
and closing ceremonies and the 
other stadia built for the SAF 
Games were no less breathtak-
ing. Through 1994 and 1995, 
the city acquired several more 
stadia, all in keeping with the 
highest international standards. 
The Egmore stadium under-

The Nehru stadium, Chennai.

 by 
Partab Ramchand


