
 by The Editor

Historically there have been 
many ways of isolating pa-

tients with infectious diseases. 
The ill can be removed to a 
place where they cannot infect 
others. If they are treated at 
home, then the residence itself 
can carry a warning sign – a 
method that has been in place 
since the time of the plagues. 
The most disturbing however, 
and even traumatic for those 
living in such houses, is the 
prospect of being barricaded in. 
And yet, this is precisely what 
the city’s civic body is doing, 
and this is now being copied by 
other cities too. 

 by A Staff 
Correspondent

the house contains infected 
people. 

All very well thus far. But 
it is in the design of those 
barricades that there is much 
to object to. Rather in the 
manner in which the great 

The modus operandi, so we 
learn, is that the moment a 
test detects someone as Covid 
positive, their address details 
are shared by the laboratory 
itself with the Corporation. 
Whereupon, representatives 
of the civic body arrive and 
put up corrugated metal sheet 
barricades all around the resi-
dence. If it is an independent 
house, the family of the infect-
ed person stays in; and if it is a 
multi-storeyed building, then 
everyone else in the block also 
stay at home. Flex banners 
are then hung out on the cor-
rugated sheets, informing all 
passers-by and vendors that 

Schooling in the ‘New Normal’ – Part 1
Life has changed so much 

over the past few months 
that it is getting rather hard 
to recall the city’s sights and 
sounds from pre-pandemic 
days. A sight that we have 
missed is that of children going 
to school. It’s always a delight 
to see them packed off to learn 
new things, wearing neatly 
pressed uniforms and well-
shined shoes. It was in March 
that the administration first 
instructed that children were 
to forego school attendance 
in view of the pandemic; now 
August is upon us and, with the 
situation remaining unclear, 
educational institutions con-
tinue to keep their gates shut. 
Keen to ensure that kids don’t 
lose touch with their studies, 
the city’s schools have been 
pushing the envelope to reach 
the children under their wing. 
“Like doctors and public ser-
vants, education has also been 

quietly working behind the 
scenes through the pandemic,” 
says Nikhath Suhail, Treasurer 
at the MWA Matriculation 
Higher Secondary School. “We 
are unsung heroes.”
Her words are shorn of self-
praise; she’s simply stating 
a fact. Schools and teach-
ers across the city have been 
putting in gruelling hours to 
enable children to study even 
through the lockdown. On 
one hand, there’s the practi-
cal  necessity to complete the 
allotted syllabus, especially 
for children due to appear 
for public exams; they don’t 
have the luxury of waiting till 
the schools reopen, because 
there are portions to cover. On 
the other hand, schools like 
Nikhath’s, which work with 
children from economically 
weaker sections of society, 
must double their efforts to 
keep in touch with the students 

lest they drop out. “In schools 
like ours, parents tend to have 
the older children take up 
jobs instead of sitting idle. We 
don’t want to lose our students 
and have them drop out of 
the system,” explained Radha 
Vasudevan, whose school in 

Is barricading houses with 
Covid patients a safe solution? 

to come in and take a look at 
how the patient is recovering. 
But beyond that, it effectively 
makes a prison out of the whole 
building. 

Now, a residence or a block 
of flats may be faced with situ-
ations when mass evacuation is 

have access to at least one 
smartphone with the software 
downloaded on it. Schools 
cleverly used the platform to 
deliver lessons to the children, 
along with exercise worksheets 
where needed. They gradually 
made the transition to vid-
eo conferencing software like 
Zoom and Microsoft Teams, 
partnering with education-
al companies like XSEED to 
 deliver study material to the 

children. Notably, the special 
education department at the 
MWA Matriculation Higher 
Secondary School is work-
ing with the Madras Dyslexia 
Association to deliver online 
educational programs to their 
students as well.

Kalpalatha Mohan, school 
pr incipal  of  Sr i  Sankara

Moghul is said to have buried 
alive a courtesan who was in 
love with his son, these sheets 
are nailed close all around the 
house, leaving a small opening 
for entry and exit. This presum-
ably is for the health workers 

Ashok Nagar caters to working 
class parents. 

And so, schools across the 
spectrum have turned to tech-
nology to bridge the learn-
ing gap. The teachers quick-
ly learned to leverage digital 
 mediums to deliver lessons 
 effectively. WhatsApp has 
been particularly helpful; it’s 
probably the most ubiquitous 
piece of technology out there, 
given that most households 

Madras Week
This is that time of the year when under normal 

 circumstances, Madras Musings will be neck deep 
in putting together its quota of programmes, talks 
and walks for Madras Week. This year, owing to the 
ongoing Covid pandemic, we have decided to abstain 
from organising any events. We wish all our readers 
a healthy and safe Madras Week and Madras Month.

– Editor
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Board ‘em up!
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A Hail to the Chief
Chief, it’s time to unleash that rumbling laugh. You won’t 

believe what tumbled into the Madras Musings inbox a few 
days ago. An email kicking off with the words: ‘Hey Muthiah’!

That’s right. Talk 
about being a bit be-
hind on the news, just 
a tad dodgy on facts. 
But first, let’s address  
the manner of …er…
addressing.

Absolutely feisty 
and cheerful, no ques-
tion, but for a second, 
a certain hilarious 
image appears before 
you – of Asterix and 
Obelix at the Circus, 
greeting none oth-
er than Julius Caesar 
himself with a cheek-
ily friendly ‘Hi Julius, 

old boy’. Also, you can’t help but wonder how many decades it 
has been since anyone in our fair city had the temerity to call 
out to the Chief like that. 

And now the content. This well-meaning email was dripping 
with technical what-have-you-s, promising success in both dig-
ital and print spaces, which apparently is the earnest wish of all 
right-thinking publishers. Imagine, if you will, the Chief coming 
face to face with this full-of-effervescent-enthusiasm, filled-to-
the-brim-with-great-ideas go-getter, determined to make a huge 
tech-riddled splash in the world of publishing, taking the Chief 
along with him in the process. The Chief. Who scoffed at any-
one who used voice recorders, as anyone who worked for him 
will recall. And often referred to computers, keyboards and later, 
smart phones, as ‘those things all of you use.’ Chief, can’t help 
thinking that if you had seen this spectacularly erroneously ad-
dressed letter, full of tech-jargon to boot, you would have merely 
pointed a finger at the ‘Delete’ button, and the silent order to 
expunge this piece would have been hastily carried out at once. 

Isn’t this typical of the times? Mass-produced letters 
dashed off to a million recipients in a split second, with 
an almost naively touching assumption that using a per-
sonal name will win customers, while completely ignoring 
the fact that a name automatically implies a person, with 
a story, and one that is subject to that trickster, Time.

So there’s your laugh for today, Chief. Will sign off now.

Until next time,

Ranjitha Ashok

Window Man & Shop Man
Here today gone tomo rrow 

is more or less the motto 
of the times. The Man from 
Madras Musings reflects on the 
number of people he knows 
who have fallen victim to the 
current pandemic and pays a 
silent tribute to them all. Yes, 
these are depressing times. You 
could almost be Samuel Pepys 
as he walked about London 
during the plague. The general 
gloom and doom has however 
caught on to such an extent 
that anybody who falls ill is 
immediately spoken of as a 
victim of Covid. Worse, there 
is a tendency to write off any 
and everyone who is afflicted 
by the virus, while statistics 
reveal just the opposite. Our 
city’s recovery rate has been 
really good, and as for the 
few who die, the reasons are 
generally due to pre-existing 
medical conditions or, in some 
unfortunate cases, heavy expo-
sure to the virus.

Which is why this ghoulish 
delight that our city has been 
taking in composing obituaries 
for those not yet gone or well 
on their way to recovery has 
been puzzling MMM. The first 
was a master scientist, happily 
still with us. Those who hang 

Some felt let down and opined 
that the least the owner could 
have done, given the volumes 
of savouries they had bought 
off him, was to have kept quiet, 
and not brought the error to 
public notice. Others chose to 
simply deny the existence of 
the brother and insisted that it 
was the owner who had passed 
on, leaving rather like the Man 
in the Iron Mask, a changeling 
in his place.

A more thorough investiga-
tion revealed some new facts. 
Apparently, there were always 
two men at the shop. The one 
at the stove was the owner of 
the shop and he was never to 
be seen at the window. On the 
other hand, most people knew 
only the man at the window 
of the shop, he never having 
worked over the stove. There-
fore most assumed that the 
man at the window owned the 
window shop, when actually 
this was not so, the stove man 
and not the window man being 
the owner. The window man, 
as we now know, worked with 
the accounts department of 
the Government. Therefore 
when media men (and women) 
saw the photo of the window 
man in the obit columns they 

and one of these MMM is 
happy to share –

This organisation had ruled 
that anyone walking in had 
to have their temperature 
measured by the person at the 
reception and the readings 
recorded in a register. The 
problem was that the recep-
tionist was frequently called 
away and during her absence, 
people tended to walk in and 
out. It was then decided that 
the front door be locked and a 
signboard put up asking people 
to knock. Two problems im-
mediately surfaced – the glass 
door fronting the office had 
never ever been locked before, 
the steel shutters outside of it 
being lowered and secured at 
the end of the working day. 
The lock in the glass door was 
thus so full of rust that it had 
to be doused in oil to get it to 
move. It later transpired that it 
may be faster to fix a latch and 
so that was done. 

All would have been well 
except that people who called 
at the office and knocked 
on the door hardly ever had 
anyone opening it. But if the 
receptionist was not at her seat 
nobody heard the knocks and 
so people simply went away. To 

assumed that the owner of the 
window shop was dead when 
all along it was only the man at 
the window, the real owner be-
ing as we now know being the 
man at the stove. Hence the 
flood of obituaries. But now 
there is greater clarity – the 
man at the window of the win-
dow shop is dead and he never 
owned the window shop. The 
man who owned the window 
shop, but who was never at the 
window, is alive and he plans to 
reopen soon. The million dol-
lar question however is, who 
will now stand at the window 
of the window shop? 

There are some however 
who chose to disbelieve it all. 
The man who stood at the 
window was the real owner 
they assert. But because he was 
working for the Government, 
he hid his ownership and let 
the brother hog the limelight, 
though not the window, they 
say. But as these are the ones 
who wrote the biggest obits, 
MMM chooses to disbelieve 
them. 

Social Distancing, 
Chennai style
The Man from Madras Mus-

ings wrote sometime back 
about how in a certain office 
he found people wearing masks 
while going about their work 
and then took them off to sit 
in close proximity to each other 
while lunching. That set off a 
flood of stories from readers 

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY

on to MMM’s every word will 
recall that obituaries were 
penned on that great man 
and not all were withdrawn 
thereafter. Then came the 
news that a silk baron was 
terminally ill and then dead. 
Immediately the city’s pro-
fessional mourners flooded 
social media with the usual 
writing – Oh-he-was-such-a-
humble man,-he-recognised-
my-greatness-the-moment-
we-met kind of thing. Then 
the baron’s son-in-law denied 
the whole news report of the 
death. Silk baron was alive, 
though not well. So, Roving 
Mourners, Kindly Verify about 
sums it up.

All of this was nothing 
compared to the brouhaha 
over a shop that sold fried stuff 
via a window near the temple 
in Peacock Town. Known 
to all as the window shop, 
it was suddenly broadcast 
in most media that the man 
who owned the window shop 
was dead. Lengthy obituaries 
were written for the shop 
and its owner. And then two 
days later came a denial. The 
owner gave an interview that 
he was very much alive and it 
was his brother, who worked 
at a Government office by day 
and assisted at the shop each 
evening, he being the person 
who handed out the parcels to 
the clientele, that had passed 
away because of Covid. The 
obit writers were not exactly 
happy with this turn of events. 

overcome this, it was decided, 
and here MMM must say that 
it is perhaps only in Chennai 
that such innovative solutions 
can be thought of, that the 
door be left unlatched with a 
stool of around two feet height 
lurking just behind it. The 
idea being that whoever came 
in would push the door there-
by knocking over the stool 
which would make enough 
noise to wake up the dead. 

The only problem in this 
solution was that some people 
opened the door with such 
force that the stool went flying 
like a missile and hit whoever 
was in sight. It was decided 
that people dying of Covid 
was bad enough and so the 
company had better prevent 
casualties owing to flying piec-
es of furniture (MMM, always 
wanting to use an elegant 
phrase, has avoided writing 
flying stools there you will 
notice). A bright spark then 
suggested an electric doorbell, 
which was duly procured and 
installed. This it was found 
could be heard only if some-
one was at the reception, 
which was the original prob-
lem if you recollect. 

Last heard, MMM learns 
that the organisation in 
 question is on the lookout 
for a disused fire alarm which 
will be loud enough for all 
to hear. 

– MMM 

Tailpiece
The lead article in this issue of Madras Musings, on the manner in which our city’s civic body is barricading people afflicted with Covid brings to the 

mind of the Man from Madras Musings another aspect of it. Usually, people would give such houses a miss and stay far from it. Not so however those who 
paste posters. They have been using these barricades as convenient surfaces for their trade. And the most common ones to be pasted are the handbills adver-
tising the telecom services of a man who even in these times has managed to become the fifth richest in the world. There is no holding down some people. 

needed. What happens if there 
is a fire for instance? How can 
all residents rush out to safety 
if the gates are as wide as the 
proverbial eye of the needle? 
What if a person has a fracture 
and has to be removed in a 
stretcher or needs an ambu-
lance to be brought to the 
doorstep? There could be an 
earthquake – such a happening 
though rare is not unknown in 
the city. After all, Covid is not 
the only problem that people 
may face. And even among 
those infected with Covid, 
there are instances where doc-
tors ask for the patient to be 
sent out for scans. How is this 
to be achieved? And in which 
medical or administrative jour-
nal is it mandated that Covid 
patients need to be isolated 
behind corrugated sheets? Of 
course, given the general indis-
cipline that is rampant in our 
city, the Corporation may have 

come up with this measure out 
of desperation in its attempts 
to isolate the infected. Even 
then, some other form of sur-
veillance, especially in these 
technologically evolved times 
may have been far better. It is 
also reliably learnt that while 
the fixing of the barricades is 
quite prompt, the removal is 
not such a fast process and 
involves repeated reminders. 

Chennai citizens appear to 
be a patient lot and tolerate 
this kind of hemming in. On 
the other hand, there have 
been protests in Bengaluru 
over this boarding up and the 
civic body there was forced to 
not only remove such barri-
cades but also issue an apology. 
It is high time the Corporation 
of Chennai comes up with 
a more evolved solution in 
keeping with the city’s image 
of being a technological capi-
tal. Such tactics as barricading 
belong to the middle ages. 

IS BARRICADING A SAFE 
SOLUTION?

(Continued from page 1)
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There’s  good news for 
book-lovers. The Ma-

dras Book Club (MBC) has 
launched a few initiatives to 
overcome the problems posed 
by the Coronavirus and the 
lockdown. “We’ll continue our 
mission of promoting books 
and writing,” says the club.

These initiatives include 
onl ine meetings of  book 
launches and lectures via the 
Zoom platform and an online 
newsletter titled Between the 
Lines. MBC is working toward 
launching a website. 

The MBC had hoped that 
the Coronavirus would go away 
soon, but when this did not 
happen, the club decided to go 
online with meetings.

Fortunately, “speakers and 
authors seem to like the online 
concept,” said the trustees of 
the MBC, “because they can 
speak from the comfort of 
their home, and save on travel 
time.” 

New initiatives at 
Madras Book Club

ambassador of the insect world 
has held numerous workshops, 
shot thousands of macro-pho-
tographs of creepy-crawlies 
and conducted many “in-
sect walks”. The audience 
saw some incredibly beautiful 
photographs of bugs, beetles, 
 butterflies, mosquitoes and 
other creatures and heard fas-
cinating descriptions of their 
habits and characteristics.

Bangalore -based writer 
Shoba Narayan will discuss her 
remarkable writing career on 
July 29. Two Chennai-related 
talks are planned in August: by 
environmentalist Arun Krish-
namurthy (August 12) on his 
work in lake restoration; and by 
film buff Ram Ramakrishnan 
(August 26) on the magic of 
the Viswanathan-Ramamurthy 
duo.

The newsletter
The inaugural issue of the 

MBC newsletter Between the 

back in 2010, when he urged 
every member of MBC to write 
autobiographies.

The first issue also dis-
sected the genius of Samuel 
Johnson, literary dictator of 
the 18th Century, and talked 
about his monumental work 
on an  English dictionary. The 
 newsletter also presented a 
lively “Polymathica” section 
designed to intrigue, provoke 
and amuse, including a story 
about unusual and delightful 
book dedications.

T h e  s e c o n d  i s s u e  o f 
 Between the Lines will be out 

late  August, which is  “Madras 
Month”. It will carry a cou-
ple of  Chennai-related arti-
cles, plus a pictorial tribute to 
 Chennai, as well as a tribute 
in verse by award-winning 
poet Arun dhathi Subramani-
am (part of an interview-based 
article on her).

Other articles: a review 
of TV personality Anant 
 Mahadevan’s book on the his-
tory of Indian television; a re-
view of a book on the glorious 
role of India’s military during 
the second world war; an ar-
ticle recalling a talk at MBC 

by famed ophthal mologist S.S. 
Badrinath; plus another rivet-
ing “Polymath ica” section. 

When did the MBC start? 
“Officially” in 2003 when it 
acquired a bank account. But 
informal meetings of publish-
ers and book lovers under the 
forum of Madras Book Club go 
as far back as 1990. It’s now 
more than a year since Mr. 
S. Muthiah, who guided and 
steered the MBC for many 
years, passed away. “We are 
sure our new initiatives will 
please him,” say the trustees of 
the Madras Book Club.

The first online lecture on 
June 22, 2020, delivered by 
V. Sriram, was a character-
istically gripping talk on old 
Madras – Recalling the adven-
tures and amours of ‘US-born, 
Europe-bred, Africa-travelled, 
Asian-wed’ Elihu Yale.  Elihu 
Yale was the Governor of 
 Madras from 1617 to 1692, 
after whom the famous Yale 
college of the US is named. 
Sriram said Yale made a huge 
fortune in Chennai through 
corrupt practices including 
slave-trading and had at least 
two mistresses, both of whom 
assisted him commercially. 

MBC’s second online lec-
ture – by “Poochi” Venkat 
on July 15 – was about “the 
wonder world of insects”. This 

Lines, was launched by V. Sri-
ram on June 22, just before 
the first online lecture. He 
expressed delight at the initia-
tive. He lauded the look and 
content of Between the Lines 
and said he had read the en-
tire issue. He hoped the MBC 
would continue to bring out 
such informative and enter-
taining newsletters. 

MBC members and  other 
readers have accorded a warm 
reception to Between the Lines. 
The first issue  carried  reviews 
of Ruskin Bond’s  brilliant 
 autobiography Lonely fox 
 dancing, and of Normal  People, 
an acclaimed 2018  novel by 
Irish author Sally Rooney. 
 Another article recalled a 
 lecture by Mr. S. Muthiah way 

 by S.R. Madhu

Old Commercials
Those were the days
Take a look at old advertisements
You will see how life has changed

Pleating her sari with perfection
Tucking them smartly in her slender waist
Pallu tightly tied, well combed tresses
enhanced with a veni, she will ride her
‘Atlas’ cycle, admiring looks gazing at her

She has to make clothes and curtains if 
she is a smart girl

Who will become a loving home maker
Give her a Usha Sewing Machine

Enjoying happily her hot foaming cup of 
coffee full of flavour, 

Dipping a Parle biscuit to add to her joy

She holds her Green bar of freshness, the 
Liril Soap, showering under a waterfall, 
her skin cooling and glowing 

Children made happy with Parry’s 
 chocolates and toffees. 

So incomparable to any other in those 
days

To soothe the crying infant the ever 
 dependable Woodwards Gripe Water

After dining together with nears and dears  
In the village, the hand always held a 
torch lighting up with Eveready Battery

The constant companion of the girl with 
her hair tied up with a smart bun

Was the Murphy Radio playing music and 
giving her all the news

The Dyonara TV on the table, 
Watching movies and film songs with 
neighbours and friends

And total focus on the ball games

Not to forget the vehicle of our choice
Travelling with our dear ones
Seen on all the roads, good and bad

– Radha Parthasarathy
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Tailpiece
The lead article in this issue of Madras Musings, on the manner in which our city’s civic body is barricading people afflicted with Covid brings to the 

mind of the Man from Madras Musings another aspect of it. Usually, people would give such houses a miss and stay far from it. Not so however those who 
paste posters. They have been using these barricades as convenient surfaces for their trade. And the most common ones to be pasted are the handbills adver-
tising the telecom services of a man who even in these times has managed to become the fifth richest in the world. There is no holding down some people. 

Radha Parthasarathy, who is the daughter  of composer Ambujam Krishna, has been relieving the monotony 
of lockdowns by writing Tamil poetry. This piece, which features popular brands of yesteryears will, we are 
sure, delight MM readers. The original in Tamil is provided alongside so that those who read the language 
can relish its flavour.  – Editor
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The San Thome Redoubt – a 
Lost Landmark of Chennai

While Fort St. George is a 
familiar landmark in the 

city, not many may remember 
the other protective structures 
that once existed all around it. 
There was the Old Town Wall, 
which has been documented 
extensively in Madras Musings. 
Besides this, there was Clive’s 
Battery near where the harbour 
is today. We also had the San 
Thomé Fort (see MM, Vol. 
XXVII No. 24, April 1-15, 2018 
Lost Landmarks), built by the 
Portuguese and demolished by 
the Golconda and Arcot forces 
between 1679 and 1697. And 
then, there were the redoubts, 
small protective enclosures in 
which troops could be stationed 
to ward off any threats to the 
city proper. Of these, two, at 
Egmore (see MM, Vol. XXVIII 
No. 8, August 1st, 2018 Lost 
Landmarks) and San Thome 
were the best known. The first 
was meant as a safeguard from 
potential invasions from the 
west – the Marathas, Hyder 
Ali, Tipu Sultan, et al and the 
second against the French from 
Pondicherry. 

Of course, the British did not 
think of a redoubt at San Thome 
until the French had come in 
1746, conquered, stayed on till 
1749 and left. The British were 
then holed up in Fort St. David, 
Cuddalore and even after the 
departure of the French, chose 
not to return, making Madras 
a subordinate station. They of 
course realised that it would 
eventually have to revert to be 
the administrative headquar-
ters and so began to give due 
thought to its security. One of 
the plans was for a redoubt at 
San Thome, which by 1749 was 
very much a British possession. 

In all of these steps, including 
the decision to revert the head-
quarters to Madras from Cud-
dalore, the East India Company 
was guided by Benjamin Robins, 
distinguished mathematician 
and a Fellow of the Royal Soci-
ety, who arrived from London at 
Fort St. David in July 1750. His 
mandate was to visit and suggest 
the construction of defences 
at Forts St. David, St. George, 
William (Calcutta), Bombay 
and St Helena’s. It appears that 
he and his team managed to 
study thoroughly the first three, 
illness and death chasing them 
as they travelled the length and 
breadth of India. His plans were 
finalised for the securing of only 
Forts St. David and St. George 
when he died at Cuddalore in 

July 1751. His last entreaties 
to the Company was for the 
fortification works at Madras 
to be entrusted to his trusted 
assistants John Brohier and John 
Call. This was duly honoured. 
Indeed, much of what we see by 
way of outworks and fortifica-
tions at Fort St. George are as 
per Robins’ design.

It was he who first pointed 
out the necessity for an armed 
outpost in San Thome. And 
he designed the Redoubt here. 
HD Love, in his Vestiges of Old 
Madras has written glowingly 
about Robins and also quoted 
extensively from his correspon-
dence regarding the Redoubt. It 
emerges that this was not just an 
outpost but also a place where 
the garrison of San Thome 
could take shelter in the event 
of hostilities. 

A letter from Fort St. David 
to Fort St George dated July 13, 

that the tannery was well to 
leeward side of the residence 
proper given the smells that 
must have come out of it and 
speculates that its presence was 
probably the reason why Mrs. 
Parry preferred to spend much of 
her time in Pondicherry before 
her final departure to England. 

Parry did not live in his castle 
for long, moving soon into Wal-
lace Gardens in Nungambak-
kam. The San Thome property 
was sold to Major Leith, then 
Judge-Advocate General, after 
Parry’s death in 1824, and it 
became Leith Castle thereafter. 

It would appear that despite its 
rather long history, Leith Cas-
tle’s residents did not survive 
for long in it, at least in the 
early years. Major Leith died 
in 1829 and then the property 
kept changing hands, eventually 
being purchased in the 1920s by 
the Madras Catholic Co-Oper-
ative Building Society Limited. 
This was the time when much of 
South Madras was being devel-
oped by cooperative societies. 

From then, the story of the 
San Thome Redoubt turned 
Leith Castle follows the tra-
jectory of most other historical 

1751 had this to say –
“As we are convinced of the 

necessity there is for a Place of 
Retreat at St Thome for our 
People that may be Posted there 
in Case of an Attempt upon 
that Place. We have come to a 
Resolution to fortifie the Moors 
Bungalow there; which, as Mr. 
Robins will give Directions for 
being set about immediately, 
You must be Careful to supply 
the Persons Employ’d therein 
with what Materials they may 
have Occasion for; and that it 
be done at as small Expence as 
possible.”

From this extract it is clear 
that there was an earlier struc-
ture here, which judging by the 
name was probably the resi-
dence for a Golconda or Arcot 
nobleman. N.S. Ramaswami 
has speculated that much of the 
action in the so-called Battle 
of the Adyar (1746), happened 
around this bungalow. He bases 
it on Ananda Ranga Pillai’s 
reconstruction of the scene as it 
happened where he states that 
Mahfuz Khan had ordered his 
troops to stand on four sides of 
the “Bungalow on the sea shore, 
near the estuary at Mylapore.” 

Robins having died, the work 
was entrusted to John Francis 

but nevertheless still standing. 
It had a square keep (tower) 
with walls 15 feet high and 
three feet thick. There were 
seven buttresses. There was an 
outer wall which had a thick-
ness of 18 inches and a height 
of 5 ½ feet. This then was the 
redoubt that saw action during 
the French siege of Madras in 
1758. By 1794 it was abandoned 
and that was when Col John 
Braithwaite, then commanding 
the Company forces, applied for 
the space to build a residence 
for himself. The proximity to the 
sea and the Adyar River were its 
principal attractions. This was 
granted after a survey of the 
land by George Parry, Surveyor 
of Company Lands. Braithwaite 
built for himself a garden home 
on the site, the redoubt now 
being part of the gardens. 

By 1805 however, the 14 ½ 
acre plot had been acquired 
by Thomas Parry, founder of 
the eponymous company that 
we know so well. Parry built a 
fine home for himself here and 
named it Parry’s Castle. It was 
here that he began what is often 
spoken of as modern India’s first 
industrial enterprise – a tannery. 
Hilton Brown, in his rollicking 
book Parry’s of Madras hopes 

SCHOOLING IN THE ‘NEW NORMAL’

Vareilles, a very capable military 
engineer. A total of 6,374 pago-
das was spent in the construc-
tion, which caused the thrifty 
British and more so the Scots 
many pangs and resulted in calls 
for explanations from the team 
in charge of the construction. 
Robins had originally planned 
a most impressive structure of 
a perimeter of 466 feet with 15 
buttresses, 14 feet high walls 
that were three feet thick and a 
ditch surrounding it of a perim-
eter of 568 feet, 40 feet wide and 
9 feet deep. Outside the ditch 
was to be a second wall, of 670 
feet perimeter and 18 buttresses. 
There was a glacis, a drawbridge, 
a standing bridge, godowns, a 
fause bray (low parapet in front 
of the actual wall), gates and 
much else. 

It is doubtful is all of this was 
eventually built. Visiting the 
place in the early 1900s, Love 
found a scaled down structure 

properties of the city. The land 
surrounding the actual redoubt 
was first plotted out and became 
Leith Castle North, Central and 
South Streets (above). The core 
structure, with around an acre 
of land was purchased by R.N. 
Arockiasami Mudaliar, Minister 
in the Dr. P. Subbaroyan cabinet 
(1926-1928). He built a house 
for himself that he named Leith 
Castle, and it is not certain if 
parts of the older structure were 
incorporated into it. This has 
changed hands repeatedly. It is 
listed among the High Court’s 
tally of heritage structures wor-
thy of preservation but then that 
hardly means any protection in 
today’s scenario. Rumours have 
it that much of the redoubt has 
vanished over the years and now 
even the bungalow’s days may 
be numbered.

(Continued from page 1)

Vidyashramam Matriculation 
Higher Secondary School, ad-
mits that the learning curve was 
challenging. “We spent nearly 
10 days sending lessons to each 
other and checking whether we 
were okay. Wherever we could 
help each other with sugges-
tions, we did,” she said. “The 
CBSE has done a tremendous 
job in helping teachers through 
this time,” pointed out Mita 
Venkatesh, the school principal 
of Sri Sankara Senior Secondary 
School. “They have published a 
number of online courses which 
help keep us updated,” she 
said. 34 teachers on her staff 
have  already attended relevant 
 courses to upskill themselves. 

Surprisingly, setting up digital 
learning systems doesn’t seem to 
be the hardest part of delivering 
lessons in the lockdown. The 
problems that continue to crop 
up are practical ones. Take the 
availability of smartphones, for 
instance. While it hasn’t been a 
big issue for schools like Mita’s 
or Kalpalatha’s, Nikhath and 
Radha have had to help parents 
procure smartphones to give 
children access to the lessons. 
“If a household has more than 
two children, where does the 
additional phone come from?” 
asked Nikhath. “I have a family 
with three children, one in grade 
9, one in grade 7, and a little one 
in grade 4. The grade 4 child 
feels she is just as  important 
as the others; she wants to 
study too, but she doesn’t have 
a phone.” Nikhath’s school 
offered  parents a subsidy of 
Rs. 2000 to help them buy 
phones for their children, while 
 Radha has distributed phones 
to children in need. They each 
achieved this largely with the 
support of public donations, 
which has been generously flow-
ing in to support the schools. 

Access to phones is just one 
part of the problem; technical 
issues and glitches tend to play 
spoilsport, too. “They don’t get 
signals half the time and the par-
ents tend to take on low band-
width plans which make it hard 
to follow lessons online. Power 
cuts also complicate the matter,” 
pointed out Nikhath. The addi-
tional cost of data consumption 
is also a barrier, with some par-
ents finding it hard to afford the 
expense in these tough times. 
Teachers are realizing the need 
to ensure that study material is 
available  despite these issues. 
“My teachers are recording 
their lessons and the material 
is stored on Google Drive,” 
 explained Kalpalatha. “This 
way, the video is available when-
ever the child needs it.” Going 
the extra mile, her class teachers 
also personally call the children 
at least once a month to ensure 
that the children are continuing 
their studies through the Covid 
break. 

Teachers are also finding it 
hard to engage the children 
outside the traditional class-
room setting. Online modes 
of instruction don’t make it 
easy for teachers to observe 
the students; all they see is a 
grid of faces and not even that 

on a smartphone. “It’s hard 
to understand if the child is 
actually paying attention,” said 
Mita. It’s also hard to gauge if 
the child is grasping the con-
cept that is being taught in an 
online class. “If a child gives a 
blank look in the classroom, it’s 
easier to catch that and make 
a mental note that the child 
needs more help. It’s practically 
impossible to do that online,” 
explained Nikhath. To tackle 
this issue, schools have begun 
to enlist parents for help. “I try 
to hold meetings with parents 
to get them on board, to help 
ensure that the child is present 
and attentive during the online 
classes,” said Mita. 

And then of course, we must 
remember that we’re talking 
about children – all work and 
no play makes Jack a dull boy. 
Cooped up at home, most of the 
kids don’t have access to open 
playing spaces, and are missing 
the camaraderie of school life. 
Nikhath particularly worries 
about this aspect. “The whole 
day is spent either on the TV 
or on the phone. Kids have 
lost their sense of interaction 
which is a very serious issue,” 
she fretted. The administration 
seems to share her concern – in 
July, the HRD ministry released 

detailed guidelines regarding 
online classes, capping maxi-
mum screen time for children 
at three hours a day. So schools 
have come up with innovative 
activities to engage the kids off-
screen as well. 

“For the primary classes, 
grades 4 and 5, we had the kids 
send their class teachers a record 
of the household chores that 
they helped out with during the 
week,” said Kalpalatha, giving 
an example of one such initia-
tive. “We suggested a few activi-
ties like folding clothes, washing 
vegetables, helping store items 
etc. These are life lessons, too.” 
Her school is also working on 
resuming non- academic activ-
ities for children, such as the 
heritage club. Other schools 
have also made an effort to offer 
yoga, dance and art to children 
through digital mediums. It is 
an important dimension to their 
education, especially at a time 
when children are deprived of 
social  interaction and physical 
stimulus. Further, to ensure that 
they are not estranged by the 
time normalcy returns, schools 
are determinedly delivering 
lessons created in the teachers’ 
own voices. This way, the chil-
dren hold onto a sense of famil-
iarity with the teacher through 

his/her voice and teaching style, 
hopefully making the learning 
transition easier. 

On a pleasant note, Mita and 
Radha both pointed out the sil-
ver lining in the whole situation. 
“We all knew that technology 
had great potential, but we have 
never relied so much on it until 
now. So, it’s a learning opportu-
nity. We must see how we can 
take forward blended learning 
concepts in regular school en-
vironments too,” said Mita. 
Radha went one step further. 
“Some lessons have actually 
been delivered in a better way 
in the lockdown,” she admitted. 
“Some websites allow teachers 
to set up interactive quizzes or 
team games like Jeopardy, so 
the children learn while having 
fun with their friends.” Radha 
has also used the opportunity to 
invite guest lecturers to address 
her students. “We were always 
open to doing fun activities, but 
it’s become easier to get people 
to talk to the students now,” she 
said, explaining that her third 
grade kids had just attended a 
class on planetary systems with a 
science professional. “Pandem-
ic or not, some new teaching 
methods are definitely here to 
stay,” she finished.

Before the pandemic struck, 
an ordinary middle-class 

family would work through their 
weekdays, taking weekends off. 
Weekends would be spent with 
family or friends, catching a 
movie at the theatre or eating 
out; sometimes it was spent as a 
lazy time of relaxation at home. 
COVID-19 brought about a 
series of lockdowns and restric-
tions, forcing everyone to look 
for new ways to keep themselves 
entertained, creative and lively.

The lockdown of more than a 
hundred days – and still count-
ing – has been a stressful experi-
ence for many. We have simply 
never seen anything like this 
before. Today, we are stranded at 
home with the shops, malls, and 
restaurants closed; the roads, 
parks and beaches are empty, 
and there are no buses, trains or 
flights available. Even the uni-
versities, colleges, and schools 
have shut down, and temples, 
mosques, and churches have 
closed their gates. The only 
space under the open sky that 
can be relished without the need 
for masks and social distancing 
is the terraces and balconies of 
our homes.

Terraces and balconies have 
become a new bay for bonding, 

entertainment, and creativity. 
Social media recently saw a 
string of viral videos posted by 
people belonging to various 
countries performing in their 
balconies. The balcony truly 
became a concert room in Italy, 
where people sang, played mu-
sical instruments, and danced.  
The sports enthusiasts tried to 
keep the momentum going by 
playing tennis or football across 
the terraces of their houses. And 
it was from the humble balcony 
that Jeremy Cohen of New York 
flew a drone with his number 
on a slip to his neighbour who 
was dancing on the terrace. The 
couple enjoyed their first date 
sitting on the rooftop of their 
respective houses.

Personally, the terrace has 
been my favourite place since 
childhood. It is a place where 
one can be inspired by the sky 
and dream high, gazing at the 
celestial wonders, think, think, 
think, and overthink. It is a 
place of joyful solitude and re-
freshing breezes. As years passed 
on, life became busy and I be-
came rather lazy to climb up the 
stairs to reach the terrace. How-
ever, the lockdown changed 
circumstances and I make an 
effort to climb to the terrace ev-

ery day – this time, not alone but 
with family. We hold evening 
picnics in our own small en-
closure under the beaming sky. 
Definitely, the number of people 
on their terraces during the 
lockdown is higher compared to 
the pre-lockdown days.

As individuals, families, and 
couples – people flock to the 
terraces of their houses. Families 
bond as they chat with each oth-
er and have fun and also spend 
time with neighbours whom 
they would not have seen during 
their otherwise busy schedules. 
People also enjoy some ‘me’ time 
as they enjoy nature. Birds like 
crows, pigeons, and sparrows 
too bond with humans for their 
share of snacks.

Many kids fly kites – a sight 
that I am seeing many years 
later. Youngsters do their routine 
workouts and elderly couples 
take brisk walks. Some fami-
lies even play bat and ball or 
badminton with their children, 
proving that family time is some 
of the best times one can have. 
What’s more, some also discover 
secret love stories that have 
begun to sprout in the neigh-
bourhood. Terrace spaces are 
also used to foster hobbies like 
photography and gardening. 

Many people are finally giving 
into the longstanding desire of 
nurturing small rooftop gardens. 

The best way of spending 
time on the terrace is to just 
sit still, gaze at the sky, and see 
the beauty of nature all around 
us. Every evening brings a new 
joy – the sky looks  radiant with 
the sunset, the changing phases 
of the moon grace the night sky, 
the stars twinkle, colourful hues 
hide behind the clouds at dusk, 
the dark clouds float serenely, 
birds fly high in pretty flocks, 
and beautiful contrails leave a 
streak across the sky. The sky 
has a lovely surprise every day. 
 
While I hope the lockdown 
lifts soon, I do wish that we 
hold onto the new customs we 
have re-discovered. Frequent 
terrace visits, family bonding, 
friendly neighbours and the 
beauty of nature are things to 
be cherished. Though these may 
seem like dark times with clouds 
hiding the sun, its the small joys 
of like that act as rays of hope 
as we wait for the situation to 
revert to normalcy. 

Marilyn Gracey 
Plot No. 117, GRACE 

Yeshwanth Nagar Link Road
Madambakkam

Chennai 600 126

Under the Open Sky: Terraces & Balconies in Chennai
LOST LANDMARKS OF CHENNAI

– SRIRAM V
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 by 
Major Dr. V. Raghavan vsm

A Chennai man remembers 
an earlier Chinese skirmish
In the light of the present 

imbroglio in Ladakh, my 
memory takes me back to an 
incident, albeit a trifling one. In 
November 1975, a routine As-
sam Rifles patrol was ambushed 
by the Chinese in NEFA, now 
called Arunachal Pradesh in 
Tulung La (La is “pass” in Ti-
betan), and 4 Indians were 
killed. If I remember right, a 
couple of officers were also 
captured by the Chinese in the 
event. Tulung La is a pass in 
Tawang region, through which 
the Chinese entered Bomdi 
La and captured large areas 
in 1962. Brig. J.P. Dalvi, who 
wrote The Himalayan Blunder, 
was taken as a POW. He was 
the commander of the Tawang 
brigade. Michael Dalvi, who 
played cricket in Madras in 
the seventies, is his son. It is 
a coincidence that Brig. Dalvi 
commanded 4 Guards (4th 
battalion of The Brigade of 
Guards), a very famous and 
one of the oldest battalions of 
the army in 1954, of which I 
would in 1975-76 be the RMO 
(Regimental Medical Officer). 

We were located in eastern 
Sikkim almost at the junction 
of Tibet, Sikkim, and Bhutan. 
It was high altitude and our HQ 
was at 14,200 feet and the high-
est picquet was 15,500 feet. The 
famous Dokalam which made 
news last year was a few kilo-
meters east of our location. We 
referred to it as Dokala then. 
Sikkim was just then annexed 
by India as an Indian state from 
a protectorate. The army was 
always there. We were part of 
27 Div with HQ in Kalimpong.

We had a massive infection 
of infectious hepatitis (jaun-
dice) in our battalion in Au-
gust-September 1975. Nearly 
a third of the troops were af-
fected. Being a waterborne 
infection, we enforced strict 
water discipline. The water 
was generally picked up from 
a mountain stream and in win-
ters, we melted snow. Safe water 
points were established, making 
sure they were not in line with 
deep trench latrines high up, 
including closed ones. Every 
evening I made it a point to go 
around the HQ area, checking 
whether water was collect-
ed properly and boiled before 
consumption. One evening in 
November 1975, as I was going 
across to check one of the cook 
houses, I found Guardsman 
(Sepoy) Ajaib Singh collecting 
water from a unauthorised 
water point, a stream running 
behind the officers’ mess. Ajaib 
was a waiter in the mess. He was 
a Garhwali and a tough chap. 
Where a normal jawan strug-
gled to carry one pakhal (an 
aluminium water container), he 

would march along with a pa-
khal on each shoulder. But he 
was dumb and how dumb, I was 
to learn later. It was about 4 pm 
and in the east in winters, it gets 
dark by that time. I hauled him 
up and fired him. Readers may 
excuse if I go back to another 
prelude to the ensuing episode.

When we first moved into a 
high altitude location, there was 
a lot of confusion. After a Ban-
galore tenure, the troops were 
finding it difficult with weather, 
terrain and a huge workload. 
Adjutant Major Randhir Sethi 
let himself go at the Signals 
NCO because his telephone 
was not working. At his bel-
ligerent best, he ordered the 
NCO that the signal platoon 
would take seven days ration 
and climb Kanchenjunga the 
next day. When reporting to the 
company, commander Major 
D.V. Sharma the NCO repeated 
the orders of the adjutant. Ma-
jor Sharma burst out laughing 
and asked him to sort out the 
adjutant’s problems.

I immediately rang up the 
Hanuman post which was on 
the way to Sher. Whoever 
picked up the phone told me 
that the trio had just crossed 
after asking them the password. 
There were strict orders that 
there would be no movement 
after sundown. I really panicked 
because the trio were mess staff 
and only familiar with ladles, 

of the kitchen warriors straying 
into enemy territory on the way 
and getting captured. There 
was an incident during snow-
time the year before that. Pup 
Mann was told about this and 
he sent a patrol party to catch 
them. From the Hanuman post, 
another search patrol was sent. 
We waited. Dinner time was 
7pm at the mess. Being the HQ, 
only the CO, adjutant, SP com-
pany commander and the RMO 
dined in the mess, the rest ate at 
their own posts. Lt. Col. Freddy 
Muthanna walked into the mess 
stroking his mustache with the 
back of his right hand. Every-
one was s---ting bricks and I 
was asked to broach the topic 
to inform him. I got up and 
played Vivaldi’s Four Seasons 
record even before the old man 
came. He was quite a western 
classical buff. When I played a 
Neil Diamond record on other 
days, he would ask me politely 
whether we could have some 
music. He was that type. I took 
a deep breath and told him the 
happenings of the evening. He 
told me very curtly, “ Officers 
do not give orders like that. 
You should have put him in the 
quarter guard (the battalion’s 
prison).” There was no further 
talk and dinner was quietly 
eaten, quieter than usual. The 
Tiger got up to leave. He turned 
towards Surinder, saying that 
he wanted everyone connected 
with the incident marched up 
to him in the morning. It in-
cluded the Subedar Major, the 
Alpha company commander, 
senior JCO, and the adjutant. 
RMO was not mentioned. It 
was at about that time we also 
got a message on the radio set 
that the search party from Sher 
was successful in getting to 
the trio. They were to stay the 
night and come back the next 
morning. For my unofficer-like 
mistake, everyone else was put 
on the mat the next morning.

Major Dr. V. Raghavan VSM
3/4F, Aarti Apartments

9(4) Haddows Road First Street
Chennai 600 006

I remembered Sethi’s epi-
sode and wanted to emulate 
him in giving a funny order. I 
told Ajaib Singh that he would 
run up to the command post 
and say, “Ram Ram” (greet-
ings) to Major Mann in Sher. 
This may sound strange to the 
readers. The command post 
is the place from which the 
commanding officer directs 
operations if there is a war. It 
was located right where we 
were, a little hillock with a view 
of all the posts. Sher was our 
farthest post about 3 or 4 kilo-
meters away on the watershed, 
the McMahon line. The com-
mander of that post was Major 
Pup Mann. Ajaib Singh was to 
understand that he had been 
ordered to climb the hillock and 
come down, a task of about 15 
minutes. But lo and behold that 
was not to be, as I learned later.

I went back to my bunker in 
another hillock and soon my or-
derly Moti came running to ad-
monish me (‘kya kiya aapne!’) 
and inform me that the mess 
staff had taken off to Sher on 
my orders. I panicked and ran to 
the mess. Dumb Ajaib thought I 
had ordered him to go to meet 
Major Mann at Sher. Since he 
did not know the way, he took 
the masalchi to come along. 
Cook Mohan who never left 
the kitchen anytime also saw an 
opportunity to see an outpost 
that he had only heard about. 
He also joined them. The trio 
took off and it was nearly dark 
by that time. 

utensils and nothing else. The 
path beyond the Hanuman 
post was a treacherous footpath 
with a thousand feet fall if one 
takes a wrong step. There was 
moonlight, but it was danger-
ous even then. And then, the 
other immediate problem was 
dinner. There was no waiter, no 
cook, and no mess staff. The 
old man, as the Commanding 
Officer is fondly referred to, 
would be in the mess in an hour 
or two. Officers mess cooks 
and waiters are as different 
from other langar cooks as the 
Taj Coromandel is to a road-
side dhaba. Actually Mohan 
was trained at Thangam Philip’s 
school in Bombay and could 
actually cook a Venezuelan del-
icacy if one gave him the inputs. 
Quickly I did the homework 
and got a cook and waiter with 
some officers mess experience. 
After managing that, I ran to 
the adjutant’s office. 

There was a lot of com-
motion as I entered. I learned 
the reason when I was given 
the top-secret signal that had 
just arrived. This was about 
the ambush of Indian petrol in 
NEFA with which we referred 
to earlier on. It further reiterat-
ed that there would be strictly 
no movement after last light. 
I narrated the mess incident 
to Capt. Surinder Singh, who 
was the officiating adjutant. He 
put his hands on his head. To 
assuage him, I told him about 
the dinner arrangements I had 
made. The next fear was that 

1. Name the initiative launched 
by the Union HRD ministry that 
provides psycho-social support 
to students, teachers and parents 
and addresses issues related to 
mental health and emotional 
well-being.
2. Name the renowned mathe-
matician, founder of the Chennai 
Mathematical Institute, who 
passed away recently.
3. The United Nations on July 
20th observed the first-ever ‘Day’ 
for which game, said to have 
had its origins in  India, which 
has produced a five-time World 
champion?
4. Name the global tech giant 
with which CBSE has collaborat-
ed to integrate AI in high school 
curriculum of 2020-2021.
5. Recently, for the first time 
ever, the Indian Railways loaded 
a special parcel train beyond the 
country’s borders to deliver a 
bio-product. Name the product 
and country.
6. Chandrikapersad Santokhi, 
an Indian-origin leader, has been 
elected the President of which 
South American nation that has 
Paramaribo as its capital.
7. The Drug Controller General 
of India recently gave the approv-
al for the first fully indigenously 
developed ‘Pneumococcal Poly-
saccharide Conjugate Vaccine’ 
against which common ailment?
8. Which eminent Indian space 
scientist has been awarded the 
prestigious Von Karman Award 
by International Academy of 
Astronautics (IAA)?
9. Whisky brand Johnnie Walker 
has said it would trial the use of 
which material to make its bot-
tles: jute, paper or seaweed?
10. Which World Heritage edifice 
reverted to being a mosque after 
being a museum for more than 
85 years?

* * *
11. Apart from the Ganesha 
Purana, which other Purana is 
dedicated to the elephant-headed 
God?
12. While studying in the ashram 
of which Rishi did Krishna and 
Sudama become friends?
13. Which famous freedom-fight-
er is credited with starting the 
concept of community Ganesha 
utsavs so famous in western India?
14. Name the mace and conch 
that is used by Krishna.
15. Kroncha or Krauncha is an in-
tegral part of Ganesha’s life. How?
16. Which important character 
in the Mahabharata was the sister 
of Krishna’s father Vasudeva?
17. Because of which distinctive 
feature is Ganesha also called 
‘Lambodhara’?
18. Who founded the Interna-
tional Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness?
19. With what substance did 
Parvati ‘create’ Ganesha?
20. With relation to Krishna, 
who are the Ashtabharyas or 
Ashta-bharyas?

Quizmaster V.V. Ramanan’s first 10 
questions are on current affairs and 
next 10 on Krishna and Ganesha, whose 
festivals are being celebrated in August.

(Answers on page 8)

Map of Doklam and the surrounding area. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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 by 
Shobha Menon

Nizhal, the NGO dedicated 
to trees in Chennai, has been 
innovating when it comes to 
caring for its greenery during 
the lockdown. Here is how.

– Editor

The COVID pandemic has 
meant many di f ferent 

things for diverse cross-sec-
tions of citizens in Chennai. For 
the Nizhal Team, it meant that 
young saplings in different sites 
across the city were in great 
distress. With public transport 
shutting down for over four 
months, the usual helpers and 
volunteers were paralysed. Ur-
gent strategies were drawn up 
to adapt to the new situation.

Top on the list of needy 
sites were our recent MRTS 
station planting sites, which 
even on normal days had the 
most peculiar (read obstinate!) 
challenges – there was no water 
supply, no one to switch on the 
supply, a sprawling frontage 
that seriously troubled helpers, 
and mostly ‘confused‘ staff on 
site (guess they had never met 
the likes of Nizhal people in all 
their lives!). And thanks to the 
pandemic, things became even 
more chaotic!

Fortunately, in the Velachery 
station campus, helper Manime-
kalai, who joined us a month 
before the lockdown, turned 
out to be a natural carer. She 
braved the intense lockdown 
and distance constraints, con-
veying her ‘santhosham’ (happi-
ness) with periodic WhatsApp 
updates of blooming saplings. 

At the Perungudi station, 
our usual helper had to go in for 

rience of caring for the young 
saplings. Happy to help!”. 

The Taramani station site 
was the most challenging, with 
an extremely salty water source. 
Seeing our distress, a senior 
resident in the neighbourhood 
offered her well source. This 
meant that a local helper had 
to go through the taxing process 
of drawing water from the well, 
pouring it into two large plastic 
containers, placing them on a 
fish cart and then go around 
watering the saplings from end 
to end. Finally, last week, we 
managed to source water from 
a private tanker source (since 
Railways is unable to help), 
and our new helper is from the 
Perungudi area. 

The Chintadripet station 
helper, Murugan, had more 
time off from his regular school 
job and was able to water and 
care for 100 odd saplings on 
site. Our trees at the Kasturba 
Nagar, Kotturpuram and Man-
daiveli MRTS sites are fortu-
nately much older and able to 
take care of themselves. So far, 
so good!

At our OMR site oppo-
site the National Institute of 
Fashion Technology, the usual 
water tanker source abruptly 
stopped in March. Rashmi, a 
core team member lived near-
by, and neighbours and friends 
came forward to support. They 
 offered water supply from their 
apartment, and we employed 
a driver who helped to water 
saplings. For Technical Institute 
campuses near the same area, 
like the Institute Of Textile 
Tech and Printing Technology, 
we were able to follow up with 
the heads and the security assis-
tants for green care.

Meanwhile, along Besant Av-
enue, team members coordinat-
ed with safety measures through 
the Nizhal Adyar What’sApp 
group. They took turns to nur-
ture, stake or mulch saplings 
that were planted a couple of 
years ago. A software profession-
al Kanakapriya and her son, and 
teacher Sridevi coordinated sup-
port networks, with water cans 
in backpacks, plastic covers to 
pick up trash, and small digging 
implements. Chithra Viswana-
than, a Nizhal trustee, and ortho 
surgeon Dr. Ayyasamy’s well-
stocked car boot provided more 
support with bags of leaf mulch 
manure, water cans, a crowbar 
and shovels!

At our Chitlappakkam ‘lake-
side forest’, the neer vanam, core 
members gamely came forward 
to nurture saplings on weekend 
respites from gruelling WFH 
routines, masked to the hilt and 
armed with digging/watering 

an emergency surgery. A mom-
son doctor duo, Dr. Supriya 
Sethumadhavan and son Dr. 
Aditya, rose to the dire need 
for the next month. Every two 

implements. At the Kotturpur-
am Urban Forest, ongoing work 
includes a nursery of vanishing 
indigenous species, a mooli-
gaivanam (herb garden), an aso-
ka vanam of endangered Asoka 
trees and over 500 trees across 
the 5 acre space that was earlier 
a dumpyard. Throughout the 
lockdown months, we have 
been collecting seeds and rais-
ing saplings of poovandhikottai, 
sarakonnai, senkonrai, veppaalai 
and neikottaan. Fortunately our 
helpers Dhanam and Umapa-
thy worked through intensive 
lockdown phase , braving water 
supply constraints from the 
Greater Chennai Corporation 
(since drivers were unavailable, 
only 40 per cent of water was 
supplied). 

Sadly, the saplings we had 
so carefully raised in the Maad-

ipoonga with a neighbouring 
community, have succumbed to 
a break in care during the lock-
down, in spite of having a gov-
ernment contractor in charge. 
Similar situations have been 
reported across many green 
spaces in the city where main-
tenance staff were unavailable.

The most important les-
son for us has been that local 
support networks are the best, 
whether in disaster scenarios or 
otherwise! Green spaces across 
the gracious city of Madras 
that is Chennai need nurturing 
always, even in the midst of 
disasters or pandemics, simply 
because they are and will con-
tinue to be our lifelines. We 
hope that more citizens join 
this movement and make vital 
differences in their own neigh-
bourhoods.

Manimekalai at the Velachery 
MRTS station.

Above: Nizhal volunteers along the Besant Avenue taking care of stake/
mulch saplings planted a couple of years ago. Below: Ayyasamy and team lift 
up a sagging sea grape!

days, they would lug fifty litres 
of water from their flat campus 
tap, and water the saplings 
that wilted. Fortunately, helper 
Azhagamma rejoined soon after 
and the Railways sorted out the 
water concern. Aditya, who 
left to pursue higher studies in 
Paediatrics last week, says, “I 
thoroughly enjoyed this expe-

Nizhal’s diverse actions 
during lockdown
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Letters to the Editor
Dear Readers,

Please email all your letters, comments, additional remarks, 
brickbats and bouquets to editor@madrasmusings.com

– THE EDITOR
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Ramanathan Krishnan’s tryst 

 by 
Partab Ramchand

I t  w a s  i n  1 9 6 0  t h a t 
a n   I n d i a n ,  o u r  c i t y ’s 
own  Ramanathan Krishnan,
made it to the semi-finals 
at Wimbledon. It remains a 
 record for our country. We 
publish  this tribute to this
national legend to comme-
morate the diamond jubilee 
of that landmark event. May it 
inspire our countrymen to aim 
for the title someday – Editor

Sixty years ago, Ramana-
than Krishnan created histo-

ry by becoming the first Indian 
to enter the semifinal of the 
men’s singles at Wimbledon. 
Before him, Ghaus Mohammad 
had made it to the quarterfinal 
in 1939 before going down to 
the ultimate champion, Bobby 
Riggs of the USA.

Krishnan, however, had 
served enough notice that great 
things could be expected of him. 
Ever since he became a national 
champion at 16, he was looked 
upon as a very special talent. 
In 1954, he became the first 
Indian to win the junior Wim-
bledon title. Two years later, he 
shocked the 1954 champion 
Jaroslav Drobny, seeded No. 5, 
in four sets in the first round of 
the main draw.

By 1959, Krishnan was ac-
knowledged as one of the lead-
ing players in the world. He 
led India to the Davis Cup 
inter-zone final in 1956 and 
again three years later, notched 
up victories over all the oth-
er top stars in the game. In 
1959, he defeated world no. 

1 Alex  Olmedo to win the 
Queen’s Club tournament, a 
curtain-raiser to Wimbledon. 
Olmedo, in fact, went on to win 
the singles title at Wimbledon 
that year and on his way, he 
defeated Krishnan in the third 
round.

In 1960, Krishnan became 
the first Indian to be seeded in 
the men’s singles at Wimble-
don. Seeded no. 7, the Indian 
ace survived a couple of tough 
matches in the initial rounds 
and then came up against Luis 
Ayala, the fourth seed from 
Chile, in the quarterfinal. Ayala 
was a seasoned campaigner and 
was one of the leading players 
in the game, but playing some 
of his best tennis, Krishnan won 
7-5, 10-8, 6-2 to keep his tryst 
with history. The British press 
went gaga over this touch artist 
and hailed him as the “Madras 
Magician.’’ 

As only  to  be expect-
ed, Krishnan’s run of successes 
had generated tremendous en-
thusiasm back home and tennis 
fans could not wait for his 
semifinal against top seed Neale 
Fraser to start. However, the 
Aussie left-hander, who went 
on to win the title, had brought 
his game to its highest peak 
just at the right moment and 
his devastating serve, smashes 
and volleys were altogether too 
much for the more artistic but 
softer game of Krishnan. Neale 
Fraser won 6-3, 6-2, 6-2.

It was a disappointment, 
but Krishnan’s historic feat 

did not go unnoticed. He be-
came the first tennis player 
to be awarded the Arjuna 
award in 1961, followed by the 
 Padma Shri in 1962. Inciden-
tally, Krishnan also entered the 
semifinals in 1961. Again he 
was seeded No. 7 and this time, 
got the better of the fourth seed 
Australia’s Roy Emerson in the 
quarterfinal in probably the best 
match he has ever played at 
Wimbledon. However, Krish-
nan once again went down to 
the ultimate champion Rod 
Laver in straight sets.

Krishnan never really could 
mount a serious challenge for 

but Emerson gained suitable 
revenge for his defeat two years 
before by winning straight sets.

Thereafter, Krishnan went 
down in the initial rounds at 
Wimbledon and in the first 
Open competition in 1968, 
there was an intriguing first-
round pairing – Krishnan vs 
Pancho Gonzales. By this 
time, Krishnan was in the 
twilight of his career and the 
eighth-seeded American at 40 
– nine years older than the In-
dian – won in straight sets. That 
was Krishnan’s swan song in the 
singles event at Wimbledon. 

As a pioneering great, and 
as a path breaker, Krishnan has 
no equal. After six decades, 
his feat remains unsurpassed 
for an  Indian player, the clos-
est being Vijay Amritraj who 
made it to the quarterfinals 
in 1973 and 1981; and Ra-
mesh Krishnan, who entered 
the last eight in 1986. And even 
after so many years, the after-
glow of Krishnan’s wizardry 
doesn’t seem to fade. Historian 
Duncan Macaulay summed up 
the Krishnan style aptly when 
he wrote after his win over 

 Emerson: “This was one of the 
best matches Krishnan ever 
played at Wimbledon. He 
turned Emerson’s speed to his 
own advantage and direct-
ed his shots with a magical 
caress to those parts of the 
court where Emerson wasn’t.’’ 
What a quaint little description 
of Krishnan’s touch artistry! 

the Wimbledon crown there-
after. There was one realistic 
chance in 1962, when he was 
seeded fourth behind the three 
Australians, Laver, Fraser, and 
Emerson – enough indication 
of his ever growing stature in 
world tennis. Unfortunately, 
he had to default in the third 
round to John Fraser, brother 
of Neale following an injured 
ankle after trailing 2-5 in the 
first set.

The following year, Krish-
nan was unseeded and made 
it to the fourth round where 
his opponent was Emerson. 
Naturally, there was a lot of an-
ticipation that Krishnan could 
get the better of the top seed, 

with history

Answers to Quiz
 1. Manodarpan, 2. C.S. Seshadri, 3. Chess, 4. IBM, 5. Chillies 

and Bangladesh, 6. Suriname, 7. Pneumonia, 8. ISRO chairperson K. 
Sivan, 9. Paper, 10. Hagia Sophia in Istanbul.

* * *
11. Mudgala Purana, 12. Sandipani, 13. Bal Gangadhar Tilak, 14. 

Kaumodaki and Panchajanya, 15. He is the mouse vahana of the God, 
16. Kunti, 17. His big belly, 18. A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupa-
da, 19. Turmeric/body paste, 20. His eight principal queen-consorts.
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