
Tempting School Children 
with drugs – the new menace

Funding accelerated for 
government schools even as TN 
slips a rung in the PGI Index

(Continued on page 2)

Explaining that as many as 
15 lakh students had en-

rolled in government schools 
over the last two years, Chief 
Minister Stalin announced 
in October a sizeable allo-
cation of funds towards the 
development of government 
school infrastructure. New 
schools are to be constructed 
at a cost of Rs. 1,050 crores, 
800 of which is earmarked 
towards building new primary 
and middle schools and the 
rest, higher secondary schools. 
The grant comes on the heels 
of the Perasiriyar Anbazhagan 
School Development scheme 
announced earlier this year, 
which aims to construct 18,000 
classrooms and toilets over the 

next 5 years at a reported cost 
of Rs. 7,000 crores.

TN is known for its focus 
on education and no wonder 
– some of the game-chang-
ing programs currently imple-
mented by the administration 
include the self-explanatory 

Free Morning Meals scheme; 
the Illam Thedi Kalvi educa-
tional outreach program that 
mobilizes teachers to impart 
door-to-door education for 
those unable to commute to 
learning institutions; and the 
Ennum Ezhuthum scheme that 

aims to establish strong foun-
dational literacy in children 
by the age of eight. Measures 
are being taken to improve the 
quality of education imparted, 
as well – announcements from 
the School Education Minister 
Anbil Mahesh Poyyamozhi 
indicate a move towards ho-
listic education that includes 
exposure to literature, the fine 
arts, sports and technology; 
monthly PTA meetings are in 
the offing to improve the as-
sociation between parents and 
teachers; and all government 
and aided schools have been 
directed to raise awareness 
of mental health, child abuse 

(Continued on page 2)

Chennai needs to wake up 
from its complacence. A 

neighbourhood paper recently 
published an article about how 
school children in its area were 
systematically being targeted 
by drug peddlers. The veracity 
of the article notwithstanding, 
for it seemed to have plenty 
of political colour to it, led 
to comments in social media 
from people in other parts of 
the city. They too had a sim-
ilar story to tell about their 
neighbourhoods. It was just a 
small indicator of how far the 
menace had spread. 

The modus operandi is 
quite simple – vendors who 
are purveying seemingly harm-
less items proliferate around 
schools and children flock to 
them immediately after school 
hours. A few of these vendors 
tempt the children with drugs 
and over a period of time build 
a steady clientele, that be-
comes increasingly addicted. 

It appears that the target age 
groups comprise children in 
the middle and high schools. 
The friends’ network in the 
classrooms brings in more buy-
ers and very often peer pressure 
to try out drugs ‘just for the 
experience’ proves irresistible. 
Discovery, as and when it hap-
pens, is often very late, by when 
much damage has already been 
done. 

harassed lot on many fronts 
today, simply don’t have the 
wherewithal to notice what 
goes on outside the campus. 
Yes, there have been instances 
when schools have registered 
formal complaints with the 
local police stations over drug 
peddling in their neighbour-
hoods, but action is impossible 
to take. There is often no ev-
idence and itinerant vendors 
are not easy to apprehend. 
Some schools do conduct cam-
paigns against drugs, but these 
are few and far between and 
very often dismissed as mere 
rituals. Lastly, the availability 
of ready money is perhaps the 
greatest menace – children 
today have far greater access 
to cash than any previous gen-
eration. Rising economic status 
also contributes to this. When 
the usage of this money goes 
unchecked by parents, we have 
greater instances of such abuse. 

 by The Editor

Preventing this is not easy. 
Firstly, in today’s world of nu-
clear families, parents are ei-
ther too busy or distracted 
to notice sudden deviant be-
haviour among their children. 
More often than not, parents 
are simply not there when chil-
dren come home from school, 
this being the age when both 
parents are career people. Sec-
ondly, the schoolteachers, a 

 by A Special 
 Correspondent

Railway HQ Turns a 100

It is not often that we get to know of the exact date of in-
auguration of a historic building. That is because foundation 
and inauguration stones have a tendency to vanish and as 
for records, if they survive, they are never made available for 
research. Much of heritage gets by on guesstimates as far as 
dates and years are concerned.

One of the few fortunate instances where we do know a date 
with precision is that of the Southern Railway Headquarters 
on Poonamallee High Road/EVR Salai. A recent publication, 
Indian Railway Buildings, Heritage, History and Beyond, by Vi-
noo N. Mathur and brought out by Niyogi Books, not only gives 
us the date of opening of the building but also a photo of the 
 commemorative stone unveiled on the occasion. On December 
11, 2022, this building will complete a 100, for it was thrown 
open on the same date in 1922 by Lady Willingdon, wife of the 
then Governor of Madras. For further details, please see page 
4 – Centenary of a Loved Landmark. 

Our Old shows the building in 1936, as depicted in the 
centenary volume of the Madras Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry. Our New shows the building as it is now, photographed 
by Ramanujar Moulana. 

HERITAGE WATCH

OLD

NEW
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Tempting school children 

Funding accelerated for 
government schools 

(Continued from page 1)
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The family next door
The Woman from Madras 

Musings is not sure if this 
is a Madras thing, to be honest. 
To be sure, she’s never expe-
rienced it anywhere but here 
– the easy familiarity that crops 
up amongst families living in a 
flat, especially when the build-
ing has been their home for de-
cades. At some unidentifiable 
point of time, the residents go 
from being neighbours to more 
or less next of kin and the 
privileges of familiarity come 
into play. (Wo)MMM is certain 
that there’s a fun sitcom in the 
whole thing, somewhere. Let 
her regale you with a few tales 
from her own backyard. 

(Wo)MMM’s favourite run-
ning gag at the Eternals’ apart-
ment is that of the Whiteboard. 
It is an innocuous thing that 
hangs at the flat entrance, right 
above the watchman’s seat, a 
marker balanced along the top. 
It was intended, initially, to be 
an old-school message board, 
one where, unlike whatsapp, 

questions pop up, of course 
– “Is it alright to travel from 
place A to place B by bike?” 
“Is it worth commuting all 
the way to office?” Then there 
are those q’s that (Wo)MMM 
imagines would make anyone 
a bit nervous. “Advise re: son’s 
outdoor wedding on such & 
such date, thanks.” Then there 
are the flock of artful school 
children who have realized that 
the prospect of a holiday from 
school could well hinge on the 
word of the C.W – they flood 
their pages with heartfelt re-
quests, exhorting them to save 
them from a terrible math test 
or a ghastly poem recital. 

The celebrity weathermen, 
for their part, are displaying 
a marked levity in their own 
updates. “No rains for a while, 
better go to school,” posted 
one, provoking a dramatic re-
sponse from the student body. 
Then there were the helpful 
advisories that served as a guide 
to plan the drying of clothes, 

away lock, stock and barrel to 
another city, ceding their flat to 
new owners. The last message 
A.E left on the W was rather 
poignant – “I live in my own 
style and go in my own style.” It 
was on the whiteboard for days 
before anyone wiped it off. 

The new owners, (Wo)MMM 
is currently discovering, are 
somehow exactly the sort suit-
ed to the flat. The new Elder 
is a sort of jolly Indian Santa, 
all smiles and loud-voiced and 
easy-going. Readers may re-
member (Wo)MMM mention-
ing in earlier columns that the 
Eternals’ home has been under 
renovation – the new owners 
happened to move in during 
said period and jolly Elder lost 
no time in skipping down to 
say hello at the first opportu-
nity he spied a presence in our 
home. ‘Come in and take a look 
around the newly renovated 
house,’ said (Wo)MMM warm-
ly, anxious to strike a friendship. 
‘Oh thanks, but I already saw 

people cannot willy nilly send 
off on a whim ghastly pictures 
of roses or birthday cakes or 
babies or rosy babies in birth-
day cakes. But it didn’t take 
long for the Whiteboard to 
become the sole domain of an 
Apartment Elder who used 
it as his personal short mes-
saging platform. The board 
carried everything from pithy 
quotes (“You cannot talk but-
terfly language with caterpillar 
people!”) to jokes (We are 
waterproof. Don’t believe? 
Look outside – there’s the 
water, proof!”) to mundane an-
nouncements from the Associ-
ation. The Elder was having so 
much fun with the whole thing 
that the idea of anyone else 
using said board was quite un-
thinkable – until a new tenant 
moved in. Sources claim that 
said tenant – who turned out to 
be of rather enterprising, viva-
cious stock – beat the Elder to 
the board on one occasion by 
waking up earlier and posting 
a soulful thought for the day. 
Sadly, (Wo)MMM was not 
around during the time and it 
is hard to confirm the veracity 
of the report. By the time she 
swung around the apartment 
once again, circumstances 
contrived to see the much-
loved Elder and his better half 
– a couple whom, incidentally, 
(Wo)MMM has known since 
the day she was born – move 

namely, “kayapotta lungi, bani-
yan, pattampatti jetties etc..” 

Who would have ever 
thought weather updates could 
be so much fun?

A charming slip of 
the tongue
The Woman from Madras 

Musings was driving past a 
busy street in RA Puram when 
a curiously-named shop sur-
faced in the corner of her eye 
and vanished before she could 
blink. She asked the driver if 
he had seen it. No, he hadn’t; 
should he turn back to drive 
past, once more? (Wo)MMM 
gratefully accepted the offer 
and this time, kept her eyes 
peeled on the persistent row 
of tiny shops lining the narrow 
street. She hadn’t been mistak-
en – there, almost shyly tucked 
away near a largish tree making 
friends with the road was a 
small enterprise that called it-
self the ‘Saddam Hussain Guilt 
Shop.’ The Tamil description 
below the name board made it 
clear that the proprietor was a 
metalworker, but (Wo)MMM 
found the spelling quirk de-
lightful. Wouldn’t it be lovely 
to actually have a shop that 
sells its customers conscience 
in bulk? 

– (Wo)MMM

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY
and drug prevention, with 
the provision of psychiatrist 
support for students in need of 
counselling.

The push is earnest and it 
needs to be. A report published 
earlier this month saw the TN 
School Education department 
slipping a rung from Level 2 
to Level 3 in the Performance 
Grading Index calculated by 
the Ministry of Education for 
the academic year 2020-21. 
The PGI comprises a total of 
1,000 points that take into 
account five domains, namely, 
Learning outcome, Access, In-
frastructure and facilities, Eq-
uity and Governance process.

Media reports say acade-
micians blame the outcome 
on the lack of a level playing 
field between schools run by 
the State and Union govern-
ments. Educationist PB Prince 
Gajendra Babu is quoted thus 
in the New Indian Express: 
“The Union government runs 
different institutions like Ken-
driya Vidyalaya, Sainik and 
Navodaya which are special 
schools. But State govern-
ments run general schools… 
how [will the] Union gov-
ernment evaluate PGI?” In 
this regard, the Education 
development committee coor-
dinator K Leninbharathi is said 
to have pointed out that the 
State shares equal responsibili-
ty with the Union government 
in ‘ensuring learning outcome, 
equity and infrastructure.’ It is 
a key remark, for TN’s grad-
ing was pulled down by weak 
scores in the Infrastructure 
and Facility category of the 
PGI Index. As testimony to the 
infrastructural stress faced by 
government schools, a video of 
a government school principal 
from Krishnagiri district went 

viral on social media recently.  
Recorded at a Gram Sabha 
meeting, the clip saw the har-
ried principal lament the lack 
of basic facilities for the 95 
students in her school despite 
what she claimed were her best 
efforts. Teachers were forced 
to conduct classes for multiple 
grades in a single room, she 
said, adding that the institution 
had no place to conduct classes 
for students from grades 6-8.

The paucity of resources in 
government schools has made 
itself felt in other ways, too. A 
kindergarten wing launched in 
2018 across the State in 2,381 
anganwadi centres functioning 
as government schools was 
forced to  shut down earlier this 
year due to a shortage of teach-
ers, attributed to a spike in 
student migration from private 
to government schools. More 
than 43,000 students who 
chose the  Montessori-based 
pre-primary education course 
will now study at the same 
anganwadi centres under the 
Social Welfare department. 
The move has caused some 
disappointment to educators, 
who feel that the Montessori 
system at pre-primary level was 
a good move that would have 
afforded a ‘robust introduction 
to learning skills that are badly 
missing for government school 
students.’

The dissonance between 
the growing budgetary impor-
tance of educational spending 
and the chronic struggles faced 
by government schools is strik-
ing. Fair to surmise then, that 
perhaps the focus must also 
be on the efficient allocation 
and accountability of funds. 
The Tamil Nadu government 
is said to be in the process of 
conducting core research on 
topics such as the usage of 
social media to address issues 

That Chennai has a serious 
drug menace is now becoming 
increasingly apparent. It was 
in 2019 that a ‘countrywide 
drug racket kingpin’ was ar-
rested in Mylapore. The man 
controlled a synthetic drugs 
network across India from 
here. In 2021, there were news-
paper reports on how the age of 
cannabis was over and children 
in the city were increasingly 
taking to opoids – synthetics 
such as adhesives and thinners. 
Of course, this was in keeping 
with the national trend, but 
that is no cause for taking 
comfort. In 2021 a survey in-
dicated that as much as 9 per 
cent of school-goers in middle 
and high school levels may be 
addicted. 

It is necessary for parents 
to realise that the fight against 
drugs must begin from home. 
Ultimately, it is the home that 
suffers the most when ad-
diction becomes a real issue. 
Parents need to keep a close 
watch on children – not an 
easy task given the demands on 
time and the number of com-
munication channels with the 
outside world that now exist. 
More important is for parents 
to instil in their children early 
on an awareness about the evils 
of drugs. It is also necessary for 
communities around schools 
to come together to fight the 
menace. Complaining to the 
police is one thing but being 
ready to become part of the 
vigilance group is yet another 
altogether. Will Chennai’s par-
ents rise to the challenge? 

everything, you know,’ replied 
the jolly uncle. ‘All of us did, 
actually.’ Then he proceeded 
to describe the group tours 
that had paraded through the 
house. It must be admitted that 
(Wo)MMM was a bit surprised. 
But somehow – and here’s the 
rub, really - she discovered that 
there was not an ounce of in-
dignation imposing itself upon 
her. It is hard to say whether 
she would be as unperturbed 
by such a thing in another city 
or even in a newer apartment 
complex or gated community. 
But here it felt okay. Jolly uncle 
visits often, for he is renovating 
his own flat and sometimes 
drops by with his crew to take 
pictures of the paint or the tiles. 

It was on one such occasion 
when J.U’s contractor was tak-
ing note of the living room paint 
when Pater Eternal - back home 
and delighted – barged into the 
hall. “Could you, Mr Contrac-
tor,” asked P.E, eyes shining, 
“buy a little extra paint and 
then touch up my walls here 
and there?” A few scratches had 
appeared during the shifting, 
you see, and they are frankly 
an eyesore. P.E looked ques-
tioningly at J.U for his blessing. 
“Of course!” boomed our Santa 
and chuckled heartily for good 
measure. “We’re all together!” 
And that, (Wo)MMM thinks, is 
a very Madras thing to be. 

Whether weather
The city’s been soaking 

in intermittent spells 
of rain and weathermen 
celebrities are back in the 
spotlight. The Woman from 
Madras Musings was quite 
amused to see that said 
C.W have become house-
hold names to the extent 
that social media posts and 
chats have taken a rather 
strange turn. The usual 

in school education. Perhaps it 
would be worthwhile to explore 
a process for internal audit, as 
well – while the administra-
tion’s sincere commitment to 
public education is clear from 
the scale of funds budgeted for 
the cause, some of the prob-
lems require study-backed solu-
tions as well as money to solve.
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Dr. S. Rangachari

I was delighted to read the 
tribute to the memory of 

Dr. S. Rangachari. The first 
S in my name refers to Sa-
rukkai, my ancestral village. 
Our house was next to Dr. 
Rangachari’s. Some five years 
back, I visited the village and 
was horrified to see its present 
condition. While our house 
had been razed to the ground, 
a big banyan tree has split the 
house of the famous doctor 
into two. The only redeeming 
feature was the veterinary 
hospital built with a donation 
from Mrs. Kamala, the wife of 
Dr. Rangachari.

Dr. S.S. Rajagopalan
30, Kamarajar Street

Chennai 600093

It may sadden the heart of 
many to know that Kens-

ington, the famous hospital 
founded by Dr. S. Rangachari 
has been demolished to give 
room for high-rise buildings.

Dr. A. Raman
araman@csu.edu.au

Remembering OTR

Though I was a fan of OT, 
little did I realise what a 

great man he was till I read 
Shobha Menon’s article Re-
membering OTR that appeared 
in Madras Musings (Oct16-31, 
2022).

I used to read his articles 
that appeared in The Hindu, 
with beautiful sketches, with 
great interest. I still have those 
paper clippings, most probably 
in my loft.

When my article on Rain-
water Harvesting appeared in 
Madras Musings dated Decem-
ber 16-31, 1998, he called me 
over phone and appreciated 
my efforts to popularise it. He 
even invited me to his house 
for a chat. I was pleasantly 
surprised. I found him sitting 
in a small room surrounded by 
all those articles and materials 
that Shobha has described so 
well in her article.

During the discussion he 
mentioned that watering the 
leaves is as important as the 
plant bed and that is what rain 
does to all the plants and trees.

I was very fortunate to have 
known him and his passion for 
rainwater harvesting. I am one 
of the admirers who miss him.

Sekhar Raghavan
Rain Centre

Apparswamy Kovil Street, 
where Kalki resided

I refer to the article Kalki 
Krishnamurthy in Madras. 

It mentions that Kalki and 
his wife lived in Apparswamy 
Kovil Street, Mylapore. This 
street, almost a lane, may seem 
ordinary but a little digging will 
reveal a treasure trove of inter-
esting anecdotes. The stories 
I’d like to share are ones I’ve 
read in various papers. All of it 
has to be verified, of course. It 
is possible that I read some of 
these tales in Madras Musings.

The residence of the Parur 
family, a line of carnatic mu-
sicians and violinists, is a hal-
lowed place for renowned hin-
dustani musicians and artistes 
across the country.  Pandit 
Ravishankar never failed to 
visit the place whenever he 
visited Madras. Even Yehudi 
Menuhin is said to have visited 
this house. The terrace was 
once used to host small gath-
erings of renowned musicians 
for discussions and informal 
performances during their vis-
its to Madras.

Vazuthur Rajagopala Sarma 
was a Sanskrit scholar. His 
residence was a place, it is said, 
where homas were performed 
for weeks and days on end 
without a break. It is said that 
once, the Paramacharya of 
Kanchi, during his stay in Myl-
apore, walked down this street 
to witness one such homa in 
progress. He is said to have 
proclaimed the event unique 
and grand.

I bring you these tales to 
share my surprise that a seem-
ingly non descript street could 
have housed so many illustri-
ous associations in its past.

Incidentally, it was in this 
very street too where the re-
nowned Indological bookseller 
Jayalakshmi Book House op-
erated their shop and office 
for many years before shifting 
during the pandemic. Any 
customer on the hunt for rare 
books was asked to contact 
this very shop on Apparswamy 
Kovil Street!

Ramamurthy Ravichandren
rrcv3@yahoo.co.in

More on Kalki

Referring to the interest-
ing and topically relevant 

article by Mr. Sriram, please 
note Kalki publications came 
out from Kalki Gardens on 
Dr.Gurusamy Road and not on 
Naoroji Road as mentioned by 
the author.

Both roads are adjacent 
to each other. Now, a school 
of repute occupies that place 
since 1980 or so.

The palatial venue was not 

It is tragic that a 24 year old journalist 
died on 23rd October of injuries that he 

sustained while walking on the road and fall-
ing into an under construction storm water 
drain at Ashok Nagar in Chennai, sustaining 
severe injuries from the protruding iron rods 
at the site.

This is not the first time that such ac-
cident has taken place due to the under 
construction storm water drain project in 
Chennai. Earlier, a bank executive lost her 
life as a tree fell on her vehicle, where storm 
water drain work was going on. So many 
other minor and not so minor accidents have 
taken place in the last few months in Chen-
nai, most of which have not been reported 
in the media. 

Several technocrats have pointed out that 
the project has been designed with outdated 
technology and is unsuitable for the existing 
conditions in Chennai city and quality of the 
implementation is so poor, that the residents 
have been put to great hardships. 

As part of the project, digging of the road 
has been done to around 5 to 6 feet deep 
and width of around 4 to 5 feet. The drains 
have been constructed using steel reinforced 
cement concrete with two walls on either side 
with provisions for manhole, chute etc. This 
has been done in front of several houses leav-
ing little space between the gate of the house 
and that of the drainage structure. 

Experts have expressed shock that the 
storm water drain has been constructed in 
such a way that it’s top level is around one 
foot above the road level.

If there would be rainfall, the rain water 
would get inside the house, as the top portion 
of the drainage structure is above the floor 
level in the house. As a result, it appears that 
the residents have to spend around Rs.1 lakh 
to raise the floor level in the compound to the 
top level of the drainage structure.

Experts point out that in constructing the 
storm water drain, gradient has to be main-
tained to enable free flow of water. It appears 
no measurement has been made properly to 
ensure the gradient level.

The area around the storm water drainage 
structure where soil has been removed earlier 
has been now filled with loose soil, posing 
safety hazard for people.

It is shocking to see that the workers, most 
of whom appear to be unskilled, are carrying 
out the work and removing the electric cables 
from the ground carelessly without being 
provided with the hand gloves, gumboots 
and safety goggles. Several citizens say that 
there have been no proper supervision of the 
work by the authorities and the entire work 
is left to the contractors who largely employ 
unskilled workers. In several places, electric 
cables have been left on the road, exposed to 
sun and rain.

Experts wonder whether the various tech-
nological options and alternate ways for lay-
ing the storm water drain have been carefully 

Storm water drainage project in 
Chennai needs technical enquiry

examined, considering the local conditions in 
Chennai such as rain fall intensity, periodici-
ty of flooding, extent of flooding, the existing 
road construction and traffic intensity and 
density of population in the local area. On 
the other hand, the same design has been 
adopted for the entire city, not considering 
the local conditions. Careful evaluation of 
these factors are necessary that could have 
facilitated the least expensive way for build-
ing storm water drain, that can be finished 
in quick time without causing inconvenience 
and problems for the residents.

Experts say that in a crowded city like 
Chennai, drainage pipes could have been used 
for draining the storm water and the pipes 
can be laid under the ground,instead of the 
present pattern of ongoing work. There are 
PVC and HDPE pipe options, both of which 
have become extremely popular in drainage 
applications in recent years all over the world, 
thanks to their resistance to collapse and 
chemical corrosion, flexibility and durability. 
While PVC pipes are quite easy to install, 
HDPE is generally the better choice for high 
pressure systems. Suitable provisions can be 
made in the pipes for connection, inspection, 
cleaning etc. from time to time, as required.

In view of the poor execution of the proj-
ect, several roads are now in an extremely 
bad shape and it is unsafe even for walkers 
in several places, apart from those who drive 
the two wheelers, three wheelers and four 
wheelers.

Further, storm water drainage project are 
being implemented in areas without adequate 
study for it’s need. 

For example, in Besant Nagar and Kalak-
shetra area, which are near the seashore, the 
soil is lose and rain water can easily penetrate 
into the ground.  Whatever stagnation has 
occurred in the road in the past in the area 
has been only due to uneven road. 

Ministers and officials have been claim-
ing that more than 85 per cent of the storm 
water drainage work has been completed. 
This does not appear to be so, if one would 
see the ground conditions in various places 
in the city.

The disappointment of the public with 
regard to the design and implementation are 
clearly evident and Greater Chennai Corpo-
ration owes an explanation to the people,as 
several hundred crores of rupees have been 
invested in this project and people have been 
put to huge sufferings. 

The consensus view amongst the experts is 
that for the future students studying subjects 
related to civil engineering and public works, 
the design and execution of storm water 
drainage system presently executed by Great-
er Chennai Corporation is a case study as to 
how the future storm water drainage project 
should not be designed and implemented.

It is necessary that a high level technical 
committee should be immediately consti-
tuted to scrutinize the design of the project 
and methodology of implementation and the 
role of the engineers and officials at various 
levels from top- to bottom in conceiving and 
implementing this project.

The findings of the enquiry committee 
will help the Chennai Corporation and au-
thorities by providing guidelines for such 
future projects.

N.S.Venkataraman
Trustee

Nandini   Voice For The Deprived
M 60/1, 4th Cross Street

Besant Nagar, Chennai 600 090

only the home of the said publication but also 
the residence of the revered couple namely Sri. 
Sadasivam and M.S. Subbulakshmi.

The same venue was the seat of many cul-
tural activities such as month long discourses 
on Ramayanam and Mahabharatam. It also 
witnessed stormy political meetings presided 
over by Rajaji, founder of the now defunct 
Swantatara Party.

R.B. Vatsal
Chetpet, Chennai 600 031
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Centenary of a Loved Landmark
It has stood on Poonamallee 

High Road for a hundred years, 
its Porbandar stone cladding giv-
ing it a distinct character among 
the surrounding plethora of red 
brick Indo-Saracenic structures. 
The offices of the Southern Rail-
way, just across Walltax Road 
from Central Station, will com-
plete a century on December 11 
this year, for it was on that date 
in 1922 that they were thrown 
open by Lady Willingdon, wife 
of the then Governor of Madras. 
It is time to look at the history of 
this stately edifice. 

The Madras Railway Compa-
ny (MRC) came into existence 
in the 1850s and its first line 
was from Royapuram to Arcot, 
inaugurated in June 1856. The 
Royapuram railway station is now 
India’s oldest and is maintained 
after a fashion. Thankfully the 
railways appear to have given up 
their earlier idea to demolish the 
structure. Not so lucky were the 
MRC’s offices that stood close by 
the tracks. This was in the clas-
sic revival style and comprised 
a double-storey structure with 
Ionic columns all around it and 
a roof that had masonry urns. 
This building, long abandoned, 
was finally demolished around 
a couple of decades back. There 
are still some vestiges of it that 
can be sighted from the Royapu-
ram overbridge. Within a decade 
of Royapuram’s inauguration, 
it was felt that a station closer 
to the city centre was advisable 
and work began on Central. The 
new terminus was opened on 
April 7, 1873, with Chisholm’s 
striking tower coming up a few 
years later. With that Royapuram 
declined in importance. 

The Southern Mahratta Rail-
way (SMR) company came into 
existence in 1882 and laid its first 
line from Hospet to Bellary two 
years later. The head office of 
this network was in Dharwar and 
comprised a handsome Indo- 
Saracenic building, completed 
in 1889. In 1907, the contract 
of the MRC came to an end and 
the lines owned by it were pur-
chased by the Secretary of State. 
On January 1, 1908, the MRC 
was made over to the SMR and 
the combined entity came to be 
known as the Madras and South-
ern Mahratta Railway Company 
(M&SM). The Dharwar office 
was closed, and the building 
handed over for the purposes of 
education and even today houses 
an arts college. The head office 
of the new M&SM was now at 
Royapuram, Madras. 

With Central by then being 
the hub of railway operations, it 
was desired that the head office 
of the railway company be close 
by. Moreover, the M&SM was 

operating from three offices in 
the city – Central, Royapuram 
and Perambur, where it had its 
workshops. This was deemed 
undesirable and the search for a 
suitable location began. In 1913, 
the Government made over land 
just opposite the General Hos-
pital. The foundation stone was 
laid on February 8, 1915 by the 
then Governor, Lord Pentland. 
The US Consul in Madras, Jose 
de Olivares reported on progress 
shortly after commencement –

‘The M&SM has begun con-
struction of a commodious mod-
ern office building on an entire 
city block immediately adjacent 
to the central railway station in 
Madras. The building will be 480 
by 204 feet, 3 storeys, with wide 
verandas around three sides of 
the exterior. The main staircase 
will occupy the centre and will 
be lighted by a lofty dome 42 feet 
in diameter, while eight corner 
towers will likewise be topped 
by domes.

The facade will be based on 
the southern Hindu trabeated 
style with modifications adapting 
the building for modern office 
purposes. The materials will be 
brick, with facing of local stone 
for the building proper, and re-
inforced concrete foundations. 
Smaller adjacent structures 
will include tiffin quarters, a 
 motor garage, coach houses, sta-
bles, etc. The estimated cost of 
$551,367 for buildings and land 
has been sanctioned.  Excavation 
work is progressing, and it is 
estimated that the entire under-

date 45 officers and 1,500 staff 
and with capacity to house dou-
ble those numbers if need arose, 
the structure became home to 
the M&SM. It was considered 
a landmark in its time, with a 
boardroom and drawing offices 
as well. Post-Independence, with 
the M&SM merging with the 
Trichy-based South Indian Rail-
way to form the Southern Rail-
way, this  became the headquar-
ters of that division of the Indian 
Railways. The tall wrought iron 
gates of the building still sport 
the logo of the M&SM. 

Later reports on the structure 
have not been very flattering as 
regards maintenance. Madras 
the Architectural Heritage by K. 
Kalpana and Frank Schiffer 
(INTACH 2003) notes –

‘The Southern Railway head-
quarters has been the victim of 
mindless additions in the name 
of expansion. A new temporary 
floor with an asbestos roof was 
erected on the western wing 
terrace in the late 1970s to 
house the offices of the Central 
Bureau of Investigation, while 
new toilet blocks have rendered 
the courtyards useless. The stone 
cladding too, is withering under 

bars embedded in 10,000 tonnes 
of granite concrete on a stratum 
of pure sand. The foundation 
went five to eight feet below the 
ground. Built along two rectan-
gular courtyards that divide it 
into eastern and western wings, 
the structure sports numerous 
Dravidian-style stone-clad col-
umns, clearly inspired by temple 
architecture. The interiors were 
all completed in plasterwork. 
The contractors for the whole 
enterprise were Samynada Pillai 
from Madras and H.H. Wadia & 
Brothers from Bombay. 

There was however a great 
overrun on time estimates, the 
First World War proving to be 
a major deterrent. Work was 
eventually completed only in 
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A device used and some methods practised by 
Tamil mariners in the mid-19th Century

Notes of Harry Congreve, Madras Infantry –

An article entitled A brief 
notice of some contrivances 

practiced by the native mariners of 
the Coromandel coast, in navigat-
ing, sailing, and repairing vessels by 
a Madras-based British military 
engineer Harry Congreve is 
available in the Madras Journal 
of Literature and Science (1850). 
In this article, Congreve refers 
to ‘ra-p- palakai’ a miniature 
version of the device known 
as ‘kamãl’ and ‘al-kasãbã’ (Ar-
abic) and ‘tábua da Índia’ and 
‘tavoleta náuticas’ (Portuguese), 
which was introduced by Arab 
mariners into southern India in 
the 9th-10th centuries. Con-
greve qualifies the ra-p-palakai 
as ‘ingenious’, probably because 
of its smallness and simplicity 
in relation to the kamãl of the 
Arabs. Additionally, he briefly 
speaks of the methods employed 
by Tamil mariners of the Coro-
mandel coast to measure the rate 
of sailing, assess the direction 
of the ocean-surface currents, 
evaluate sites suitable for dock-
ing a vessel and how the vessel 
was undocked. Except for the 
assessment of the direction of 
the surface currents using a moist 
ball of ash, the other methods 
seem to have been transmitted 
by European mariners who came 
to the Coromandel coast. Con-
greve’s article offers interesting 
peeks into some of the creative 
practices – although of rudi-
mentary science – of the Tamil 
mariners in the 1840s.

Marine fishing was widely 
practiced along the c. 1000 km 
long Coromandel coast in the 
past from Pazhaverkadu (Pu-
licat) to Kanyakumari of the 
erstwhile Madras presidency. 
Korkai, (Thuthukudi district), 
for example, was a busy pearl- 
and chank- fishing centre and 
a commercial port during the 
reign of the Pandya kings of the 
Sangam period (3rd century BC 
– 3rd century AD) Catamarans 
were commonly used on the Cor-
omandel coast for marine fishing 
in ancient times. Open boats, 
also known as ‘sewn-plank boats’ 
and masûlã-s, well-suited to the 
rough surf of the Bay of Bengal, 
are known to have been in use 
for the past 300 years.

With Madras growing as a 
vibrant city in the 18th and 19th 
centuries, the English East-In-
dia Company (EEIC) found it 
hard to bring ships transporting 
humans and cargo to Madras 
because of shallow waters and 
rough coastal surf. The incoming 
and outgoing ships were, there-
fore, parked nearly a mile (1.6 
km) away. Humans and cargo 

were moved to and from the 
shore in the masulas. 

 James Hornell (Director of 
Fisheries, Government of Ma-
dras, 1920s) refers to catamarans 
and masulas in the Coromandel 
in the 1920s:

‘Northward of Point Cal-
imere (Kodiakkarai) is the real 
home of the catamaran, a truly 
Indian type, specialized for use 
upon the surf- beaten Coro-
mandel and northern Telugu 
coasts where the catamaran 
and masula boat must continue 
to hold their own wherever 
there be no harbours of refuge, 
such as Madras and Cocanada 
(Kakinada).’

Equipped with relatively 
primitive devices, e.g. lead line, 
quadrant, sextant and astrolabe, 
admirable cartography of the 
world was achieved as early as 
the 16th century. Near-accurate 
maps of the East Indies became 
available in the 16th century, 
coinciding with many Europe-
an nations colonising parts of 
South and Southeast Asia. A 
map of the Coromandel of the 
mid-17th century by Philipp 
Clüver includes some of the key 
landmarks, such as Mylapore 
(indicated as Meliapore), Pu-
licat (Pulicãte) and Santhomé 
(S Thome) of modern Madras. 
A map of the Coromandel by 
the French cartographer Jean 
Baptiste Bourguignon d’An-
ville (1697– 1782), published in 
1788, is yet another marvellous 
example.

In such a captivating mar-
itime context of the southern 
segments of the Coromandel, 
an article by Harry Congreve 
entitled ‘A brief notice of some 
contrivances practiced by the 
native mariners of the Coroman-
del coast, in navigating, sailing, 

and repairing vessels’ impresses. 
The present note refers to his 
article published in the Madras 
Journal of Literature and Science 
(MJLS) in 1850.

Congreve’s notes
The little we know of Con-

greve was that he joined the 
Madras Army (Artillery, Infantry 
Division) as a Second Lieutenant 
in 1830 and was promoted to Full 
Lieutenant in April 1834. He 
was brevetted as Lieutenant Col-
onel in the 1860s. He published 
a few papers in engineering, 
further to the one discussed here. 
In later years, he explored the 
anthropology and antiquaries of 
the Nilgiris. Possibly he lived in 
the Nilgiris for some time before 
he returned to Britain. 

An ‘ingenious’ device to 
ascertain latitudes

Congreve mentions a de-
vice used by the Coromandel 
mariners when they were out 
of soundings (Figure 4; note 5). 
This device was a  3”x1½”  (7.62 
x 3.81 cm) wooden board with 
an 18” (45.72 cm)-long string 
hanging from its midpoint. The 

string included knots that re-
ferred to the previously observed 
and recorded locations (ports) 
along the Coromandel coast. 
The person using this device 
held the board with the longer 
side upward in his left hand. The 
board was then adjusted by mov-
ing forward and backward, to 
align with the vision of the per-

son using the board ‘until its up-
right length corresponded with 
or covered the space between 
the polar star and the horizon’. 
With the right hand, the person 
holding the board brought the 
string close to his nose and knot-

ted it at that point. At this point, 
Congreve mentions:

‘If he (the person using the 
board) then was close to Point 
Palmiras, an undeviating index is 
afforded, which, in future, would 
show that person whenever he 
was off that point. The North 
Star’s elevation being always 
fixed, and therefore, all the parts 
of the triangle formed his line of 
sight, the string, and the distance 
between the polar star and the 
horizon, and or the length of the 
board, equally as constant.’

The knots on the string de-
termining every identified loca-
tion enabled a future mariner 
to ascertain that location with 
reasonable accuracy anywhere 
 between Calcutta and south-
point of Ceylon (Sri Lanka).

Methods to assess the speed 
of sailing, direction of water 
current, docking and undocking

The rate of speed of sailing 
was measured by flinging a piece 
of wood into the sea. The mari-
ner who flung the piece of wood 
would walk towards the ship’s 
stern, keeping pace with the 
floating wood. The speed of the 
vessel was deemed equal to the 
mariner’s rate of walking.

The direction of the current 
was assessed by flinging a ball of 
ash kneaded with water. As this 
ash ball sank, it disintegrated 
and wafted in the water, leaving 
a long and broad trail. This trail 
was observed by the sailor on 
the deck of the ship and the 
direction of the current was 
inferred.

When a vessel was to be 
docked, she was floated into a 
wet dock, referred to as a ‘basin’. 
Once docked, the entrance to 
the basin was manually closed 
with a mud embankment. Water 
level in the dock harbouring the 
vessel was raised until the vessel 
was at a considerably greater 
level than the level of the sea 
or the passage through which 
the vessel entered the wet dock. 
After stabilizing the vessel, water 
was drained and two large wood-
en beams were placed under the 
vessel in such a way that they 
rested on the drained bottom. 
Long mud shores were quickly 
laid parallel to the parked vessel, 
enabling disembarkation of the 
occupants.

To undock a vessel four thick 
ropes, each coiled like a cone 
were used. One cone of rope was 
placed under the starboard bilge 
(spelt as ‘bulge’ by Congreve) 
forward and another under the 
starboard bilge aft. The third 
and the fourth were placed at 
corresponding positions on the 
larboard side. These four rope 
cones were intended to support 
the ship, which was then grad-
ually lowered by withdrawing 
the rope.

(To be concluded 
next fortnight)

a: Illustration in the article by Harry Congreve depicting the use of an ingenious 
device by a Coromandel mariner to measure latitudes. b: Knots on the cord match-
ing with ports along the Coromandel coast.

India by Philipp Clüver in Indiae Orientalis et Insularum Adiacentium Antiqua 
et Nova Descriptio (Antique and New Descriptions of the East Indies and Adjacent 
Islands). Pulicate (Pûlicãt, Pazhavérkãdû) north of the present Chennai, ‘Melia-
pore’ (Mylapore) and S Thome (Santhomé) in the present Chennai are indicated 
on the Coromandel coast.
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taking will be consummated by 
the middle of 1917.’

Things changed somewhat 
from this report during the ac-
tual process of construction. 
The stone for the facing was not 
local but came from Porbandar, 
though the substructure was 
faced with Pallavaram granite. 
The stone from Porbandar ar-
rived via boat to Marmugao and 
was from there shipped by rail to 
Madras. N. Grayson, who was the 
chief architect and an employee 
of the M&SM, introduced some 
changes in his preliminary design 
with two unique central towers, 
topped with cupolas. The octag-
onal domes in the corner were 
water storage tanks, with a total 
capacity of 35,000 gallons! The 
labour for laying the founda-
tion came from Bombay for the 
technique was new in  Madras 
– a reinforced concrete raft con-
taining 500 tonnes of bent steel 

1922, at a cost of Rs 30,76,400. 
The building was one of the first 
in the city to take electricity into 
consideration at design stage it-
self and was provided with lights 
and fans. Meant to accommo-

Southern Railway Headquarters Ground Floor plan: 1. Porch; 2. Colonnades; 3. Offices and 4. Courtyards. Pictures 
courtesy: Madras the Architectural Heritage by K. Kalpana and Frank Schiffer, INTACH, 2003.

the constant onslaught of the 
salty sea breeze and atmospheric 
pollution.’

Whatever be its present sta-
tus, there is no denying that the 
Southern Railway building is 
a magnificent landmark of the 
city. It maintains its own among 
a whole lot of other heritage 
buildings in the same stretch, 
though it is markedly different in 
style and execution. In 2010, this 
building was included in the list 
of heritage structures of the city 
by the High Court of Madras and 
accorded Grade 1 status. 

This article borrows heavily 
from the following books –

Southern India, Its History, 
People, Commerce and Industrial 
Resources, compiled by Somerset 
Playne, The Foreign and Colo-
nial Compiling and Publishing 
Co, London, 1917.

Indian Railway Buildings, Her-
itage, History and Beyond, by 
Vinoo N. Mathur, Niyogi Books, 
Delhi, 2022.

Madras, The Architectural 
Heritage, by K. Kalpana and 
Frank Schiffer, INTACH, Chen-
nai, 2003.
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One of the lesser talked 
about aspects of Madras is 

its contribution to the develop-
ment of commercial education. 
Over the years, it has also been 
home to several stalwarts from 
the field of accounting and 
audit, who have in their own 
ways been pioneers and have 
contributed to immensely to 
the growth of the profession in 
our country.

Recognising the growing 
need for teaching business and 
secretarial practices as well as 
principles of book keeping to 
serve the interests of the mer-
cantile community, the trustees 
of the famous Pachaiyappa’s 
Charities started a Commercial 
School in the 1880s, which 
was the first of its kind. K. 
Subramania Aiyar, a lecturer 
in the Pachaiyappa’s College, 
was placed in charge of this 
venture. He was allowed to 
work in the afternoons in some 
of the important mercantile 
houses in Madras in order to 
get an insight into their func-
tioning. Apart from classes for 
regular students, a night class 
was also conducted for em-
ployees of various offices who 
were unable to attend daytime 
lectures due to their official 
commitments.  The Govern-
ment of Madras soon instituted 
Elementary and Intermediate 
examinations in the field. In 
1895, the Government School 
of Commerce was established 
in Calicut under the steward-
ship of Subramania Aiyar and 
thus began the formalisation of 
the field as a subject of study 
and specialisation. Around 
this time, Subramania Aiyar 
authored a pioneering work 
on accounting titled Principles 
and Practice of Book Keeping. In 
1900, he shifted to Bombay as 
the Principal of the Byramjee 
Jeejibhoy Parsee Charitable 
Institution, where he continued 
to serve the field of commercial 

by Karthik Bhatt

education. He started a school 
to train students for the London 
Chamber of Commerce exams. 
It was thanks to his proposal 
and continuous efforts that the 
B.Com Degree was introduced 
by the University of Bombay 
in 1913. Having been elected 
an Associate of the Society of 
Incorporated Accountants and 
Auditors in London in 1890, 
Aiyar also become a pioneer 
of the accounting and audit 
profession in the country, es-
tablishing his firm K.S. Aiyar 
and Co in 1897 in Calicut. The 
company, now headquartered in 
Bombay, continues to function 
till date.

Coaeval to the development 
of commercial education was an 
effort to promote yet another 
essential function of the mer-
cantile and secretarial activities 
– shorthand and typewriting. 
An association known as the 
Madras Shorthand Writers As-
sociation was formed in Febru-
ary 1893 with T. Subramania 
Iyer, an employee of the Madras 
Railway Company, serving as 
its secretary. C.A. Paterson, 
the Principal of the Church of 
Scotland Mission College (and 
later, Registrar of the Madras 
University) was its President 
while T. Luker of Addison and 
Co served as its Vice-President. 
For its members, the associa-
tion conducted regular classes, 
lectures and meetings on inter-
esting aspects of stenography. 
These classes helped them 
in passing various shorthand 
exams conducted by the Gov-
ernment of Madras and obtain-
ing scholarships, and greatly 
increased their employability. 
One of the leading lights of this 
association was Rao Bahadur 
C. Gopal Menon, the Dubash 
of Arbuthnot and Co. He later 
became a well-known figure in 
the field of commerce and eco-
nomics, being elected a member 
of the British Economic Asso-

ciation and a Fellow of 
the Incorporated Phono-
graphic Society, London. 
He also served on the 
Executive Committee of 
the South Indian Cham-
ber of Commerce and 
Honorary Secretary of 
the Madras Mahajana 
Sabha.

It was not until 1918 
that formal examina-
tions (the Government 
Diploma in Accounting) 
were introduced for the 
training of accountants 
and auditors in India. 
Until then, the quali-
fying exams to practice 
as an auditor were held 

in England. 
G. Narasim-
ham, from a 
small village 
in Godavari 
district, was 
one of  the 
most illustri-
ous profes-
sionals of this 
era. He had 
been an em-
ployee of the 
Public Works 
Department, 
working in 
the Northern 
Circars for a 
short period 
of time be-
fore quitting 
service and 
joining the 
Davar’s College of Commerce 
in Bombay, where he received 

fied in the GDA exams in 1933 
was the country’s first woman 

The oldest body for ac-
counting and audit profession-
als in the country today, the So-
ciety of Auditors, Madras, was 
founded in 1927 (and formally 
registered in 1932) as a forum 
for advancement of mutual in-
terests and foster friendly rela-
tionships between the members 
of the growing fraternity. Apart 
from P.N.S. Aiyar and G. Nara-
simham, some of its leaders in 
its early years included English 
members of the profession such 
as J.V. Pirrie and Cyril Gill (of 
M/s Fraser and Ross). Given 
its stature as a body that was 
the earliest of its kind, it was 
summoned to provide evidence 
before various committees such 
as the Committee on Co-oper-
ation in Madras in 1939-40 and 
the Income-Tax Investigation 
Committee in 1949. In 1938, 
it was a participant in the 
5th International Accounting 
Congress held in Berlin. It also 
conducted classes for students 
appearing for the chartered 
accountancy exams for some 
time. It was an active votary 
in the call for the establishing 
an autonomous body for the 
management of the profes-
sion in the country, which 
eventually led to the founding 
of the ICAI. Over the years, 
several illustrious professionals 
such as S. Suryanarayanan 
(Suri and Co), B.B. Naidu, P. 
Brahmayya, D. Rangaswami 
(who later  became President 
of the  Income Tax Appellate 
Tribunal), G. Narayanaswamy 
and others have been at the 
helm of the organisation, that 
celebrated its 90th anniversary 
recently. Today, it has over 700 
members from industry and 
practice on its rolls and con-
tinues to be an active forum for 
professional enrichment and 
development.

commercial instruction and 
training. He then passed the 
final exams of the Central Asso-
ciation of Accountants, London 
and was later elected a Fellow 
of the institution. He setup 
practice as a Public Accountant 
and Auditor in Madras in 1911. 
His clientele included several 
Estates, Joint Stock Companies, 
Banks and Devasthanams of 
temples such as Tirumala and 
Tirupathi and those adminis-
tered by the Madras Devastha-
nam Committee. In 1919, he 
founded a fortnightly business 
review magazine named Com-
merce and Industry, which he ran 
for a few years. 

PNS Aiyar – who established 
his practice in 1922 after receiv-
ing the GDA degree and work-
ing for a short while with the 
reputed firm of S.B. Billimoria 
and Co – grew to become one 
of the country’s most reputed 
auditors. Apart from Madras, 
he opened offices in places such 
as Bombay, Lahore, Amritsar, 
Shimla and Delhi. He was the 
Consulting Auditor to several 
Indian States and the honorary 
auditor to the Hindu Religious 
and Charitable Endowments 
Board setup by the Government 
of Madras. He also served as 
Director on the board of the 
United India Life Assurance 
Co. Ltd. He was one of the 
first three accountant members 
of the Income Tax Appellate 
Tribunal, established by the 
Government of India in 1941.

R. Sivabhogam, who quali-

auditor. She was a freedom 
fighter, who had been involved 
with the Youth League headed 
by Rukmini Lakshmipathy. She 
later became a member of the 
Swadesi League and was ac-
tively involved in the freedom 
movement with other legendary 
personalities such as Ambujam-
mal and Vai Mu Kothainayaki 
and spent a year in Vellore 
jail in 1931. After her release 
and subsequent qualification 
in the GDA exams, she joined 
the firm of M/s Sastri and Shah 
under CS Sastry as an articled 
assistant and later set up prac-
tice in 1937. She served as the 
chairperson of the Southern 
India Regional Council of the 
Institute of Chartered Accoun-
tants of India between 1955 and 
1958. The R. Sivabhogam Prize 
is awarded to the Best Lady 
Candidate of the CA exams 
commemorating this legendary 
personality. 

Chennai’s role in fostering 
 commercial education in India

K. Subramania Aiyar. R. Sivabhogam. 

Left: G. Narasimham and above: Rao Bahadur C. Gopal Menon.
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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

Please make sure you send an email to  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

How ‘Green’!
Green Hills, Green Nest, 

Green Paradise, Green 
Valleys, Green Acres, Green 
Mantra, Green Woods, Green 
Retreat and Green Vista are 
all names of new townships / 
apartments/ gated communities 
across India! And while the 
past decade has definitely seen 
more sustainable design and 
construction practices across 
metro cities including Chennai, 
the gaps are stark too.

Since 2001, the Indian Green 
Building Council (IGBC), part 
of the Confederation of Indian 
Industry (CII) has been initiat-
ing green accounting systems. 
Of the 25 to 30 parameters, 7 
to 8 are mandatory while others 
are rated according to com-
pliance levels as Silver, Gold 
and Platinum. IGBC’s Green 
Residential Society rating sys-
tem for existing multi dwelling 
residential buildings is valid for 
a period of 3 years from the date 
of issue of the certification.

Meanwhile, the GRIHA 
(Green Rating for Integrated 
Habitat Assessment) tool ad-
opted by the Ministry of New 
and Renewable Energy, is being 
endorsed as the ‘National rating 
system for green buildings in 
India’ since 2007, an indigenous 
one developed specifically to 
suit Indian climate and con-
struction practices and aligned 
with the national regulatory 
framework and policies. 

Initially, the rating systems 
were adopted in commercial 
buildings and now extend to 
varied types of buildings and 

 by 
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communities. Sustainability 
expert, Mahesh Kumar from 
Transgreen, has been working 
in this area since 2010. He 
says, “ Compared to the early 
days when certification began, 
there are now greener designs 
and materials. Even if we ensure 
stringent site visits, the average 
builder usually wants to get 
certification but not to increase 
timeline or use more labour! In 
case of transplanting a tree, for 
instance, time and cost con-
straints make builders go the 
easier, convenient ‘removal’ 
route. Or for proper rain water 
harvesting, scientific percola-
tion points that are practically 
sound may not be exactly ad-
hered to. The consumer’s role 
is to verify but many might be 
ignorant or apathetic. Only a 
collective responsibility can 
ensure the right action”!

At the new Krishnamurthy 
Foundation India (KFI) cam-
pus, Thazhambur, the constant 
visual and physical connect 
to the outdoors with exposed 
hollow clay block walls, in-situ 
flooring, ‘jaalis’ and minimal use 
of conventional closed joinery is 
energising. Solar photovoltaics 
and solar thermal systems, low 
flow sanitary fixtures and plant-
based biological waste water 
treatment and re-use enhance 
the effect. Architect Anupama 
Mohanram of Green Evolution, 
who planned and executed this 
project , feels “ Interestingly, 
the number of people who 
understand the fragility of our 
environment since the pan-

demic is still only a handful . 
In the short term, each citizen 
needs to be made aware of gains 

Neha, founder of Enverte 
Consultancy, says, “In spite of 
pandemic, there has been a lot 

like lowered electricity costs 
annually and water security. In 
the longer term, green building 
standards need to be part of the 
mandatory plan approval norms 
by regulatory authorities. Other 
options include government 
incentives to fund solar instal-
lation (for eg. 50% of initial 
cost funded) and waste water 
treatment systems.”

Meanwhile, with the build-
ing sector across India projected 
to grow four-fold in the next 
two decades, real estate ads 
continue to promise ‘vast open 
lush green spaces that protect 
you against the damaging ef-
fects of air pollution and depres-
sion and stress and the ultimate 
experience of bliss and serenity, 
and also yield greater returns on 
investments’. Seriously?

of interest in certification over 
the last ten years. Many builders 
go for it since it increases mar-
ket visibility and viability. The 
government incentives differ 
from state to state. With more 
compliances to ensure, more 
expertise and care is required 
among contractors with respect 
to design. 

Each builder has a different 
standard. If their standard is 
good, already 50 per cent of 
requirements have been met, 
and it will be easier for them 
to scale up. Considering that 
the average life of a building 
is about 60 years, there will be 
about 10 per cent increase in 
building costs, initially. Once 
the building is operational, all 
the extra investment can be 
reversed within 5 years, and you 

will accrue savings for the next 
50 years!”

Meanwhile veteran archi-
tect P.T. Krishnan, raises some 
concerns, “We need to be look-
ing at a sustainable, meaning-
ful solution to environmental 
issues by addressing these at 
the planning or manufacturing 
stages rather than products 
masked under the green guise! 
Awareness creation among 
users is even more important 
than certification. ‘Green’ is not 
a ‘single’ commodity that can be 
acquired. Sensible planning and 
design should in itself deliver 
a good ‘rating’. A certification 
process must not be used for 
commercial exploitation!”

 Anupama feels, “If a build-
ing / development is sensitively 
planned, taking into account 
available technologies with the 
aim of reducing the burden on 
the environment, then certifi-
cation is unnecessary. But since 
most people are not aware at 
this point, the certification 
guides provide this as a third 
party approval/ stamp of valid-
ity! However lack of follow up 
is certainly a drawback. Green 
Certification should only be 
valid for one year, and renewal 
should be the norm!” 

 Experts are hopeful that 
consistent public awareness 
campaigns can bring about 
change in this sector in another 
5-6 years. And so, dear citizens 
of the gracious city of Madras 
that is Chennai, are we ready to 
get more aware and act by con-
sciously including these green 
norms in our buildings and 
surroundings or do we simply 
wait for another severe, climate 
change – related environmental 
catastrophe?
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When old rivals met in Kangaroo 
Bhoomi“Twist Dance theriyuma, 

Test Match puriyuma?” 
With these lines, Saroja Devi 
teasingly asks the male lead, 
MGR, if he is hip enough to 
hang out with her crowd. This 
hit film song from 1966 sug-
gests that the ability to follow 
a cricket match was a marker 
of hipness back then.

 If my Madras-born mother 
who was a college student in 
the 1960s, had asked my fa-
ther this same question about 
the test match – his response 
would have been no. (Same 
answer for the twist dance 
too, but then neither of them 
can dance.) Cricket in India 
was largely a sport followed by 
speakers of English in the five 
cities – Bombay, Madras, Cal-
cutta, New Delhi, and Kanpur, 
which had big stadiums to host 
international matches.

Consequently, two decades 
later, my mother was one of the 
few souls who let her children 
miss school to watch the occa-
sional cricket match on tele-
vision. Any cricket fan knows 
that it is never fun to watch 
a match alone – especially an 
India, Pakistan game which 
always has the potential to 
shape into something epic. So, 
she would sign the “not feeling 
well” leave letter the next 
morning without any qualms. 

My brother, who played 
cricket for his house team 
in school, knew the nuances 
of the game. Plus, he pored 
over issues of Sportstar and 
could dole out stats and an-
ecdotes about players from 
various teams. He had a sense 
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of history. All this made him a 
resource, “someone to watch 
matches with.” 

The college boy upstairs, 
who might have expected to 
know more about cricket by vir-
tue of his seniority – that’s how 
we thought back then – would 
lure my brother away on vital 
match days. His family owned a 
colour television. This seemed 
unfair. But after the fall of a 
crucial wicket or a big hit, my 
brother would tear up and down 
the flight of stairs in excitement. 
It was as though he was in two 
places at the same time, defying 
the laws of physics.

And the boy upstairs did 
add value with his local phras-
es and the occasional choice 
cussword. Amazingly to us, 
he seemed undeterred by the 
presence of elders – his grand-
mother was a bit hard of hear-
ing, but sometimes his father 
was in the room too, my brother 
told us. It was not just the good 
times. Together, we survived 
Javed Miandad’s last ball-sixer 
in the 1986 Austral-Asia Cup 
final played in Sharjah – the 
shot that resonates in the In-
dian subcontinent to this day. 

In the decade that followed, 
my brother and I left for the 
United States, but we contin-
ued to follow cricket. It was 
easy to do this because the 
scores, stats, and the stories 
became available 24/7 on es-
pncricinfo.com. Meanwhile, 

in India, cricket was no longer 
confined to the five cities with 
big stadiums. Players from 
small towns took on big roles 
including the mantle of cap-
taincy. Vernacular commentary 
and cricket blogs caught on, 
making cricket a truly all-In-
dia obsession. In the Internet 
era, it was easier for many 
non-speakers of English to 
follow the game.

In 2020, Ashwin Ravichan-
dran started a video channel 
on YouTube. Born and raised 
in Chennai, this international 
player who is still an ardent 
fan of the game, seems happy 
to break things down for his 

not saving his stories for an af-
ter-retirement memoir. Despite 
the English subtitles, there is 
this oft-repeated request in the 
comments section: Could Ash-
win speak in Hindi please? For 
me, the channel would lose its 
special charm even if Ashwin 
switched to English. He is my 
new neighborhood Anna – if it 
makes any sense at all.

Last month, ahead of the 
T20 World Cup of 2022, it was 
Kangaroo Bhoomi time again 
on Ashwin’s channel. After 
ages, my brother and I woke 
up at 4 AM to watch an India 
Pakistan game being played 
in Australia. The seagulls had 

a man possessed, but Pandya 
was gone. Dinesh Karthik, 
the wicket keeper, and fabled 
finisher came in next. Alas, it 
was not his day, and he was 
out for 1. India now needed 2 
from 2 balls.

On his long walk to the 
pitch, Ashwin appeared calm, 
but he would tell us later, he 
was thinking of an appropri-
ate cussword for his fellow 
Chennaiite Karthik. He settled 
on padupavi. Victory or loss 
would now be on the incoming 
batsman’s head. Ashwin left 
the first ball well alone. It was 
declared a wide. Phew! 

Now we needed 1 run 
in 1 ball. We know that the 
36-year-old had been left out 
of the team too many times by 
the man at the non-striker’s 
end, but the player could not 
get affected by such thoughts. 
Ashwin lofted the next ball 
over the fielders and picked up 
a single. Not quite Miandad’s 
sixer, but it got the job done.

Like the college boy’s grand-
mother in our old Madras 
flat, my next-door neighbor in 
Boston, is hard of hearing and 
so, no one objected to our ex-
cited shouts and cries early on 
a Sunday morning. This match 
had way too many thrills and 
spills, and we couldn’t have 
been quiet if we tried. 

My mother, that old diehard 
cricket fan, watched the match 
with my father by her side. 
He has grown to appreciate 
the game better in the last 
sixty years. From Chennai, she 
texted us on WhatsApp to say 
– What A Win!

fellow fans. He shares his ex-
pertise with elan. And most of 
the time he does this in local 
Tamil, replete with references 
to popular movies. He may 
seem pugnacious on field but 
on the show, he comes across 
as a smart and friendly boy-
next-door.

From the buildup before 
a big series to a post-match 
analysis of each match with a 
guest (a statistician, a coach, 
or another player) – it is all 
there on his channel, and it is 
free. It has taken fans like me 
closer to the game because of 
its immediate nature – he is 

gone to sleep – the Melbourne 
Cricket Ground was floodlit. 
The fans were fully awake, and 
the atmosphere was electric. 
Chasing 160 runs, India was 
floundering at 31 for 4. What 
followed was a partnership 
for the ages between Virat 
Kohli and Hardik Pandya: 113 
runs off 78 balls. Kohli hit two 
consecutive sixes in the penul-
timate over – packing plenty 
of drama into one short cricket 
game. 

To win, India needed 16 
runs from the last over. Kohli, 
who was back in form after 
a long time, was batting like 
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