
 by The Editor

A r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  i n 
The Hindu had it that 

attempts to implement waste 
segregation at source in the city 
have come to nought. Well, not 
nought, for it seems around 
42 per cent compliance has 
been achieved when it comes 
to separation of dry and wet 
organic waste, inorganic waste, 
and construction debris. That 
by itself may not seem a bad 
number, but what follows in 
the article is clearly a greater 
source of worry. 

Apparently while segrega-
tion remains at 42 per cent, 
collection of garbage is now 
at 95 per cent and the city 
is generating around 5,000 
tonnes of waste every day. 
Which effectively means the 
civic body, and its sub-con-
tractors are doing a good job 

violators? Political will appar-
ently. If the same report is to 
be believed, local officials, in-
cluding conservancy operators 
are ‘unable’ to punish offenders 
and can at most issue ‘hollow 
warnings’. As to what prevents 
them from taking punitive ac-
tion has not been spelt out, but 
it can easily be imagined – on 
the one hand there is corrup-
tion – it is easier for a violator 
to dole out small amounts in 
bribes and not take on the 
larger task of segregation, the 
seriousness of which in the 
macro scale of things they do 
not realise or even if they do, 
do not want to rectify. There is 
also the attitude of being above 
the law – it is seen as a sign of 
power. 

of removing waste and trans-
ferring it to whatever disposal 
systems we have (last heard 
of these were not anything to 
write home about, being chief-
ly landfills). The citizenry on 
the other hand, while content 
with handing over whatever 
rubbish it generates, cannot 
bring it upon itself to segregate 

Citizens ensure 
garbage segregation 
 remains a non-starter

the same. At least 58 per cent 
of it cannot. In this category 
fall households, commercial 
establishments and above all, 
bulk waste generators, who as 
per definition create more than 
100 kgs of waste each day. 

What prevents the Cor-
poration of Greater Chennai 
from imposing fines on these 

(Continued on page 2)
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HERITAGE WATCH

 by our Special  Correspondent

When Reading Rooms were the rage
Karthik Bhatt has written an article on when NS Krishnan 

was awarded the title of Kalaivanar. The story appears in pages 
4-5 of this issue. The event took place he says in a reading 
room in Thiruvallikeni and we thank Sampathkumar Srinivasan 
for identifying the place and sending us photographs of it as it 
appears today. These are published alongside. 

Like clock towers, reading rooms were at one time all the 
rage in the city. In an era when like time pieces, reading material 
was not accessible to many, these served a useful purpose. It 
was perhaps Raja Sir Savalai Ramaswami Mudaliar who began 
the trend of the influential people of Madras perpetuating their 
memory by endowing various parts of the city with reading 
rooms. Most, like the clock towers, still survive. Only unlike the 
clock towers, they are not as visible. 

What purpose do they serve now? When reading matter is 
available at the touch of a screen and when electronic media 
provides all the entertainment, even libraries are struggling. 
What then is the fate of reading rooms? Perhaps they can be 
put to alternate uses of a similar nature – classes for the less 
affluent perhaps? Or free wifi locations where in this era of 
online education, children can congregate? 

Those are questions that the owners of the reading rooms 
need to answer but there is no denying that they form an 
integral part of our city’s heritage. 
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This month, the price of 
a litre of petrol crossed 

Rs. 100 while that of diesel 
touched Rs. 95 in many parts 
of Tamil Nadu. The hike in 
fuel prices has been steady and 
steep – for instance, in January, 
petrol cost Rs. 88 per litre in 
Chennai and diesel, Rs. 81. For 
an economy struggling to make 
a comeback from covid losses, 
this has been a further blow. 

When asked how autos are 
plying their trade, Thiruvanmi-
yur-based auto driver Damoda-
ran replied, “We’re on strike. 
It’s become impossible to ride 
– how can we, with fuel prices 
reaching such highs?” He went 
on to point out that while autos 
are mandated to use the metre 
to calculate passenger fare, 
there has been no official revi-
sion in metre rates to take into 

Adding fuel to fire

account the skyrocketing price 
of fuel. “Our union staged a 
protest at Chepauk earlier this 
month,” he said. 

 They’re not alone – protests 
have flared up all across the 
country against the increase 
in fuel prices. In Tamil Nadu 
earlier this month, cadres from 
the Makkal Needhi Maiam 
 reportedly held a demon-
stration at Valluvar Kottam 
 demanding that the Union 
Government take action to roll 
back taxes that were burdening 
fuel cost. A media quote from 
the party representative reads, 
“We urge the newly-elected 
DMK-led state government to 
reduce prices, as promised at 
the time of the election. We 

would like to warn that if both 
the governments do not reduce 
these prices immediately, the 
cost of essential commodities 
will go up and people will suffer 
further due to the rising cost of 
transportation.” A delegation 
from the Tamil Nadu Mahila 
Congress, led by advocate R. 
Sudha, went in procession to 
Raj Bhavan to present a mem-
orandum against the increased 
rates of petrol, diesel and LPG. 
The state’s opposition party 
AIADMK also sought remedy 
from the State, reminding the 
newly elected government that 
a reduction in petrol and diesel 
prices was a promise in their 
manifesto.
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Garbage segregation  remains a 
non-starter

ADDING FUEL TO FIRE

(Continued from page 1)
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In which MMM renews his 
driving licence

The Man from Madras Mus-
ings has now reached that 

age when renewals of driving 
licences are more frequently 
required. And he does not look 
forward to it. By that he means 
he does not look forward to the 
renewal process as much as he 
does not to the ageing. Years 
earlier MMM had to apply for 
a learner’s licence and then 
a regular licence and he has 
since renewed the same at 
least twice and he cannot say 
he has enjoyed any of those 
experiences. But yes, he does 
have to admit that the process 
has become easier though it is 
still far from perfect. 

One of the key reasons why 
MMM preferred to settle in 
this, our land, and not abroad 
unlike several of his kinsmen 
and women, is the joy of having 
‘a man’ to take care of all mat-
ters such as driving licences. 
This is a crucial incentive, one 
which MMM would urge every 
visa applicant to ponder over 
before filling in the form. As 
you grow older, such men, to 
be used for all such processes as 
renewals, become invaluable. 

formed MMM that he would 
get a One Time Password 
which he was to pass on to the 
voice and then all would be 
taken care of. The OTP came 
but by then the voice had rung 
off, no doubt using the time for 
making other calls of a similar 
nature. This voice was like one 
of those worker bees, never 
an idle moment. The minutes 
ticked away, and the OTP’s 
brief life was almost over when 
the voice called again, noted 
the number and said MMM 
would get a message inform-
ing him of the date and time 
of appointment. It then rung 
off, it clearly having no time 
to exchange pleasantries with 
MMM.

But the message did arrive 
and MMM could have wept 
with joy. 

In which MMM is 
photographed for his 
licence
The day duly dawned and The 

Man from Madras Musings 

these were periodically ejected 
by what looked like a couple of 
bouncers, aided and abetted 
by a woman whose vocabulary 
was, to put it mildly, rich. An 
oath from her was the periodic 
sign that got the bouncers to 
act and evict the touts who af-
ter a brief while outside, came 
back in once again. 

The legal applicants were 
expected to while away their 
time playing musical chairs, 
sans music. You were to take 
your seat but not remain seated 
for long. Each time someone 
was called in to some inner 
sanctum not visible to the 
naked eye, an official asked 
everyone to move and so they 
obediently did, by moving one 
seat, getting closer to the hall 
of private audience so to speak. 
Of course, this being Chennai, 
a city in India, there were 
several attempts by applicants 
to form queues in parallel. 
Rather mysteriously there was 
a staircase down which people 
came and tried to forge a sepa-
rate queue. MMM wondered if 
they were airdropped into the 

presented himself at the RTO 
office, which rather ironically, 
or most appropriately, was in a 
cul-de-sac that had a no-entry 
sign. That did not deter two 
wheelers from careening in and 
out of it. There were motorcy-
cles and scooters parked all over 
the place as well. The street 
was at a bend off a busy thor-
oughfare and every few minutes 
traffic was brought to a halt as 
several licence applicants came 
by car, slowed down at this spot 
and began hunting for parking 
space. Those behind hooted and 
yelled abuse. In short it was a 
microcosm of all that is wrong 
with the city’s traffic. 

MMM’s man advised MMM 
to first pay his respects at the 
office of the driving school 
which was in a neighbouring 
cul-de-sac. MMM had never 
seen a cubbyhole before and 
now he realised what it was. In 
a space of around three feet by 
three feet sat a woman who was 
clearly the queen bee. MMM’s 
papers were duly passed on to 
her and she having inspected 
the same and looked MMM up 
and down, reluctantly accepted 
that all was in order. A sheaf of 
papers was given to MMM and 
armed with these he proceeded 
to the sanctum, namely the 
RTO office. 

This was one of those dark, 
dank and smelly places where 
in good old pre-Corona days 
around 500 people would have 
been packed in. MMM for once 
thanked the virus for it had 
ensured that some discipline 
had been brought about – only 
applicants were allowed in, and 
touts had to stay out. That of 
course did not prevent many 
touts from muscling in and 

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY

Anyway, MMM asked his 
man to do the needful as re-
gards licence renewal and was 
duly informed that it is all 
online now and the only time 
MMM would need to put in a 
personal appearance was for 
the taking of a photograph and 
the affixing of a signature in 
a register. The online activity 
said MMM’s man, was best left 
to a driving school to take care 
off, these having more or less a 
monopoly over fixing appoint-
ments for the photography and 
renewal process. This these 
driving schools do for a small 
fee said MMM’s man. MMM 
was more than happy to pay 
the amount – his prior expe-
riences with driving renewals 
were such that he would have 
even flung a purse of gold at 
these frontline workers who 
risked life and limb. 

A few days later there was 
a missed call on MMM’s cell 
phone and which when re-
turned proved impossible to 
get through. MMM’s man 
informed MMM that this was 
from the driving school that 
had called to fix the appoint-
ment. Missing a call from 
them was tantamount to one 
of those biblical sins appar-
ently and like those Kremlin 
phones you could never call 
them. There was nothing to 
be done but to wait for oppor-
tunity to knock a second time. 
This it duly did after a couple 
of days of nerve-wracking 
suspense during which MMM 
clung to his phone like glue, 
taking it everywhere that he 
went, rather in the manner of 
Mary and her lamb. 

All went well the second 
time. A breathless voice in-

building. But by then MMM, 
and a feisty lady just ahead of 
him in the queue had consti-
tuted themselves into a vol-
unteer force to ensure queue 
discipline. Between them they 
ensured that the queue jump-
ers were quelled, cowed, and 
forced to move back in the line. 

To add to the chaos, the 
power failed just as MMM’s 
turn came. In the darkness that 
ensued, MMM heard the voice 
in the inner chamber bellow 
“Next!” and so MMM felt his 
way in. He was asked to sit and 
so he did, in what he assumes 
was a chair. He was then in-
formed that his photograph 
had been taken. He was asked 
to sign in a register, which by 
the feel of it seemed to have 
the grime of ages on it. Just as 
MMM managed to detach the 
register from his hands and 
leave the voice asked MMM if 
he would like two originals and 
if so the second original would 
cost Rs 100 which may please 
be paid in cash right there. 
MMM did so obediently, for 
after all you do offer something 
when you are at sanctums. 

Tailpiece
When The Man from Ma-

dras Musings emerged 
and informed his man about 
how smart he, MMM was, in 
asking for a duplicate original, 
the man shook his head at 
MMM’s naivete. Sure enough 
when the licence came, and 
it did without follow up, there 
was only one. MMM realised 
that there can be only one 
original. 

– MMM

There is more to follow. 
Apparently, our civic body, 
second oldest in the world and 
all that, did crack the whip last 
year for a few months though 
that was on single-use plastics 
and not garbage segregation. 
It imposed fines and that did 
ensure some good results. But 
along came the Assembly elec-
tions and the whole exercise 
was called off. Why? And this 
bears some questioning. Was 
the Corporation advised by 
the State Government to go 
easy on single-use plastics in 
view of the elections? Or was 
it the overzealous officialdom 
that now runs the GCC that 
felt it needed to soft pedal the 
issue? Either way, it was a ridic-
ulous reason to give out. Does 
this mean that a ban on single 
use plastics was an unpopular 
decision which could overturn 
Governments? It just goes 
to show how effete our civic 
agencies have become when 
it comes to implementing the 

law. There is after all an out-
right ban on plastics and yet 
here we have the Corporation 
openly stating that it decided 
to be lenient on the matter in 
view of the elections. 

Which brings us back to 
segregation at source. With 
58 per cent non-compliance, 
it clearly indicates that the 
majority in the city are not in 
favour of segregation. Does 
that mean each time there is 
an election everyone will be 
allowed to just dump their gar-
bage on to the waste collectors 
just because that is what is the 
popular choice? It does not 
show our leaders and adminis-
trators in a good light. And as 
for the citizenry, if this is how 
they can behave in a metrop-
olis that claims to be modern, 
inclusive, and enlightened in 
outlook, then it is a very sad 
state of affairs. Posterity will 
judge us very harshly indeed. 
But we guess this does not 
concern the violators all that 
much. 

Fuel being a necessary com-
ponent for the operation of 
any service or business, a hike 
in its cost pushes up the price 
of transportation and essential 
commodities as well. Indus-
trialists are worried about the 
effect it has on the price of raw 
materials. M.V. Ramesh Babu, 
the President of Coimbatore 
District Small Industries As-
sociation (CODISSIA), said 
to the media, “With a large 
portion of raw materials arriv-
ing from such cities as Delhi 
and Mumbai, transportation 
cost has gone up with the rise 
in fuel prices. And we have no 
option but to increase prices 
of the finished goods to tide 
over the crisis.” He is quoted 
as describing the situation as 
‘slow poison’. 

For the public, the impact 
is felt at many points. Ve-
hicle owners inevitably face 
the first shock of hiked fuel 
prices, which eat into their 
budgets. It is surmised that as a 
consequence, the automotive 
sector will see a drop in vehicle 
sales – reports say passenger 
vehicles and two-wheeler sales 
already saw a dip in January 
and numbers are expected to 
fall further. Even those who 
use public transport will see 
increased costs. Additionally, 
with the transportation indus-
try revising their freight costs, 
companies engaged in logistics 
and transportation of goods 
will increase their service rates. 
This signals a corresponding 
increase in prices of almost 
everything from fruits and veg-

etables to goods purchased on 
e-commerce websites. The cost 
of living is set to rise. 

Speaking of the media, the 
Secretary of Koyambedu Food 
Grains Wholesale Merchants 
Association R. Punnaiappan 
said that public purchasing 
power has come down drasti-
cally. Experts worry that the 
situation risks a rise in poverty 
levels – after all, a concerning 
proportion of the population is 
already facing job losses or pay 
cuts, finding themselves unable 
to pay their children’s school 
fees; asking them to fork out 
more than Rs. 100 for a litre of 
petrol is an additional burden.

T h e  s t a t e ’ s  F i n a n c e 
 Minister Palanivel Thiaga-
rajan, however, says that an 
immediate reduction in fuel 
prices may prove tricky. The 
fault lies with the Centre, he 
says, which not only hiked up 
fuel prices under the heads of 
cess and surcharge but also 
did not share such additional 
revenue with states. Speaking 
on poll promises, he tweeted, 
“Things we didn’t know then: 
1) Union Budget would switch 
~ 50,000 Cr from excise to 
cess (not shared w/ States) 
2) Scale of covid 2nd wave & 
spending required (1000s of 
crores) 3) Full extent of fiscal 
decay. We did not promise 
immediate cut. We will cut 
during our term (sic).”

As the leaders in charge 
work out a solution, the threat 
of inflation looms large as a 
public crisis. It remains to be 
seen how the administrations 
soften the blow.
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A Kitchen by Transgenders, 
of Transgenders, for all Genders

 by Padmaja Jayaraman

“Only the ostracised can 
understand other os-

tracised people’s needs and 
pains. We fed them, treating 
their suffering as if it were our 
own,” said Priya Ezhumalai, a 
transwoman, who volunteered 
with a group of 19 transgen-
der people in serving around 
65,000 people including trans-
gender community members, 
homeless/street-occupying el-
ders, destitute women, migrant 
workers, sanitation workers, 
ambulance drivers, and police-
men on duty during the second 
lockdown in the city. 

This is not just the story 
of 20 transgender volunteers 
setting up a Trans Community 
Kitchen in Madras to serve the 
needy. It is the story of how 
the trans community in the 
city can achieve great things if 
given the right opportunities. 
“Trans Community Kitchen 
gave us a shot to help the 
helpless. We succeeded in it. 
Now, we are confident that 
we can do any task we set our 
mind to,” said a volunteer who 
worked in the kitchen. 

The Trans Community 
Kitchen functioned from May 
2 to June 13 on every day of 
lockdown in Madras, with the 
goal of giving everyone Oru 
Pidi Anbu (a handful of love).

“The world is being eroded 
by a slew of natural disasters 
and diseases. The coronavirus 
is annihilating people without 
regard for their race or gen-
der. At this point, the Trans 
Community Kitchen believes 
that anyone can win the world 
by providing oru pidi anbu to 
all the people beyond caste, 
religion and gender,” expressed 
Srijith Sundaram, the head 
coordinator of the Trans Com-
munity Kitchen. 

The kitchen had two wings- 
at Porur and at Tsunami Quar-
ters, Ernavur. Each wing had 
eight volunteers who cooked, 
packed and delivered three 
meals (breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner), while the other four 

organised, coordinated, and 
kept accounts.

Sankari, the head chef of 
the Porur wing of the Trans 
Community Kitchen recount-
ed her day in the kitchen. 
They woke up at 5 a.m. every 
day. Before entering the kitch-
en, everyone wore hairnets, 
gloves, ID cards and aprons. 
They then got down to cooking 
breakfast. Idlies, upma or pon-
gal using millets were made. It 
would be packed by 8 a.m. and 
sent to the logistics team that 
delivered at various places. 
Next, the volunteers cooked 
lunch which was usually toma-
to rice, sambar rice, chickpea 
rice, vegetable pulao or raj-
ma rice. It would be ready by 
11 a.m. and leave for delivery 
in an hour. After that, there 
would be a break for two hours, 
and then they prepared dinner. 
It would be either upma, pon-
gal, or khichdi made of millets 
which would be ready by 6 
p.m., to be doled out by 8 p.m. 
They made food for 500-600 
people every day. 

Keeping in mind that every-
one needed immunity power 
to survive the pandemic, nu-
tritious food that included lots 
of vegetables and proteins was 
prepared. “Nobody knows if 
the homeless and the destitute 
were fed well. To enhance 
our immunity, we consume 
nutritious foods at home. They 
should also eat healthy food, 
right?” explains Priya, the coor-
dinator of the Porur wing. 

Putting their lives on the 
line, volunteers were serving 
food. As a result, they ran 
the risk of contracting the 
virus alongside, noted Sri-
jith. Hence the team was very 
particular about the Covid 
protocol. The volunteers dou-
ble-masked, donned PPE kits 
and gowns, wore gloves and 

went for delivery. Every time 
someone entered the kitch-
en, they checked their pulse, 
oxygen, and temperature, and 
the kitchen was sanitised af-
ter each meal. Furthermore, 
the volunteers got vaccinated 
during the first week of June.

Reminiscing on her expe-
riences while delivering food, 
Priya reflected, “We supplied 

food not just to the destitute 
but also to people who worked 
in graveyards, frontline work-
ers and cops. One day, in the 
middle of the afternoon, we 
met a cop sitting alone by a 
signal. The sun was scorching 
and he looked as though he was 
about to faint. He was not able 
to get water anywhere. Even 
the nearby shops were closed. 
He looked extremely thirsty 
and was sweating heavily. We 
offered him a bottle of water. 
He thanked us profusely and 
confessed that if they had not 
given him water, he would 
have fainted. Those words had 
a huge impact. While distrib-
uting food, we even received 
salutes from police officers.”

The Porur wing covered 
surrounding areas like Vadapal-

ani, Koyambedu, Maduravoyal, 
Virugambakkam, Poonamallee 
and the one at Ernavur focused 
inwards, provided three meals 
a day to the transgender people 
inside Tsunami quarters, and 
also served the destitute in and 
around Stanley Hospital. 

“Last year we were the ones 
who needed food. However, 
this year, we gave food to oth-
ers,” Sowndharya Gopi, the 
coordinator of the Ernavur 
wing expressed her happiness. 

When Madras Musings asked 
whether the society’s percep-
tion of the transgender popula-
tion has changed as a result of 
the Trans Community Kitchen, 
Priya said, “Definitely it has 
changed. A group of people in 
our neighbourhood used to be 
apprehensive of our community. 
But Trans Community Kitchen 
turned them around. They 
apologised to us and even gave 
us groceries for the kitchen. 
They said that we are doing 
something [serving food to 
the needy] that they are unable 
to do, and hence they wish to 

assist us.”
Since June 13 the kitchen 

has been closed. The funds 
are frozen up a little bit, and 
they are only funded by con-
tributions from friends, family 
and the queer community. 
People who saw their efforts 
on Instagram and other media 
coverages helped them. Fur-
thermore, emails are sent to 
the contributors detailing how 
their money was used, and this 
accountability encouraged the 
same people to contribute on a 
regular basis. 

When asked if the Trans 
Community Kitchen volunteers 
had received the Covid-relief 
sum of Rs. 4,000 provided by 
the state, they stated that they 
had got Rs. 2,000, and another 
instalment of Rs. 2,000 is in the 
pipeline.  The volunteers are 
hopeful that if enough funds 
are raised, they will be able to 
reopen the kitchen.

Trans Community Kitchen can 
be reached out via transcommuni-
tykitchen@gmail.com for contri-
bution.  

Trans Community Kitchen volunteers from the Porur wing out for food delivery. Photo credit: Sharan.

Trans Community Kitchen volunteers from the Porur wing out for food delivery. Photo credit: Sharan.

Ernavur wing volunteers pack food. Photo credit: Maya.

Surround Sound
‘Rags’ Raghavan was one of S. Muthiah’s proteges. He was 
sent on assignments all across Chennai (sorry Chief, we 
meant Madras) to photograph this, that and the other. He 
remains a keen photographer and among other things he 
focuses on the quirky, of which there is no dearth in our city.  
This photograph was taken on Tambaram Road.

QUIRKY EYE
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Panditji, Papa, Yousuf, and 
many lost landmarks

A thoughtful study of human nature, 
delivered in shades of Madras

LOST LANDMARKS OF CHENNAI
– SRIRAM V

The great thespian died last 
week after what can only be 

described as a full life, replete 
with all honours. Born in Pesha-
war in today’s Pakistan, Yousuf 
ran away to Bombay where hav-
ing begun life running a food stall 
he got into movies and became 
a star under the name of Dilip 
Kumar. His fame spanned the 
subcontinent. But ask him about 
his favourite city and he would 
have undoubtedly stated it was 
Madras. In his autobiography, 
Dilip Kumar, the Substance and the 
Shadow, he pays glowing tributes 
to Madras and calls it the most 
erudite and culturally wealthy 
city of India.

Dilip Kumar’s romance with 
the city began in 1955 when 
desperate for a change from 
being typecast as a tragic hero, 
he accepted an invite from S.M. 
Sriramulu Naidu’s Pakshiraja 
Studios, Coimbatore, to act in 
the remake of the Tamil hit Ma-
laikallan. This was essentially shot 
at location around Coimbatore 
and so his Chennai experience 
may have been limited. But the 
film’s success brought him to 
the attention of S.S Vasan who 
immediately signed him on for 
his Insaniyat (1955). While the 
film’s publicity may have focused 
more on the chimp Zippy, it did 
make waves for Vasan had moved 
away from local actors and studio 
hands and engaged an entire cast 
from Bombay. Apart from Dilip 
Kumar there were Dev Anand 
and Bina Rai, with music by C. 
Ramchandra. The film was a 
moderate success, but it cement-
ed a friendship between Vasan 
and the actor. They were Vasan 
Sahab and Yousuf to each other. 

“He took me with him every-
where he went and it was a great 
pleasure to be in his company 
because he had so much knowl-
edge about Madras Presidency 
and the history of the temples 
we passed by,” wrote Dilip Kumar 
of Vasan. “We drove around in 
the early hours of the day or in 
the evenings when the streets 
would be filled with working 
people returning home with their 
purchases for their households 
like vegetables, groceries and so 
on. Vasan Sahab enjoyed talking 
and I enjoyed listening to him. 
He had immense respect for 
writers and good writing. He was 
a writer himself and wrote short 
stories and novels. He was the 
chief editor of a Tamil magazine 
(Ananda Vikatan), which had a 
huge readership. It was thanks 
to him that I took a liking to 
Madras, where I desired to move 
and settle in later years.”

Dilip Kumar acted in Vasan’s 
Paigam (1957) which became a 
huge success. It was later remade 
as Irumbu Thirai in Tamil starring 
Sivaji Ganesan. The heroine in 
both movies was Vyjayanthima-
la. She had earlier acted with 
Dilip Kumar in Naya Daur and 
the two would go on to be a hit 
pair with several other successes 
to their credit such as Madhu-
mati, Devdas, Ganga Jamuna and 
Sunghursh. Dilip Kumar lavishes 
praise on this lady from Madras 
in his book but he also pokes fun 
at her starry ways and the man-
ner in which her grandmother 
and chaperone Yadugiri Devi 
dominated over her life. Gemini 

was known for its canteen and 
Dilip Kumar was a fan of its fare 
like just about everyone else who 
ate there. “The table was laid 
out for tiffin,” he writes, “which 
usually consisted of South Indian 
snacks like medu vada, upma and 
chundal. The last-mentioned 
item always interested me. It was 
boiled chickpeas garnished with 
finely chopped onions, curry 
leaves and mustard seeds that 
had crackled in the hot oil that 
was used. For Vyjayanthi there 
was always seasonal fruits and of 
course milk. Her grandmother 
sat by her side on such occa-
sions and urged her to eat the 
oranges she would peel for her 
while she talked about Madras 
and the great culture of the city. 
Vyjayanthi spoke only when she 
managed to get a word in.”

One evening Vasan an-
nounced to the entire crew of 
Paigam that Pt. Jawaharlal Nehru 
was on a visit to Madras and 
would be calling at the studios 
within the next few days. That 
was immediately the cue for Ya-
dugiri Devi to get going on a long 
story about how ‘Papa’ (meaning 
Vyjayanthi) had danced in Delhi 
the previous week and Panditji 
had attended. “That evening,” 
as Dilip Kumar writes, “and the 
next evening all we heard was 
about Panditji and Papa and all 
the unit members heard the Pan-
ditji-Papa story with curiosity.”

Came the great day and S.S. 
Vasan summoned everyone to 
discuss protocol for receiving the 
PM. There would be a line-up of 
artistes and Vasan wanted Dilip 
Kumar to head it. He however 
was respectfully of the view that 

for Panditji to greet Vyjayanthi 
who was right there in front of 
his eyes. Suddenly, Panditji’s 
searching eyes caught a glimpse 
of me at the far end of the line. 
He walked briskly towards me 
saying, “Yousuf, I heard you were 
here and decided to drop in.” 
Vasan Sahab hurried behind 
him and, in a second, Panditji 
had reached where I was stand-
ing, stretching his arm over my 
shoulder affectionately. I was 
least prepared for the recognition 
and it took an instant for me to 
realise that I was walking with 
the country’s most loved and 
admired leader. 

Panditji spent a quarter of 
an hour in the studio, talking 
mostly about the potential of 
the medium to awaken social 
introspection and the desire to 
change stagnant customs and 
conventions in society. He had 
little time to watch new films 
but he came to know a lot from 
people he met and interacted 
with in his personal circle. After 
that, we never heard the Pandit-
ji-Papa story from Vyjayanthi’s 
grandmother.”

I have often re-read this an-
ecdote in that book and chuck-
led over it. And to think it all 
happened in Gemini – a place 
that is today so far removed 
from its cinematic past. True, 
The Park has something of the 
film world in its interiors but as 
for the rest of the place, it is just 
a rabbit’s warren of the ugliest 
collection of buildings you can 
come across. But wait, there are 
a couple of incomplete towers 
that could be used in any film 
set and I will not be surprised if 

they have made it to some movie 
or the other.

Dilip Kumar also writes of B. 
Nagi Reddy with great affection. 
It was during the making of 
Ram Aur Shyam at the latter’s 
Vijaya Vauhini studios (another 
lost landmark) in 1967 that 
the former became engaged to 
and later married Saira Banu. 
Though the wedding happened 
in Bombay, Nagi Reddy and 
family made sure that the bride 
was welcomed in Madras with 
fanfare as well. Dilip and Saira 
were back in Madras for shooting 
A Bhim Singh’s Gopi in 1970, 
once again at  Vijaya Vauhini, 
and the film starred them both. 
The couple rented a bungalow 
in the Kodambakkam area and 
spent several months there. 
Dilip Kumar recalls that it had a 
frontage that was filled with sand 
and also a badminton court with 
a high roof of palm leaves. He 
and Saira Banu drove all around 
the city. “Whenever I packed 
up early from the shooting we 
used the time we got to drive 
through the city, taking in the 
sight of cycle rickshaws jostling 
with cars and buses fearlessly 
on busy streets lined with flower 
stalls that displayed strands of 
jasmine and multi-hued flowers.” 
The observation by Dilip Kumar 
is significant for it was just then 
that the Tamil Nadu Govern-
ment was replacing hand-pulled 
rickshaws with the mechanised 
ones. 

I have since ascertained from 
my dear friend S.K. Raja that the 
house that Dilip Kumar rented 
was a large property located in 
what is today Valasaravakkam. 

The owners refused to accept 
any rent and in return, Dilip 
Kumar left behind his car as a 
gift. For years the family had 
the tradition of sending him 
Rumani mangoes from their or-
chard as he loved the fruit. The 
place changed hands a few years 
ago and has since given way to 
highrise. 

 by 
Karthik Bhatt

Nagercoil  Sudalaimuthu 
Krishnan, or N.S. Krishnan 

as he was popularly known was 
Tamil cinema’s first superstar of 
the comedy genre. Born in 1908 
in Ozhuginassery in Nagercoil, 
he made his debut in the movie 
Menaka in 1935, which was 
touted to be the first social in 
Tamil cinema. He was paid a 
princely sum of Rs 600 for his 
appearance. Over the course 
of the next two decades, he 
would go on to reign supreme 
as the lead comedian of several 
movies, almost always pairing up 
with his wife T.A. Madhuram. 
The success or failure of many 
a movie hinged on the couple, 
whose presence was specially ad-
vertised in movie posters on par 
with the lead actors, an indicator 
of their immense popularity. N.S. 
Krishnan’s brand of humor stood 
out for its ability to convey social 
messages in a simple manner. 
Social evils such as drinking, 
gambling, black-marketing and 
untouchability were regular tar-
gets of his wit. 

Despite his tremendous suc-
cess as an actor, N.S. Krishnan’s 
life was clouded by controversy 
arising from one of the most 

When NSK was awarded the  Kalaivanar title 
 sensational murder cases in 20th 
Century Madras. In Novem-
ber 1944, Lakshmikanthan, the 
editor of Indu Nesan, a yellow 
journal that pried into the pri-
vate lives of film and other ce-
lebrities, was stabbed fatally in 
General Collins Road in Vepery. 
Based on a statement by Laksh-
mikanthan’s bodyguard, the 
police made a series of arrests, 
which included N.S. Krishnan 

a decade, with a few movies be-
ing released even after his death 
in 1957. That his popularity had 
not dimmed despite his time in 
prison is borne out by the fact 
that soon after his release, he was 
awarded the title of Kalaivanar, 
the name by which he would 
readily be known thereafter.

Recently, a photograph of 
the function in which the ti-
tle was awarded was unearthed 
from a souvenir published on 

the occasion of a drama festival 
held to commemorate the birth 
centenaries of Pammal Samban-
da Mudaliar, C. Cunniah and 
V.G. Surayanarayana Sastriar in 
1973. It is seen that the title was 
awarded by an organisation in 
Triplicane, the Natarajar Kalvi 
Kazhagam at a function held 
on July 27, 1947. Not much is 
known about this institution or its 
founder C. Nataraja Mudaliar, a 
philanthropist from Kanchipuram 

and the reigning superstar of 
Tamil cinema, M.K. Thyagaraja 
Bhagavathar. The court held 
them guilty and sentenced them 
to imprisonment. However, on 
appeal to the Privy Council, they 
were acquitted in April 1947, by 
which time they had spent nearly 
two and a half years in prison. 
Post their release, their careers 
went conflicting ways. While 
Bhagavathar never regained the 
heights of his pre-incarceration 
popularity, N.S. Krishnan was 
more successful, acting for nearly 

To readers of Madras Musings, 
hers is a familiar name, she 

having written several humorous 
articles for it over the years. She 
has also assisted our founder S 
Muthiah in several projects of 
his. Now, Ranjitha Ashok has 
donned a new hat and emerged 
as a writer of short stories. Ma-
dras Musings spoke to her on her 
latest book Half a Kilo Mixture, 
a collection of short stories pub-
lished by Notion Press.

Tell us about your journey as 
a writer, Ranjitha. 

I was immersed in books and 
stories even as a child. I would 
read incessantly and even make 
up stories in my head which I 
would write down. I don’t think 
I consciously chose writing as 
something I wanted to do. I 
found myself naturally drifting 
towards literature and later, from 
1994 onwards, I began working 
with S. Muthiah on a regular 
basis. I occasionally did some 
research for him and also wrote 
profiles and humour columns – 
writers like Erma Bombeck and 
PG Wodehouse showed me that 
the smallest little things in life 
can be made into funny stories!

As my family grew, I began 
mining my own experiences and 
observations to develop them 
into short stories. Actually, some 

of the stories in Half a Kilo Mix-
ture were written a long time ago. 
As I began to write more of them 
over the past six, seven years, I 
realized that it was shaping into 
a collection. 

The stories in Half a Kilo 
Mixture all seem to carry an 
underlying theme of the ‘out-
side perspective’, an attempt to 
understand another’s feelings 
and experiences – the story of 
the young woman bonding with 
a mother who’s lost her son for 
instance, or the one of a newly 
engaged couple trying to find 
familiar ground. 

Now that you mention it, yes. 
I like to do that even as a per-
son, I think. Observing people 
is a fanciful thing, isn’t it? Like I 
mentioned before, these stories 
have come out of life experienc-
es. I haven’t created a fantasy 
land. I hope that anyone who 
reads the book will find a feeling 
of familiarity with it, too. 

I must mention the intriguing 
perspective you’ve explored of 
one of the most famous stories 
in the Mahabharata – Draupa-
di’s disrobing. I thought it 
quite  refreshing to examine the 
 incident from the point of view 
of fringe characters. 

As far as our traditions go, 
the Mahabharata is wonderful. 

You can keep mining it and it 
never stops giving stories. There 
are so many ways you can look 
at it, too – you can endlessly 
debate about the characters and 
the stances they took. Even as a 
young person reading the epic, 
I used to wonder how and why 
did it impact the so-called “ordi-
nary” people? They never asked 
for any of it. I remember reading 
a wonderful story by Mahasweta 
Devi that sort of solidified the 
vague sense of unease I felt that 
none of the epics speak of the 

though it isn’t often recognised 
as such, Chennai is a melting 
pot of communities – and your 
book manages to hit upon some 
of those unique personalities.

Chennai wears her diversity 
proudly, yes. But I must say that 
this wasn’t a conscious decision. 
It’s quite clear in the story where 
I play with Madras baashai, but 
the collection honestly evolved 
on it’s own.

You didn’t grow up in Chen-
nai, though, did you?

I didn’t grow up here, neither 
did I go to school or college here. 
I am from Bangalore. I used to 
visit often in my younger days 
on holidays, as I have family here 
– cousins and grandparents. I 
moved to the city later and have 
now been here for more than 
four decades. 

The backdrop of Chennai is 
unmistakable in your stories, 
though.

There’s something about this 
city – her true character. Chen-
nai never stops giving me stories. 
She’s constantly inspiring me. 
There’s so much in the city that’s 
so appealing. I think working 
with Muthiah was an influence 
on me, too – his love for the city 
and his perspectives of Chennai, 
or Madras I should say, was in-
fectious. 

As a collection that’s grown 
organically over the years, does 
the book reflect how times 
have changed?

Are you asking me about 
the pandemic, specifically? You 
know, strangely, it never struck 
me at any point to bring it into 
the book’s universe. Maybe 
somewhere there was a need to 
stick to a time when the world 
was not facing this crisis. I have 
written humour pieces on the 
pandemic for papers like Madras 
Musings, but it isn’t a part of Half 
a Kilo Mixture. 

Who are your writing influ-
ences?

That is a difficult question to 
answer. My reading habits have 
changed over the last 15, 16 
years. I grew up reading Geor-
gette Heyer and Agatha Christie 
but over the last decade I’ve been 
reading histories, biographies, a 
lot of philosophy. I cannot name 
a single author or genre as an 
influence. Come to think of it, 
It is rather strange that I drifted 
away from fiction and then wrote 
a book of short stories. Not quite 
sure how that happened (laughs). 

Published by Notion Press, 
the book is priced at Rs 350 and 
can be bought from Amazon, 
Flipkart and https://www.notion-
press.com. They are also avail-
able at Starmark, Higginbothams 
and Odyssey. 

Dilip Kumar and Vyjayanthimala in Gemini’s Paigam (1957).

since Panditji knew Papa well 
she ought to be made to stand 
in front. The rest of the studio 
too was vociferous in its support 
of this suggestion and Vasan 
agreed. When the time came for 
the PM to arrive, everyone lined 
up, with Dilip Kumar at the tail 
end. What happened next is best 
told in his own words – 

“Panditji arrived on schedule, 
and as is customary in Madras, 
he was welcomed with a rose 
garland and sprayed with fra-
grant water from a silver jar with 
a spout. He acknowledged it 
all with his wonderful simplic-
ity. Vasan Sahab stood by his 
side and I think he was waiting 

belonging to the Sengunthar Mu-
daliar community. Nataraja Mu-
daliar is credited with being one of 
the founders of the Annapoorani 
Middle School in Saidapet and 
the Saidapet Co-operative Pri-
mary Land Development Bank.  
The Natarajar Kalvi Kazhagam 
runs a reading room even today 
in Mallan Ponnappan Street in 
Triplicane. Interestingly, the land 
on which it stands belongs to 
the nearby Karpaga Vinayakar 
Sivasubramania Swamy Temple, 
whose address is given as ‘Sen-
guntha Kottam’, thereby denoting 
a connect. 

The title was conferred by the 
doyen of Tamil theatre, Pammal 
Sambanda Mudaliar. It was in a 
way befitting, for N.S. Krishnan 
came from a theatre background 
like many of his contemporaries 
and had been associated with 
several Boys Companies in his 
formative years. His connection 
with Pammal Sambanda Muda-
liar was an old one, for he had 
starred in Daasippen in 1943, a 
movie based on the eponymous 
stage play by latter. Earlier in 
1941, he had also produced 
(under his banner Ashoka Films) 
and acted in the movie adapta-

tion of Chandrahari, a spoof on 
the tale of Harischandra (where 
unlike the original the protago-
nist never spoke the truth!) that 
had been written by Mudaliar. 

To the right of Pammal Sam-
banda Mudaliar in the picture 
is J. Sivashanmugam Pillai, a 
former Mayor of Madras and 
then serving as the Speaker of 
the State Legislature. To the left 
of Pammal Sambanda Mudaliar 
is T Sundara Rao Naidu, who 
was then the Mayor of Madras. 
None of the others in the picture 
are identifiable.

 by
Varsha Venugopal

common folk whose lives were 
split apart by the drama.

The stories do feel like your 
own personal exploration, 
something you had to do for 
yourself.

Yes, absolutely. Perhaps I had 
to work out a few things and 
understand them for myself and 
that exercise came out in the 
form of short stories. 

This empathy you seem to 
have as an author has also per-
haps drawn-out different facets 
of the city in your book. Even 
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1. What was the christened name 1. What was the christened name 
of thespian Dilip Kumar who of thespian Dilip Kumar who 
passed away recently?passed away recently?
2. The prototype of which form of 2. The prototype of which form of 
transport, created by Prof Stefan transport, created by Prof Stefan 
Klein, had a 35-minute maiden Klein, had a 35-minute maiden 
run between Nitra and Bratislava run between Nitra and Bratislava 
in Slovakia?in Slovakia?
3. A fossilised skull unearthed in 3. A fossilised skull unearthed in 
China, that is least 140,000 years China, that is least 140,000 years 
old, is being considered a new old, is being considered a new 
species of ancient human. What species of ancient human. What 
nickname has it been given?nickname has it been given?
4. Recently, Chinese astronauts 4. Recently, Chinese astronauts 
successfully performed the first successfully performed the first 
spacewalk in the flagship construc-spacewalk in the flagship construc-
tion of the China National Space tion of the China National Space 
Administration. Name the station.Administration. Name the station.
5. At just 12 years, four months, 5. At just 12 years, four months, 
and 25 days, what sporting record and 25 days, what sporting record 
Abhimanyu Mishra set recently?Abhimanyu Mishra set recently?
6. The ‘Darbar move’, a 149-year-6. The ‘Darbar move’, a 149-year-
old practice, ended recently. In old practice, ended recently. In 
which place and what tradition?which place and what tradition?
7. The WHO has officially cer-7. The WHO has officially cer-
tified China as ‘Malaria-free’, tified China as ‘Malaria-free’, 
the second Asian country to be the second Asian country to be 
 recognised thus. Which neighbour  recognised thus. Which neighbour 
of India was the first?of India was the first?
8. Name the Covid vaccine, sold 8. Name the Covid vaccine, sold 
in the USA as Spikevax, that is in the USA as Spikevax, that is 
the first mRNA vaccine to get the first mRNA vaccine to get 
Emergency Use License in India?Emergency Use License in India?
9. Name the only Tamil Nadu 9. Name the only Tamil Nadu 
politician to be made a minister in politician to be made a minister in 
the recent Union cabinet reshuffle.the recent Union cabinet reshuffle.
10. What is the revised turnover 10. What is the revised turnover 
limit of small and medium com-limit of small and medium com-
panies (SMC), as per the recent panies (SMC), as per the recent 
definition issued by the Corporate definition issued by the Corporate 
Affairs Ministry?Affairs Ministry?

*     *     **     *     *

11. Hosting the Summer Olympics 11. Hosting the Summer Olympics 
once is itself an honour. Which city once is itself an honour. Which city 
has done it a record three times?has done it a record three times?
12. Only five sport/disciplines have 12. Only five sport/disciplines have 
been held in all editions since 1896. been held in all editions since 1896. 
Athletics and swimming are two of Athletics and swimming are two of 
them. Name the other three.them. Name the other three.
13. Who is the most decorated 13. Who is the most decorated 
Olympian with 23 gold, 3 silver, and Olympian with 23 gold, 3 silver, and 
2 bronze medals?2 bronze medals?
14. In 1956, the Games were held in 14. In 1956, the Games were held in 
Australia and which other country? Australia and which other country? 
Why?Why?
15. Among others, how are Waldi, 15. Among others, how are Waldi, 
Amik, and Miraitowa part of the Amik, and Miraitowa part of the 
Summer Olympics history?Summer Olympics history?
16. The only time this ball-game 16. The only time this ball-game 
was a medal sport was in 1900 was a medal sport was in 1900 
when Great Britain won gold at the when Great Britain won gold at the 
expense of France. Which sport?expense of France. Which sport?
17. Apart from the great Usain Bolt, 17. Apart from the great Usain Bolt, 
name the only other male athlete to name the only other male athlete to 
win the blue riband 100m crown in win the blue riband 100m crown in 
successive Olympics.successive Olympics.
18. At which Olympic Games did 18. At which Olympic Games did 
Nadia Comaneci become the first Nadia Comaneci become the first 
gymnast to score a perfect 10?gymnast to score a perfect 10?
19. Name the individual, synony-19. Name the individual, synony-
mous with the Olympics, who won mous with the Olympics, who won 
a gold medal at the 1912 Stockholm a gold medal at the 1912 Stockholm 
Games for his poem ‘Ode to Sport’?Games for his poem ‘Ode to Sport’?
20. Why does the Olympic Flag 20. Why does the Olympic Flag 
have the Rings coloured specifically have the Rings coloured specifically 
in blue, yellow, black, green, red (on in blue, yellow, black, green, red (on 
a white background)?a white background)?

Quizmaster V.V. Ramanan’s 
first 10 questions are on 
current affairs and the next 
10 are on the Modern Sum-
mer Olympics (non-India).

(Answers on page 8)

The ecological history of 
Chennai – II

(Continued on page 8)

(Continued from 
last fortnight)

Urban planning buffered 
by biodiversity

The many environmental 
problems of the city from solid 
waste management to flooding 
are the results of unsustainable 
development. Chennai must 
plan to buffer its growth with 
biodiversity, ensuring the pres-
ervation of the few fragments 
of natural habitats found with-
in the urban limits. As store-
houses of information, these 
habitats and the associated 
biodiversity tell us where urban 
planning has gone wrong.

Natural habitats within 
the city’s limits should be de-
clared as ‘nature monuments’ 
and carefully managed. The 
concept of ‘wastelands’ does 
not exist in nature and the 
practice of designating open 
spaces as wastelands needs 

to be stopped. Instead, these 
areas should be designated as 
nature utility spaces (NUS). 
NUS are not only habitats for 
biodiversity but they also play 
a major role in flood-mitigation 
in urban landscapes.

Chennai’s NUS should be 
carefully mapped and pre-
served. Although Chennai has 
lost many of these valuable 
habitats due to ill-planned 
development, there are still 
a few left within its urban 
limits. The Pallikarnai Marsh, 
a designated reserve forest, is 
probably the most important 
NUS. Close to the marsh is 
another important NUS – the 
Nanmangalam Reserve Forest. 
It is a refuge to many species of 
plants and animals that have 
been exterminated from other 
parts of the city.

The proposed system of set-
ting aside NUS should include 
wetlands. Chennai’s wetlands 
have played a major role in 

sustaining aquatic biodiversity 
and in flood mitigation. Unfor-
tunately, the last 30 years have 
witnessed the most drastic 
transformation of Chennai’s 
wetlands where many have 
suffered degradation due to 
solid waste disposal and others 
completely lost to infrastruc-
ture development.

A paradigm shift in the ur-
ban development of Chennai 
is needed where the voices 

of the city’s biodiversity are 
heard. With the Palmyra palm 
as the designated ‘flagship’, 
the future urban planning of 
the city should make space 
for the ants and the ante-
lopes alike. Courtesy: https://
india.mongabay.com/2020/09/
commentary-of-ants-and-an-
telopes-the-ecological-history-
of-chennai-was-not-what-one-
would-imagine/. 

Sir Theagaraya College is 
located in Old Washerman-

pet. The college is affiliated 
to the University of Madras. 
Arts and Science courses of-
fered include B.A. Historical 
Studies, B.A. Economics, B.Sc 
Chemistry, Physics, Botany, 
and Zoology, B.Com General, 
M.A. Historical Studies, M.A. 
Economics, M.Sc Zoology, 
Ph.D. Self-Financing Courses 
both full-time and part-time in 
Historical Studies, Economics 
and Zoology (Shift-II) UG 
Courses are B.C.A (Bachelor 
of Computer Application), 
B.B.A (Bachelor of Business 
Administration) B.Sc Com-
puter Science, B.Com Gen-
eral, B.Com Computer Ap-
plication, B.Com Accounting 
and Financing, and B. Com 
Corporate Secretaryship. PG 
Courses commenced from the 
academic year 2019-2020 are 
M.Sc Computer Science and 
M.Com(General).

Theagaraya College is one 
of the educational landmarks 
of our city. It is a matter of pride 
for Chennai that this institu-
tion celebrates its 71st year. 
Pitty Theagaraya Chetty – Se-
nior and Sir Pitty Theagaraya 
Chetty-Junior, founded the 
North Madras Hindu Second-
ary School in 1897, to cater to 
the educational needs of the 
local population. For nearly 25 
years, the school was nurtured 
under the munificence of the 
acclaimed philanthropists- the 

Poor man’s Educational Paradise
Pitty Brothers. After their de-
mise, the School was renamed 
the Theagaraya Chetty Hindu 
Secondary School. In 1931, the 
Pitty Family, with the approval 
of the High Court of Madras, 
vested the management of 
the school in the hands of a 
Committee constituted for the 
purpose.

Chetty-Senior, a talented and 
visionary icon of Pammy family 
was a member of the Manag-
ing Committee and worked 
relentlessly towards the estab-
lishment of an institution for 
higher learning- a haven for the 
weaker and under-privileged 
sections of the people in North 
Madras. The steady growth 
achieved by Sir Theagaraya 
College since its establishment 
illustrates the commitment of 
the Management in offering 
education, particularly higher 
education to the under-privi-
leged and the disadvantaged.

Sir Theyagaraya College 
which is a constituent of the 
Theagaraya Chetty Education-
al Institutions, is managed by a 
board comprising six trustees, 
of whom two are drawn from 
each of the families of Pitty 
Theagaraya Chetty-Senior 
and Sir Pitty Theagaraya Chet-
ty-Junior, one from the Char-
tered Accountants Association 
and the other being nominat-
ed by the Madras University 
Syndicate. Having studied in 
both Sir Theagaraya College 
Higher Secondary School and 
also Sir Theagaraya College I 
represented both the school 
and college in cricket having 
led my college team in 1969-
70 and featured as an opening 
batsman and a new ball bowler. 
My best was winning a match 
against the much-fancied Ma-
dras Medical College side and 
taking 7 wickets for 28 against 

a strong College of Engineering 
(Guindy) after putting the op-
position to bat first. Moreover, 
I represented Sir Theagaraya 
Recreation Club in the fourth 
division league and carried my 
bat throughout the innings 
against Shivaji CC. The set 
of professors were really kind 
enough for me to allow me to 
go for cricket practice in the 
last hour of college and that 
was physics.

There was an accepted gra-
dation among the students 

 by 
C.K. Subramaniam

The first correspondent of 
the School was the coveted 
personality in Dewan Bahadur 
P.T. Kumaraswami Chetty. Sub-
sequently, he was succeeded by 
his brother P.T. Chengalvaraya 
Chetty in 1942. The School 
flourished and soared to greater 
heights in the field of educa-
tion and by June 1947, the 
students’ strength increased to 
1600 – no mean achievement, 
given the demographics of the 
location of the school, popu-
lated by traders, artisans and 
daily wagers.

Fittingly, the Management 
realized the need to raise the 
School into a College, in the 
year 1950, to provide higher 
education to the residents 
of North Madras – a luxu-
ry offered at hand’s reach, 
which even the affluent could 
not easily dream of, in those 
days. P.Ramaswamy Chetty, 
grandson of Pitty Theagaraya 

Sir Pitty Theagaraya Chetty.
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Chennai through the lens of my life – I

You can contribute to 
CHENNAI HERITAGE

As a token of your support for the causes of heritage, 
 environment and a better city that Madras Musings 
 espouses, you can subscribe to Madras Musings – the 
 annual subscription is Rs 100 and we welcome additional 
donations too to keep us going. You can make your 
 payments to our bank account as below:

Chennai Heritage
Indian Bank, Alwarpet Branch

CA No. 413158606           IFSC : IDIB000A013

P l e a s e  m a k e  s u r e  y o u  s e n d  a n  e m a i l  t o 
 Chennaiheritage2017@gmail.com with transfer details so 
that we can acknowledge receipt.

If you are a new subscriber, you need to send us details 
of your name and address as well. If you are renewing 
your subscription make sure you quote your subscription 
number as reference. This is the number that is on the 
wrapper of your copy of Madras Musings. 

Letters to the Editor
Dear Readers,

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

– THE EDITOR

‘Before the British, there 
was no Madras’, said S. 

Muthiah, the prolific historian 
of Chennai. However, 18th and 
19th century Chennai has been 
explained by researcher Susan 
Nield as ‘an amalgam’ of colo-
nial urban and suburban areas, 
Indian town centres such as 
Mylapore and suburban villages 
of agrarian Tondaimandalam. 
While it is indeed interesting to 
delve into how the city came to 
be, for Chennai’s denizens, its 
rich layers and diversity offer 
rewarding experiences on their 
own accord. Each individual 
life is intertwined with the 
city’s multiple geographies and 
histories. From these subjective 
trajectories, coalescing into 
collective phenomena, is gen-
erated the objective truth of 
the city. An inanimate entity 
having an animate presence, 
lent limit, character, particu-
larity and patterns through the 
most visible presence of all, its 
architecture and urbanism.

This rich backdrop, this 
canvas, not a tabula rasa, but 
a palimpsest, is actually both 
setting and player, as the streets 
and buildings have played an 
active part in its inhabitants’ 

lives. For me, personal experi-
ences of the city serendipitously 
came together when its archi-
tecture chose itself to become 
the topic of my fascination and 
research. And I could, over and 
above all the academic ways of 
knowing and concluding, tie 
backwards from the present 
towards the past, engaging the 
vivid, eidetic memories from 
childhood, of what it meant to 
be a Chennaite.

My earliest memory of plac-
es is of East Tambaram when I 
came to live in Chennai as a 
two year old. My house as one 
of three narrow units in a row, 
the raindrops clinging to the 
horizontal iron grill of the wood 
framed entrance door refract-
ing the world outside, the bifur-
cated staircase in school that 
offered surprise and excite-
ment- such experiences were 
the beginnings of my poetics 
of space, as Gaston Bachelard 
articulates. East Tambaram 
houses the Airforce Station 
and the Madras Christian Col-
lege, and it was to study the 
architecture of the latter that 
I revisited the area. The MCC 
had much earlier origins, but in 
the 1930s it shifted to this leafy 

new campus, its buildings a 
quiet amalgam of the Classical, 
the Colonial and the Modern. 
Education is one of realms in 
which Madras has excelled 
right from the beginning and 
with strong physical presence. 
Also in Tambaram is another 
campus that I came to know 
only through my research, the 
1980s SOS Children’s Village. 
This is a sensitively designed 
group of buildings with unique 
spaces and simple materials by 
various architects, a direction 
that falls under the category of 
being modern and contextual 
at the same time.

Tambaram had begun as 
an ancient village, as had 
Mambalam to whose vicinity 
T.Nagar I shifted to from my 
fourth standard. T.Nagar came 
up in the 1930s as one of the 
earliest modernist layouts with 
plotted housing and amenities. 
It is based on Beaux Arts town 
planning principles, but of 
course, I did not know it then. 
All I knew was the pleasant 
daily walk to and fro from 
home to school along one of 
its axes, the tree-lined Ven-
katnarayana Road, under the 
shade of the ‘thoonga moonji 

remember a visit there one 
Diwali eve to buy crackers at 
throwaway prices in the last 
hours before the festival. My 
mind’s eye still has a snapshot 
memory of a solid, stately and 
aesthetically pleasing building 
that I have now come to know 
as the Art Deco-Modernist 
United India Insurance build-
ing. Studying architecture took 
us to Anderson Street, to select 
and buy from a variety of boards 
and papers at wholesale rate. I 

stability and authority, even 
well into early 20th century. 
The pristine white Ripon build-
ing is one such, and popular 
lore goes that Lord Ripon after 
whom it is named was lauded 
as ‘Ripon Engal Appan’. The 
Indo-Saracenic evolved dif-
ferently, rising from the need 
to ‘know India in order to rule 
India’ after Crown rule in 1857. 
Addressing public needs of 
justice, banking, transport and 
education, it was manifest as 
exposed brick, domes, arches, 
grand interior spaces, decora-
tive motifs by local craftsmen. 
Today, some view colonial 
buildings as symbolising op-
pression, while to others who 
use them without knowing 
the subtext, they underscore 
the pulse of historic city life. 
Never mind that the clock 
tower may have evolved to 
remind the locals about time, 
Chennai Central and its vast 
concourse spanned by beautiful 
iron and steel structures never 
fail to welcome back the weary 
traveller!

A different kind of cultural 
modernity was unambiguous-
ly offered from the 1930s in 
the trendy, lavish, aesthetic 
and materially rich Art Deco. 
Cuboidal white geometrical 
masses sometimes in steps, 
multi-storeys, concrete, canti-
lever, recessed openings, flam-
boyant motifs like chevron 
and sunburst, curved corners 
especially at street junctions, 
circular windows, wave forms, 
repetitive vertical openings, 
nautical themes – all these 
were expressed in the gorgeous 
cinemas, hotels, houses, bank 
and insurance buildings. One 
such cinema is the Casino 
which we college goers used 
to haunt once for its latest 
English movies and ambience. 
Casino is off Mount Road, the 
spine of the city, which had 
modernist cinema halls and 
which brought the larger-than-
life world of stars closer to the 
common man/woman through 
distinct banner art.

maram’ as we used to call it, 
the raintree/ Samanea Saman 
from far off lands. This road 
has the Natesan Park with a 
playground opposite forming 
a curved layout and the same 
arrangement is mirrored in the 
Jeeva Park with a playground 
opposite on G.N. Chetty Road. 
These roads flank the main 
axis, the Theayagaraja Road, 
better known as Pondy Bazaar, 
terminating in Panagal Park. 
The electrification of the rail-
way line from Tambaram to 
Mambalam and the subsequent 
use of the line by residents 
from Tambaram to shop in 
Pondy Bazaar gradually trans-
formed Ranganathan Street 
from residential to shopping. 
The continuous row of two 
storeyed shops on Pondy Ba-
zaar, its vegetable, fruit and 
flower market, the houses with 
stepped Art Deco motif, con-
crete jalis, planning based on 
the colonial bungalow but to 
a smaller scale- all these are 
past images overlapping finely 
and imperceptibly with present 
knowledge.

Shopping at city scale led 
one to the core of Chennai- 
George Town, or Parry’s corner 
as it is more popularly known, 
where for centuries commerce 
and living have mixed without 
conflict and with vibrancy. I 

slowly came to know that every 
street had its designated trade, 
spectacles on Broadway, ar-
chitectural hardware on Gov-
indappa Street. Diverse such 
buildings and streets in grid 
iron George Town give it its 
unique character – the archi-
tecture looming solidly in the 
background while the streets 
give permeability, hosting the 
lives, within and without, of 
people from different origins 
drawn towards the myriad 
economic opportunities. The 
stately Classical, the complex 
Indo-Saracenic, the stylish Art 
Deco- all these manifest the 
continuing and transforming 
patterns of justice, governance, 
trade and commerce, educa-
tion. Tying all this, in a literally 
overarching way, is the low 
tropical sky with its intense 
sunlight that raises the heat 
and saturates the shadows.

As a Chennaite, or despite 
it, I love the heat and sun. For 
the colonisers, it was a chal-
lenge and they built deep ve-
randahs and arcades. They also 
brought the Classical as nostal-
gia from their home countries 
into the external layer, which 
was then taken up by the col-
onised as a form of ambiguous 
social and cultural modernity. 
In the stately buildings for gov-
ernance, the Classical brought 

The United India Insurance building.

(To be continued 
next fortnight)
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Cricket, the leveller

 by 
Ramnarayan V

Answers to Quiz
 1. Yusuf Khan, 2. Flying car named AirCar, 3. Dragon Man after 
Dragon River region, 4. Tiangong, 5. Became the youngest chess 
Grand Master in history, 6. The bi-annual shift of the secretariat 
and all other government offices in the erstwhile State of Jammu 
and Kashmir from one capital city to another, 7. Sri Lanka, 8. 
Moderna mRNA 1273, 9. L. Murugan, 10. Rs. 250 crore. 

* * *
11. London, 12. Cycling, fencing, and gymnastics, 13. Michael 
Phelps, 14. Sweden. Because of Australian quarantine laws, the 
equestrian events were held in Stockholm, 15. They are the names 
of official mascots, 16. Cricket, 17. Carl Lewis, 18. Montreal 
(1976), 19. Baron Pierre de Coubertin, considered the ‘Father’ of 
the Modern Olympic Games, 20. Because every member-nation’s 
flag contains at least one of the colours. 

Cricket has thrown up so 
many coincidences and lit-

tle diversions and alleys making 
my life so much more reward-
ing. An example of the twists 
and turns is this story of an old 
cricket friend from my college 
days who ‘reentered’ my life 
a couple of decades after his 
death. 

Let me start at the begin-
ning. This subplot involves 

another tragic loss, my cousin 
Sridhar, P.S. Narayanan (the 
second of my cousins of that 
name), who left us recently 
aged 64. He was visiting me 
in my third floor flat when he 
learnt that Rangarajan who 
had been my teammate at 
Mylapore Recreation Club 
circa 1967 and had captained 
Sridhar in the same team a few 
years later, lived in the adjacent 

flat. Sridhar then gifted Ranga 
a group photograph of the team 
when it won the 2nd division 
league title. The photograph 
has both Ranga and Sridhar 
in it.

A couple of years later, De-
varaj Palani joined my family 
as our car driver, ferrying my 
daughter to and from work, 
and doing the doctor-physio-
therapist-drugstore routine for 
the senior citizens. Devaraj is 

an interesting person, politi-
cally aware, a keen reader of 
modern Tamil literature and 
a movie buff who loves to 
share Vadivelu jokes via mobile 
phone with us. 

Devaraj courted trouble in 
his youth by marrying a Muslim 
when he wasn’t even employed, 
but all’s well now, and they are 
a happy, upwardly mobile fam-
ily. His wife Fhamidha Banu is 
a homemaker with some work 
experience, his son Vignesh 
works for Amazon India as 
an instructional designer and 
daughter Praveena is studying 
in the XII standard at Holy 
Angels Convent. The family, 
which also includes Devaraj’s 
mother-in-law, lives together. 

All of us, my wife, daughter 
and I, have interesting conver-
sations with Devaraj, with the 
topics covering a wide range, 
including Tamil Nadu, national 
and world politics, Ponniyin 
Selvan and Alai Osai, and crick-
et. While Devarajan has IPL 

statistics at his fingertips, I try 
to educate him on the beauty 
of Test and first class cricket 
as well as my own alleged emi-
nence as a cricketer.

During one of these con-
versations sometime in 2019, 
Devaraj said to me, “Sir, my 
wife tells me her father played 
cricket.” Soon, I found out the 
cricketer in question was me-
dium pacer Ghouse Khan who 
opened the bowling for A.M. 
Jain College in the 1960s when 
I was playing for Presidency 
College. I remembered Ghouse 
as a quiet, gentle person of few 
words. He was an effective 
bowler with the habit of turn-
ing to look at the sun each time 
he started his bowling run. He 
also did that while batting – a 
K. Srikkanth of later years. Not 
long afterwards, as a sudden 
flash of memory struck me, 
I knocked on my neighbour 
Ranga’s door to take a good 
look at the MRC group photo-
graph. And there was Ghouse, 

standing third from left or so in 
the group. For a few seasons, he 
had played for the club, which 
had been run for decades by my 
extended family. Devaraj’s fam-
ily were thrilled when I shared 
a copy of the photograph with 
them. 

The story doesn’t end there. 
A few months later, I had an-
other flash, as we geniuses tend 
to have. I wondered if I had 
mentioned Ghouse Khan in 
my cricket memoir Third Man 
(Please buy on Amazon, West-
land 2015). I checked and yes, 
I did write about Ghouse while 
describing an exciting first 
round match in the Tarapore 
Cup of 1969. The Devaraj fam-
ily’s joy knew no bounds when I 
gifted them a copy of the book. 
I had heard Ghouse had died a 
sad, lonely man in 1995 or so, 
robbed of his property by rela-
tives. To see him featured in a 
book must have been a great 
moment for his family.

of Loyola, Pachaiyappa’s and 
Sir Theyagaraya College. But 
I never felt the difference as 
my set of boys from the BSc 
Maths section were all thor-
ough gentlemen. We enjoyed 
the company very much and 
have a whatsapp group now to 
exchange our old memories. As 
an average student in school 
and PUC, the first year of 
college, I was reluctant to pay 
fees for BA Economics but my 
physical director called me and 
informed me that there is one 
seat for BSc Maths available 
and the Principal Rajagopalan 
would like to give it to me. 
With hesitation in mind, I 
entered the principal’s room, 
and he wrote in a chit of paper 
“admit” and I was in the main-
stream of mathematics with 
physics and statistics as ancil-
lary subjects. Thus, I became 
a mathematics graduate with 
a C grade. Cricket was my first 
preference and when I joined 
NCC, I struggled to attend 

NCC Parades during the week-
ends. By the end of the course, 
the NCC commander issued a 
certificate to me stating that I 
was irregular in attendance as I 
was attending cricket matches 
on parade days. Thus, I got 
a double certificate and my 
physical director did make a 
mention about my exemplary 
behaviour and therefore I got 
a good conduct certificate as 
well.

(Continued from page 6)

Sir Theagaraya College
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