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Chennai Sangamam – 
A welcome revival, but let’s 
keep politics out

Chennai ranked the most suitable 
Indian city for working women

(Continued on page 2)

That South Indian cities 
tend to fare better in social 

indices than their Northern 
counterparts is a matter of 
general acceptance. This fact 
has been borne out yet again 
by a recent study of 111 cit-
ies conducted by consulting 
firm Avtar on the inclusivity 
of women in the workforce. 
Chennai emerged at the top 
of the rankings as the metro 
most conducive for women 
in employment, followed by 
Pune, Bengaluru, Hyderabad 
and Mumbai. In fact, the report 
has given Tamil Nadu much 
to cheer about, for the top 
rankings among cities with a 
population of less than 1M are 
also dominated by the state. 

The study analyzed five key 
metrics in its methodology - 
ease of living, safety, women’s 
representation rate and wom-
en’s empowerment initiatives. 
It also explored different insti-
tutions in the cities it studied, 

to understand how inclusive 
these organizations are for 
women. Part of the study’s 
consideration also involved 
the steps taken by states and 
cities to empower women in 
the past year.

Chennai, the reports says, 
scores high on the following 
factors:
1. Usable public amenities, 

effective crime response 
and appreciable living stan-
dards. These ensure the 
basic trust for both the city, 
companies and women to 
ramp up on.

2. Conducive culture, support-
ive peer groups and thriv-
ing corporate ecosystem. 
These ensure rich career 
prospects and progression.

3. Inclusively mature, diverse-
ly-driven and a tendency 
for allyship. These ensure 
an inclusive space that 
facilitates steady personal 
and professional growth.

“The fact that the South 
and West regions are more 
women friendly in terms of 
employment is not a surprise, 
given the politico-historic con-
text of these regions. The rise 
of cities like Hubli, Nagpur, 
Ahmedabad, and Coimbatore 
as promising hubs of women’s 
employment due to their high 
industrial inclusion scores is 
very heartening,” says Saund-
arya Rajesh, founder-president 
of the Avtar Group. “Met-
ros like Delhi and Kolkata 
have fallen behind in terms of 
 social inclusion due to lower 
standards of safety and poor 
enablers for women to pursue 
employement.” She also point-
ed out that women enablement 

(Continued on page 2)

Chennai Sangamam is back, 
after a gap of 11 years. By 

the time this issue of MM is 
in your hands, the event will 
have concluded and here is to 
its success. May it prosper and 
may the residents of Chennai 
once again have an opportu-
nity to soak in all aspects of 
culture that the festival has on 
offer. The event is scheduled 
to be held across 16 locations 
of the city, which include sta-
diums, sports grounds, parks, 
beaches and fair venues. Over 
600 folk artistes are expected 
to participate. In short, Chen-
nai Sangamam is back, and 
how!

Which takes us back to 
the earlier editions – when for 
almost five years Sangamam 
was a fixture in the city’s social 

 calendar for January. It had all 
the ingredients of a success – 
mass participation, open air 
venues, free events, and food 
festivals. It encouraged the 
social media generation to 
celebrate the wide spaces that 
the city had rather than remain 
cooped up in front of electronic 

when the opposition swept to 
power, the ADMK-led Gov-
ernment promptly mothballed 
all plans for observing the 
Sangamam. Thereafter the 
event remained in cold storage, 
emerging only when the DMK 
was elected.

It is indeed a great pity 
when culture is given politi-
cal colours. It hurts in every 
way – when the DMK lends 
too much of its muscle to such 
events, when the ADMK bur-
ies them for precisely the same 
reason, and when the party 
in power at the Centre and 
its representatives here use 
every platform to politicise 
culture. At its heart Chennai 
Sangamam was a festival to 
promote awareness of Tamil 

 by The Editor

means of entertainment. There 
was just one drawback in all of 
it – the event got too closely 
identified with one political 
party, namely the DMK. The 
promoter was Ms. Kanimozhi, 
daughter of the patriarch him-
self and it was interpreted as 
a DMK show. Which is why 

 by A Special 
 Correspondent

Fifty years of Women in 
Tamil Nadu Police

December 2022 marks the beginning of the golden jubilee of 
women in Tamil Nadu Police. It was in that month, in 1973 that 
an all women team comprising one Sub Inspector, one Head 
Constable and 20 Police Constables was recruited for Madras 
City. The women were trained for one year and on  November 
1, 1974, formally inducted into the police at a parade held at the 

HERITAGE WATCH

Late Chief Minister M. Karunanidhi addressing the Police personnel.

Members of the 1st Women Police Squad, Tamil Nadu, 1974. 
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CHENNAI SANGAMAM

Most suitable Indian city for 
working women
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Inclusivity, Government 
StyleThe Man from Madras Mus-

ings, being a hard-bitten 
cynic, has always held that 
equal opportunities are a myth 
and that discrimination of some 
kind is the very foundation of 
human nature. The late Chief 
was however truly all-embrac-
ing and disagreed often with 
MMM on his view. MMM and 
Chief agreed to disagree and left 
it at that. But since then, MMM 
has had several experiences 
that only go to reinforce his 
point of view. A recent episode 
only went to reiterate this even 
further. 

As is well known, MMM 
during December is not so 
much The Man from Madras 
Musings as he is the Musical 
Mama at Music Academy and 
in that capacity, he becomes ex-
tremely busy. Phone calls if any 
during that time, become very 
terse, if they are answered at all. 
But then when someone keeps 
calling every few minutes you 
can be pretty sure it is from the 
Government and MMM finally 

that she has seen the MM web-
site and found it interesting and 
that her area of interest is “ ict 
fct fixture/fixture parts/test 
machine in Shenzhen China. 
Including Sweep floor ma-
chine Test equipment and Test 
Fixture.” She then goes on to 
add that if there is anything 
that she can do to support, she 
will be glad to do so. The mail 
did not state it so explicitly but 
it would seem that out there 
in China there are people for 
whom MMM’s lightest wish is 
a command. MMM wondered 
if Ms Zhillin would like to be-
come a corporate contributor 
or at least a subscriber to MM 
but then reluctantly decided 
against pursuing the matter 
further. 

MMM had hardly seen off 
Ms Zhillin when he received 
an email from Ms Zhou of 
the Chongqing Jiadi Power 
Machinery Factory. She would 
she said, like to hear MMM’s 
advice regarding his mention 
of importing single cylinder 

have never suggested such a 
topic. The voice had clearly not 
anticipated this and so it rung 
off saying it would check with 
Saar (its boss) and revert to Saar 
(MMM). A day later, the voice 
was back. In a triumphant voice 
it said that Saar (its boss) had 
vetoed Saar’s (MMM) idea as 
there was nothing about books 
in it. MMM replied that this was 
not so as the topic dealt very 
much with pioneering efforts at 
reducing what was till then an 
oral tradition to print. The voice 
was disappointed but gamely 
offered to check with its boss 
and return. 

A couple of days later it 
called and very much regretted 
its inability to take on board 
MMM’s suggested topic, and 
so could Saar please give some 
other? MMM refused and said 
that he would like to know as to 
what was wrong with the topic 
he had suggested. The voice 

did deign to pick up. In this 
connection it has always been 
MMM’s point of view that 
when the Government needs 
to contact you it will always 
succeed but when you need to 
contact the Government, you 
will never get through 

Be that as it may, MMM 
answered the phone and was 
greeted by a gushing voice that 
said that it was a panjandrum 
at one of the many depart-
ments of the Government and 
had been instructed to con-
tact Saar (this being MMM). 
The conversation thereafter 
proceeded on the lines of com-
munications between Queen 
Victoria and her ministers 
– entirely in the third person. 
The voice said it was delighted 
to have established contact 
with Saar as, it, the voice, 
had watched several of Saar’s 
videos on city history and was 
a huge fan. To this, Saar, oops 
sorry MMM, expressed delight 
and asked the voice to state the 
purpose of its call. The voice 
replied that it’s boss, another 
Saar, was responsible for a liter-
ary event and would be delight-
ed if Saar (meaning MMM) 
could consider addressing the 
gathering on a topic of Saar’s 
(still meaning MMM) choice. 
MMM said he would think it 
over and after a few days sent 
by whatsapp a title – How Car-
natic Music came to be printed. 

The message had barely 
changed its status to a couple 
of blue ticks when the voice 
called. It was now all agitated. 
It had received the title it said, 
but it was hoping for something 
on Chennai’s history as that 
was what Saar (its boss) had 
wanted from Saar (MMM). 
To this MMM said that this 
indeed pertained to Chennai’s 
history and otherwise he would 

heads and assembly cylinder 
heads for engines. She was cu-
rious as to what advice MMM 
had for someone who is new 
to exporting engine parts she 
added. MMM had nothing to 
say in reply, beyond hoping that 
whoever it was that was getting 
into this trade would have all 
good luck. The next was from 
Simran of New Delhi who in 
Hindi said she was looking for 
a standing wheelchair and so 
could MMM please send her 
samples of what he had to offer. 
Here is to Simran getting well 
soon and being able to walk 
without support but beyond 
that MMM regrets that he can-
not send her the ‘standing wala 
wheelchair’ that she needs. 

All MMM can do at this 
point is to take cheer in the fact 
that his readership is increasing 
in leaps and bounds in faraway 
lands. It is time to ponder over 
whether the magazine needs to 
a Scandinavian edition. 

Tailpiece
In the view of The Man from 

Madras Musings, it would 
seem that our State is forever 
fated to be in the grip of a 
Tweedledum and Tweedledee 
War. First there was pater 
familias and the matinee idol. 
Then it was pater familiar vs 
mater dei. That ended with 
both dying and us being gov-
erned by a real Tweedledum 
Tweedledee duo, who after 
losing office continue to battle 
off stage. With son coming to 
power it seemed smooth sailing 
but after son got his rising son 
into office, it would seem that 
sun in our State is itching to 
have a battle with son, and 
rising son. The fun, in MMM’s 
view, never seems to end. 

– MMM

SHORT ’N’ SNAPPY

in workplaces is an important 
cog in the fourth industrial 
revolution, a goal that she feels 
lies not just with corporates but 
with the state as well. 

Avtar’s study has given 
Chennai much to pat itself on 
the back about, for the city was 
awarded a total score of 78.41 
out of 100 against a national 
average of 37.75. In fact, the 
report’s conclusion is arguably 
a bright spot against a rather 
dim backdrop – it was just last 
August that a slew of media 
reports announced that the 
country is seeing declining fe-
male employment rates despite 
economic growth, declining 
fertility and better rates in 
women’s education. The fe-
male workforce participation 
in urban India is said to have 
dropped from 26 per cent to 24 
per cent – a dip, which while 
marginal, should be concerning 
for the overall participation of 
women in the labour market 
is reported to hover at 24 per 
cent against 90 per cent for 
men. Part of the problem, of 
course, are gendered social 
norms, such as the division of 
household domestic respon-
sibilities – women are said to 
spend seven hours every day 
tending to the household as 
opposed to men, who spend 
only 30 minutes. But there are 
other, practical issues which 
serve as barriers to women em-
ployment as well - it is here that 
Chennai must introspect and 
give itself due credit, for the 
various initiatives undertaken 
by the state and city adminis-
tration have certainly helped 
make these practical burdens 
lighter for women. For exam-
ple, consider ease of mobility 

– apart from pushing for a gen-
eral expansion of public trans-
port modes such as the metro, 
initiatives such as the pink bus 
scheme have afforded wom-
en greater access to safe and 
free, or cheaper, commutes. 
Or take the issue of toilets, a 
crucial factor that cannot be 
ignored when discussing ease 
of mobility for women – while 
there is much to be desired in 
the upkeep of the public toilets 
in the city, that the issue has 
been acknowledged and made 
a point of focus shows that the 
city has its priorities straight. 
The administration made a 
specific commitment to raising 
the profile of women its elec-
tion manifesto and all said and 
done, steps have been taken in 
this regard. 

It must be noted, however, 
that Avtar’s study only cov-
ered 783 women in its survey. 
The pool appears rather small 
given that women’s inclusivity 
in the workforce is a complex 
subject even when confined to 
an urban context. It is entirely 
possible that slicing the data by 
factors such as social privilege, 
type of employment, personal 
and professional growth arcs, 
and even the larger gender 
spectrum could well reveal 
differing trends. As it stands, 
it is doubtful that a survey of 
783 women can lend itself to 
such rigorous analyses. And 
so, while the report must be 
met with good cheer, one hopes 
that it will renew the call for 
a deeper, more focused study 
that serves the city’s women 
no matter their position on 
the  social or gender spectrum. 
Chennai has done well by its 
 females but can always do 
better.

art but it was never  allowed 
to  remain that way by its pro-
moters and opponents. The 
net result was that for eleven 
years, folk artistes did not get 
opportunities to showcase their 
skills on a city-wide stage and 
Chennai residents did not 
get to see our State’s vibrant 
culture. Eleven years is a long 
time in today’s world, and it 
can safely be said that a whole 
generation has been bypassed. 

What is interesting is that 
the latest edition is back with 
its political slant intact. While 
everyone involved may deny 
it, this is the first aspect that 
greets the eye. Which means 
the opposition will boycott it 
and bide its time till it returns 
to power to stop the festival. 
It would have been far better 
if the organisation of the fes-
tival had been handed over 
to the Department of Art and 
Culture, with no politician 
either taking credit for it or 

standing in the frontline as 
promoter. That way, it would 
have become a part of the 
Government’s traditions and 
continued unimpeded no mat-
ter who was in power. 

Better still would be to 
hand over the festival to an 
independent panel that will be 
charged with the responsibility 
for conducting it for a period 
of three years. The panel ought 
to be tasked with everything 
including sponsorships and 
managing the finances. The 
surplus earned could be used 
for spreading the Sangamam 
to other cities in Tamil Nadu. 
One of the reasons for the 
enduring tradition of the De-
cember Music Season is that it 
is conducted entirely by private 
organisations with no Govern-
ment involvement. No matter 
that it promotes niche arts, 
it has demonstrated its long-
term viability. The Sangamam 
ought to study these options if 
it wants to survive changes in 
political fortunes. 

hemmed and hawed and finally, 
in a hushed whisper as though 
it was announcing a death said 
that sadly the Saar (boss) had 
ruled out Carnatic music as it 
was not acceptable to the big-
ger bosses in the Government. 
MMM could have fought it 
and also pointed out that none 
other than the super boss of the 
Government had inaugurated 
the Music Academy’s season 
that year and had sung paeans 
to music, but he chose to keep 
quiet. He simply said in that 
case he had nothing else to offer 
and may please be excused from 
participating. The voice sighed 
sorrowfully and hung up. A 
couple of days later it sent a new 
year greeting with a message to 
the effect that it, the voice, had 
not given up on Saar and would 
surely rope him in the next year. 
MMM has begun planning on 
several other Carnatic mu-
sic-related topics to offer. 

MM has got Mail
Each morning, on arrival in 

office, The Man from Ma-
dras Musings opens the Madras 
Musings email and runs his eye 
over what has been received. 
There usually will be an article 
or two for consideration, an ap-
plication or two for internships, 
a complaint or two regarding 
non-receipt of MM issues, an 
intimation or two regarding 
change of address and occasion-
ally, a word of praise for what 
is being published in the mag-
azine. But of late the nature of 
email has changed. And become 
more interesting to boot. 

The first in this series was 
from China, the country from 
where interesting things usually 
emerge though they are not 
always welcome. Ms Liu Zhillin 
writes to MMM informing him 
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Fifty years of Women in Tamil 
Nadu Police

(Continued from page 1)

Rajarathinam Stadium, Egmore. The then Chief Minister of the 
State, M. Karunanidhi presided, with the then Inspector General 
of Police, F.V. Arul, welcoming everyone to the event. Usharani 
Narendra, the SI, therefore holds the honour of being the first 
woman to be inducted into the Tamil Nadu police as the SI of the 
1st Women’s Squad of the State. A resident of Vellore, she was 
Chief Security Officer when the Prime Minister Indira Gandhi 
visited. A year ago, when the Police Museum was inaugurated 
at Egmore, she was an honoured invitee. 

Women have since come into the police in larger numbers 
and their addition has only gone to change the force for the 
better. The pictures featured are from TN Police Journal 1974. 

For further details on women in TN Police, see page 5.

Welcome address by F.V. Arul, I.P. I.G.P., Tamil Nadu. 

Minority groups and social welfare at Chennai’s 
46th Annual Book Fair

With the buzz of Pongal in 
town, Chennai has been 

taken by storm once again by 
the 46th Annual Chennai 
Book Fair. Held at the YMCA 
grounds, the Book Fair has 
more than 400 stalls. While the 
fair serves as a place of zeal and 
fervour for bibliophiles, it has 
also become a medium to rep-
resent minority communities 
and help disadvantaged groups. 

Representation of women 
authors at the Book Fair has 
been an important conver-
sation through the years and 
their contributions to the fair 
have only increased in the 
course of time. While a good 
number of women writers have 
been featured in various stalls 
at the fair, it has not stopped 
there. For the first time in his-
tory, Queer Publishing House 
has been allotted a stall at 
the 46th Chennai Book Fair, 
introducing three trans au-
thors. The three books that 
were launched are RIP by S. 
Negha, Oru Kalaiyin Kavithai-
gal by Ajitha and Ennillirundhu 
Paar by Arun Karthik, the first 
Tamil poetry collection in India 
written by a trans man. “The 
intention of Queer Publishing 
House is to create a safe space 
for queer writers and not just 
cis-gendered people”  stated 
Negha, author of RIP. The 
allotment of this stall makes 
the LGBTQ community feel 
represented. 

Despite the progress made 
at the fair, people are still being 
discriminated against for who 
they are. “There was a bitter 
incident at the stall during the 
weekend. This was because a 
lot of queer writers and custom-
ers had come in to see the pub-
lished work. Wherever we go, 
there are people who hate us, 
people who barely tolerate us,” 
claimed Negha. She further 
stated that there are initiatives 
being taken by the government 
and policies that are being 
brought in place. One such 
example is the requirement 
of elementary school children 
to be educated about gender 

roles and gen-
der non-con-
forming kids. 
“When I was 
i n  s c h o o l , 
reading books 
w r i t t e n  b y 
queer authors 
h e l p e d  m e 
start my jour-
ney as a trans 
woman. Not 
only does this 
wor ld  need 
more  queer 
writers but queer represen-
tation in all platforms, be it 
acting, sports, media or politics. 
Despite everything, I see a good 
future for the community,” 

are in the process of setting up 
stalls, we are still trying to find 
out if we will be at the book 
fair or not. Even after our stall 
is confirmed, BAPASI gives 
us trouble over posters or art 
works, particularly when they 
are of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar,” 
alleged Vasugi Baskar, editor of 
Neelam Publications. Equal-
ity of only select groups is no 
equality. One could say that 
this could be rectified by allot-
ting stalls for Dalit led publish-
ers next year, but would it erase 
the years of oppression that his-
tory very well remembers? Al-
lotting of stalls is not the only 
reform, but most certainly the 
first one to an inclusive future. 
It not only involves supporting 
Dalit writers, both established 
and upcoming authors, but 
also tribal writers and other 
disadvantaged groups. 

Minority representations 
aside, the Book Fair seeks to 
refine the lives of prisoners 
through a book donation stall 
allotted to the state prison 
department. DIG Murugesan, 
from the Prison Department 
stated that “Literacy rates have 
never been an issue. We have 
full and partial literacy courses 
along with degree and vo-
cational courses. More than 
literacy rates, these books help 
inmates live a life of self ful-
filment and seek redemption. 
They provide some peace of 
mind to the inmates, provoke 
self thought and promote self 
growth.” Prisoners who serve 
short terms are also benefited 
by the donated books. “The 
books also help them in assim-
ilating with society after their 
release. Books create change. 
They make people artists, writ-
ers, social activists. They teach 
life lessons,” added the DIG. 
These stalls serve a purpose at 
the fair as one of many exam-
ples of prison reforms.

From acceptance to toler-
ance to politics to welfare, the 
Book Fair really is a microcosm 
of society. Even when the Book 
Fair has a long way to go in 
terms of representation, it has 
also come a long way. Maybe 
years into the future, at the 
80th, 90th or the 100th Chen-
nai Book Fair, everyone will feel 
represented.

 by
Shwetha Bai

she added. Change cannot be 
happen overnight but the Book 
Fair is a step towards a more 
welcoming future. 

While such a representation 
remains necessary, the LGBTQ 
community is but one of the 
minorities. The Dalit commu-
nity’s shackled past is enough 
to understand where they fall 
in the social hierarchy. Their 
need for creative representa-
tion is therefore just as import-
ant. But Dalit led publishing 
houses have been allegedly 
denied by BAPASI several 
times for the 46th Chennai 
Book Fair. In an interview for 
The News Minute, Pa Amutha-
rasan, who administers the 
publishing house Thadagam, 
alleged that BAPASI is partial 
to its members, favouring them 
for the allotment of stalls and 
denying his application several 
times. He stated that “no writ-
ten communication on what 
grounds the application has not 
been accepted [were given]. 
Neither is there any clarity 
about the criteria for granting 
membership.” Speaking to The 
News Minute, Neelam Publica-
tions also made a similar state-
ment. “While other publishers 

Queer Publishing House at the Chennai Book Fair.

The Prison Department’s book donation stall.
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Golden Jubilee of Women in 
Tamil Nadu Police

The first proposal to recruit 
women in the Madras Police 

was made as early as in 1919. 
That was when the city police 
were trying their best to eradi-
cate prostitution. F. Armitage, 
then Commissioner of Police 
Madras was all for tightening 
laws and the Government of 
India went to the extent of 
suggesting that the Government 
of Madras hires women police 
personnel to tackle the issue. 
P.C. Moore, then IGP concurred 
but nothing came out of the 
suggestion thereafter. The first 
women police force in India 
came about in Delhi and Punjab 
in 1949. By 1955, proposals were 
once again afoot in Madras, for 
the recruitment of women. The 
recruitment of one woman SI, 
four HCs and 30 women PCs was 
approved with no action ensuing. 

The Punjab Police Commis-
sion headed by Justice Maha-
jan, former Chief Justice of the 
Supreme Court of India was 
appointed in 1961 to consider 
the recruitment of women into 
the police. This body sought 
the views of the state Gov-
ernments in 1961-62, and the 
then Chief Secretary and IGP 
of the  Government of Madras 
declared in no uncertain terms 
that  recruiting women into the 
police department would be 
most unwise. This perception, 
 however, did not last long. 

The first batch of women 
consisting of an SI, an HC and 
20 PCs was recruited in 1973 
in the State. That first woman 
SI was Usharani Narendra, who 
was a special invitee when the 
police museum was inaugurated 
in 2021. The women police in-
duction parade happened at the 
Rajarathinam Stadium, Egmore, 
on November 1, 1974, with the 
then Chief Minister of the State, 
M. Karunanidhi being the Chief 
Guest. Rather coincidentally, 
he was also to inaugurate the 
stadium lights. F.V. Arul, IGP, 
welcomed the gathering and 
expressed the hope that just as 
the lights would illuminate the 

stadium, so would the women 
bring brightness to the police 
force. Having been recruited in 
December 1973, they had com-
pleted one year of training and 
were now ready to go into the 
field. They had all been trained 
in karate as well. On this occa-
sion, the State Government was 
happy to increase the month-
ly pay of women constables 
from Rs. 150 to Rs. 200. In his 
 address, the Chief Minister M. 
Karunanidhi outlined what was 
expected from the women in 
the police – offering protection 
to women in general, escorting 
women criminals as and when 
required, and assisting male 

spector and two Women Consta-
bles for each Police Station. At 
present, women constitute two 
battalion strengths of the TSP. 
There is one exclusive  Mahila 
Battalion (TSP V battalion, 
Avadi) and the other women 
personnel are scattered among 
different battalions. 

Three years after the first 
batch of women recruits join-
ing the subordinate ranks, it 
was time for the first women to 
join the gazetted ranks in Tamil 
Nadu. In 1976, Letika (Dhar) 
Saran and G. Thilakavathi be-
came the first women IPS officers 
of the TN cadre. “I can still recall 
Mr. Eric Stracey once remarking 
that when women joined the 
police it would be time for him 
to hang up his boots,” says Leti-
ka. “Years later, I called on him 
in Australia and reminded him 
about it. He smiled.”

Thilakavathi was born in and 
completed her schooling in the 
Dharmapuri District of Tamil 
Nadu. An alumnus of Auxilli-
um College, Vellore and Stella 
Maris Madras, she began her 
police career as an ASP serving 
in Vellore and later Trichy. She 
subsequently served as Deputy 
Commissioner of Police of Chen-
nai and Superintendent of Police 
in the Civil Supplies CID and 
Commercial Crime Investigation 
Wing, before being promoted 
to the rank of DIG, while be-
ing posted to the Railways in 
early 1993. Later that year, she 
was appointed the DIG for the 
Chengalpattu-MGR range, that 
covered districts Chengalpattu 
East and West, and Arcot. In the 

process became the first woman 
DIG of the State. In 2007, she 
was promoted to ADGP. In 2010, 
she was posted as chairman of 
the Tamil Nadu Uniformed Ser-
vices Recruitment Board, upon 
receiving a promotion to the 
rank of DGP. In many ways an 
icon, Thilakavathi’s name would 
inspire even an eponymous film! 
Post retirement, she had devoted 
time to writing, which has always 
been a passion for her. 

Letika Saran was born in 
Idukki  d i s t r ict  in  Kera la . 
Her postings include ADGP; 
 Training and Project Director, 
Tamil Nadu Police Academy; 
Inspector-General of Police, 
Directorate of Vigilance and 
Anti-Corruption (DVAC). She 
became the Commissioner of 
Police, Greater Chennai on 20 
April 2006.

On 8 January 2010, she was 
appointed as Director General 
of Police (DGP) for Tamil Nadu, 
becoming the second female 
DGP of a state in India and the 
first for Tamil Nadu. Saran’s 
appointment was later chal-
lenged by another IPS officer 
who claimed his seniority had 
been overlooked. In October 
2010, the Madras High Court 
overturned Saran’s appointment 
and ruled that a list of three eligi-
ble candidates must be presented 
from which the state government 
would make their selection. The 
state government, “after due 
consideration and in full compli-
ance with the directions of the 
Supreme Court,” again chose 
Saran from the list. She was 
re-appointed on 27 November 
2010. She retired in April 2012.  
Since then, there have been a 
number of women IPS officers in 
the TN cadre. 

Tamil Nadu has the distinc-
tion of having the first ever 
women police commando unit 
in India. This was established 
in June 2003. One unit in each 
Tamil Nadu Special Police 
 Battalion was formed exclusively 
for  women. Then in 2005, an 
exclusive women police battalion 
was formed with 1,078 women 
personnel of all ranks, once again 
a first in India. This included two 
companies of women comman-
dos as well.

 

This article quotes extensively 
from the account of Tamil Nadu 
 police written by the late Amit 
Verma, IPS for the Madras Ga-
zette brought out by S. Muthiah 
on behalf of the Association of 
British scholars and published by 
Palaniappa Bros. The profiles of 
Thilagavathy and Letika Saran are 
from  Wikipedia. 

from the rest of the state. That 
was when 13 grade I PCs were 
recruited for Madurai and Trichy. 
In 2017, this batch had a gala 
reunion to commemorate forty 
years of their being part of the 
police. By 1990, the strength of 
the women police had gone up 
to 857. Pointing out that this was 
less than two-percent of the total 
police force, the Second Police 
Commission had recommended 
an annual recruitment of 500 
women to raise the total women 
police strength to 5,000 within 
a decade. 

Meanwhile, in 1989 the State 
Government ordered a minimum 
of 30 per cent reservation for 
women in vacancies to be filled 
up in all Government services 
through direct recruitment. The 
Police department sought ex-
emption from this reservation 
pointing out the existence of 
separate women police units and 
employment of women in minis-
terial staff, Police Radio Branch 
and Fingerprint Bureau. The 
Government, however, turned 
down this request. Since then, 
30 per cent reservation in fresh 
recruitment has been in force 
and at present, the strength of 
women in Tamil Nadu Police 
is over 20,000. Women Police 
component in the force has thus 

l In this article, we refer to the 
public hospital facilities of Madras, 
viz. the Lock and Naval Hospi-
tals, the Native Infirmary, Lunatic 
Asylum, Eye Infirmary, Maternity 
Hospital (Egmore), and the Queen 
Victoria Hospital for Caste and 
Gosha Women, some of which 
are operational today. We also 
include brief notes on a few of the 
pioneering Men and Women, who 
contributed to the development of 
these facilities.

The Lock Hospital
The mid-19th century army 

health statistics of Madras and 
India indicate that morbidity 
rates were especially high (nearly 
30 per cent) among soldiers suf-
fering from sexually transmitted 
diseases (STDs). One Assistant 
Surgeon – John Clark – indicates 
that more cases of STD occurred 
in one army regiment in India 
than in the whole of the Carib-
bean island nations. The Madras 
Army surgeons contended that 
syphilis and gonorrhoea were 
modestly different manifesta-
tions of the same disease. 

The government in Bengal 
made an effort to combat STD 
by establishing ‘lock’ hospitals 
in 1807. Lock hospitals were 
dedicated clinics for those suf-
fering from venereal diseases. 
The earliest one was the London 
Lock Hospital, established in 
1747. Traditionally the term 
‘lock’ referred to the ‘rags’ used 
by patients of leprosy to cover 
themselves. Therefore, the lock 
hospitals implied hospitals treat-
ing patients of leprosy. However, 
these hospitals came to be better 
known for patients suffering from 
venereal diseases in later times.

Following Bengal, the Madras 
Army established lock hospitals 
in major army stations in the Ma-
dras Presidency. By 1810, about 

3,500 women were coercively 
and punitively treated in lock 
hospitals in Madras presidency. 
Funding for these hospitals was 
calculated by a combination of 
an allocated amount for facilities 
and a per-capita fee levied on 
every treated person. William 
Bentinck (1774–1839), Gover-
nor of Madras (1803–07) and 
the Governor-General in Cal-
cutta (1828–34) was, however, 
not happy with the coerciveness 
enforced in this context. To 
Bentinck, the lock hospitals were 
a short-term solution; they did 
nothing for the involved female, 
but only checked the spread of 
infection among the troops, that 
too, indirectly. Consequently, the 
lock hospitals were shut down in 
Madras Presidency. However, the 
story does not end there. There 
was a substantial increase in the 
rate of incidence of venereal dis-
eases by 1835, implicated as due 
to the abolition of lock hospi-
tals. Caught between what were 
unacceptable levels of venereal 
infection and London’s disap-
proval of continuation of lock 
hospitals, some Madras Army 
officers, colluding with a few lo-
cal surgeons, planned makeshift 
arrangements. Voluntary lock 
hospitals and dispensaries re-
emerged, where free treatment, 
shelter and food were offered 
to ‘attract’ destitute women. 
The lock hospitals reappeared 
formally in the 1850s with the 
establishment of one by the Ma-
dras Government in Cannanore 
(Kannur, a part of the Madras 
Presidency until 1956; presently 
a district of the State of Kerala) 
in 1849. Lock hospitals func-
tioned in the Madras Presiden-
cy until the 1890s. About this 
time, the Government in Madras 
planned to employ women nurs-
es at these facilities as an im-
provement measure, which was 

rejected by the Government of 
India. Surgeon General George 
Smith in his consolidated report 
on the lock hospitals in India, 
published in 1878, indicates 
that one lock hospital existed 
in Madras town in 1877. This 
report describes the conditions 
and staffing in and expenditure 
of lock hospitals in Madras pres-
idency. This report also supplies 
comprehensive statistics of vari-
ous venereal diseases, especially 
those of syphilis and gonorrhoea 
in the decade from 1867 to 1877.

The Naval Hospital
An exclusive hospital was 

built in Madras (commencement 
1784; completion 1808) for sick 
seamen travelling on British 
frigates to countries governed by 
Britain. Until 1808, the Military 
Hospital (MH) operating within 
the Fort St George serviced the 
sick seamen as well. The MH 
included two independently 
managed wings: a ‘garrison hos-
pital’ on the western side of the 

building and a ‘naval hospital’ on 
the eastern side.

After establishment, from 
1808, the Madras Naval Hos-
pital (MNH) treated European 
and Eurasian (Anglo-Indian) 
civilians. For a glimpse of the 
structure of the MNH and the 
common diseases that were 
treated therein, see Charles Cur-
tis (Curtis C. An account of the 
diseases of India, as they appeared 
in the English fleet, and in the Na-
val Hospital at Madras, in 1782 
and 1783; with observations on 
ulcers, and the hospital sores of that 
country) who also provides the 
medical history in Madras until 

1808. The MNH, located in an 
exclusive building at the dedicat-
ed site, was closed in 1831 and 
the building was converted to a 
gun- carriage factory. The road 
that housed the Naval Hospital 
was known as the ‘Naval Hospi-
tal Road’. This road is opposite to 
the Government College of Fine 
Arts on Poonamalee High Road. 
The premises are presently used 

Public Hospitals in Madras and the 
people associated with it – I

l by Anantanarayanan Raman
anant@raman.id.au

The Naval Hospital, Madras. Aquatint by J Baily of the Naval Hospital, 
Egmore.

Government Ophthalmic Hospital in Marshalls Road (1886). (From MM Archives)

as the medical-store depot of the 
Government of Tamil Nadu.

The Madras Native 
 Infirmary

The Madras Native Infirmary 
(MNI) was established for the 
sole purpose of providing medical 
help to the native poor of Madras 
in 1799. The MNI was attached 
to the Monégar Choultry (MC), 
which was the English corrup-
tion of Maniyakkãrar Çattiram 
(Tamil). MC was operational 
from 1784 as a centre to disburse 
kanjí (sour-rice porridge, gruel) 
free to the famine-stricken poor 
of Madras. Assistant Surgeon 

John Underwood suggested set-
ting up an hospital at MC in 
1797, which evolved as the MNI 
in 1799. The government made 
available Rs. 54,358 to the newly 
established MNI, treating it as a 
joint charity in 1809. The MNI 
grew into a ‘hospital’ shortly 
after, with the construction of a 
few pent-roofed brick sheds. This 
facility included exclusive male 
and female wards, separated by 
a high wall to accommodate 
140–150 lying-in patients at a 
time. The wards were well aer-
ated with doors and windows 
further to ventilators in the 
roof. An ‘excellent’ surgery was 
done within, in addition to the 
quarters for an apothecary, and 
a dispensary to issue medications 
to outpatients. John Underwood 
was the first superintendent. 
This hospital was managed by 
a team consisting of Merchant 
William Webb and Aldermen 
Nathaniel Kindersley, Charles 
Baker and John de Fries. In the 
first decade of the 19th century 
this hospital was managed by the 
MC administration.

This facility included seven 
separate ‘cells’ for the mentally 
ill, both men and women. The 

(To be continued 
next fortnight)

Usha  Ran i  –  f i r s t  Woman 
Sub-Inspector (1973).

Letika Saran.

G. Thilakavathi.

most critical inclusion at the 
MNI precinct was the Leper 
Hospital, which was in a build-
ing separated by a 12 feet high 
wall. The Leper Hospital and 
other facilities within the MNI 
precincts were divided by a road 
that passed by (today, the Ennore 
High Road) to avoid interac-
tions among inmates of the two 
hospitals.

Remittent and eruptive fe-
vers, cholera, diarrhoea, atro-
phia, phlogosis and ulcers were 
few of the major illnesses treated. 

The MNI grew first into the 
Royapuram Medical School 
in 1933, and as the Stanley 
Medical College and Hospital 
in 1938, named so after George 
Frederick Stanley, Governor of 
Madras during 1929–34. The 
new ‘Licenced Medical Practi-
tioner’ (LMP) diploma offered 
at the Stanley Medical College 
and Hospital was an innovation 
in Madras’s health-management 
effort, especially after World 
War I. The government under 
the premiership of Panangati 

Ramanarayaningar (a.k.a. the 
Rajah of Panagal) utilized the 
LMP qualified personnel in the 
Subsidized Rural Medical Re-
lief Scheme (SRMRS), a novel 
health project launched in 1924, 
which operated with the objec-
tives of bringing medical relief to 
rural people and encouraging the 
trained medical practitioners to 
settle in remote and rural areas.

l by Sriram V

police personnel during raids on 
brothers and places where wom-
en were exploited. This was to 
largely remain the duties of wom-
en in the force, with the addition 
of providing security during festi-
vals and processions. The nature 
of work would change over time 
and is still transforming but 
several practical difficulties, not 
the least being the lack of public 
toilets for women has proved a 
huge deterrent. 

Four years after the first batch 
of women joined, it was time to 
add to their numbers, this time 

gone up from two percent to 
around 20 now. 

Tamil Nadu has an exclusive 
Women Battalion of TSP. In 
1992, All Women Police Sta-
tions (AWPS) were pioneered 
in the State and the first of these 
was opened by the then CM 
J.  Jayalalithaa in the Thousand 
Lights area of the city. This 
experiment has been extended 
to all sub-divisional headquar-
ters. The State now has 222 All 
Women Police Stations. Anoth-
er  development has been the 
sanction of one-Woman Sub In-



6 MADRAS MUSINGS January 16-31, 2023

Dr. Beatrix D’Souza – the voice of 
the Anglo-Indian Community

Dr. Beatrix D’Souza is well 
known in  Anglo-Indian 

circles in India and overseas, 
and is certainly a household 
name in the city of Madras 
and the State of Tamil Nadu. 
She has represented the An-
glo-Indian community in the 
Tamil Nadu State Assembly 
during 1991-96 and in the 
Lok Sabha during 1998-2004. 
In fact, she holds the distinc-
tion of having been the only 
Anglo-Indian Member of Par-
liament hailing from Madras. 
Her innings as a ‘politician’ 
has been a remarkable one for 
the way in which she travelled 
the length and breadth of the 
country trying to ensure that 
projects benefiting the com-
munity  (under the MP Local 
Area Development Scheme) 
were being executed by the 
civic authorities in a timely 
manner. Her commitment to 
community welfare has taken 
her to most Anglo-Indian pock-
ets in the country, including 
Bow Barracks, McCluskiegunj, 
Fort Cochin and the  Railway 
Workshops at Golden Rock in 
Trichy. She had earmarked ru-
pees fifty lakh of her MP funds 
towards the betterment of civic 
amenities in Bow Barracks, but 
the project was not sanctioned 
by the Municipality. She ini-
tiated measures towards the 
conservation of Anglo-Indian 
cultural heritage at McCluskie-
ganj. In Madras, she helped 
construct a residential block for 
the Friends-In-Need Society at 
Egmore with an allocation of 
rupees 60 lakh, and an audito-
rium and four classrooms at the 
Bishop Corrie School in George 
Town. In Trichy, she contribut-
ed to the construction of the 
Schwartz Hall at St. John’s 
Vestry AI School. In Kerala, 
she inaugurated projects worth 
over rupees seventy-five lakh 
out of her MPLADS, including 
a building for the Holy Family 
Eurasian School in Cochin. In 
Kharagpur she funded a water 
project for Rs.26 lakh. The list 
of projects undertaken by her is 
a long and impressive one, but 

The Naval Hospital, Madras. Aquatint by J Baily of the Naval Hospital, 
Egmore.

 by Richard O’ Connor

what has stood out were not 
only her achievements, but also 
the fact that she took the pains 
to present periodical report 
cards to the community, often 
through the magazine Anglos In 
The Wind, of all her endeavours. 
When she was in the Legis-
lature, community members 
knew what was being done by 
their representative. There was 
no scope for gripe or gossip.

Until 1993, she was also the 
President of the San Thome 
Branch of the All India An-
glo-Indian Association; the 
Branch was founded by her hus-
band Neil in 1975. Beatrix (or 
Betty as she is fondly known) 
had this remarkable ability for 
organising events on a grand 
scale and getting people to 
help her in the cause. In 2003, 
in celebration of 150 years of 
the Railways, she organized 
an outstanding National An-
glo-Indian Railway Convention 
at Perambur under the auspices 
of the National Forum of An-
glo-Indian Associations to draw 
attention to the Anglo-Indian 
contribution to the Railways in 
India. The Convention was a 
two-day affair attended by the 
two Railway Ministers of State 
and other officials. An Exhibi-
tion, brought from Delhi and 
set up in the Railway Institute, 
attracted many visitors. 

Betty herself was a professor 
at various government colleges 
in the State, though she had 
begun her career at Stella Maris 
College, her alma mater. Her 
first posting was at Pudukottai. 
After she was selected by the 
Madras Public Service Commis-
sion, she was posted to Queen 
Mary’s College, Madras as Asst. 
Lecturer in English. In 1966, 
she was promoted as Professor 
(a Gazetted Rank) and posted 
to Ponneri Arts College. She 
made the daily trip taking the 
early 6am train. She also served 
in government colleges at Wal-
lajahpet and Nammakal, and 
was often transferred, having 
had no ‘godfather’. In Madras, 
besides the Queen Mary’s Col-
lege, she has also served at 

Quaid-e-Millath and of course, 
the prestigious Presidency Col-
lege. She was in fact the Head 
of the Department of English in 
Presidency College at the time 
she was nominated to the Legis-
lative Assembly of Tamil Nadu, 
and was therefore acquainted 
with the intricacies of the ed-
ucational svstem. She declined 
the promotion as Principal as it 
would have entailed a transfer 
to Salem, and she could not 
leave her daughters who were 
doing their 12th Standard at St. 
Ursula’s in Church Park.

Family
Betty and her husband Neil 

have both had a personal con-
nect with Australia. Neil as 
travel agent, was rewarded by 
Quantas Airlines with free tick-
ets to major Australian cities, 
for helping the maximum num-
ber of Anglo-Indians migrate to 
Australia. He went on to start 
St. Thomas Tours and Travels, 
concentrating on religious tours 
to the Holy Land, Lourdes and 
Rome. Neil died in 1994.

Betty has two daughters, 
Caroline and Bettina. Caroline 
passed out from the prestigious 
Institute of Hotel Manage-
ment in Taramani, Madras, 

emigrated and settled in Perth. 
Her Facebook page The An-
glo-Indian Kitchen is undoubt-
edly the best online when it 
comes to the showcasing of 
Anglo-Indian cuisine and to a 
certain extent its culture. Her 
other page Made In Heaven is 
even more ambitious: helping 
Anglo-Indians find their ‘soul-
mates’ online. Bettina gradu-
ated from Stella Maris with a 
degree in History and Tourism. 
She emigrated to Perth after 
her marriage to Dr. Vic James, 
a veterinary surgeon. Betty has 
three grandchildren. Caroline’s 
son Jake and her daughter Talia 
are both in University, with Jake 
doing Psychology and Talia, 
Fashion. Bettina’s son Adam 
is interested in doing Sports 
Science, a subject well suited 
to someone who has excelled 
in Footy (Australian football), 
swimming and cricket. Betty 
has indeed been a great mother 
to her daughters, backing them 
to the hilt.

The Thinking Cap
Betty has always been pro-

gressive-minded, and neither 
time nor any passing illness has 

made her change her disposi-
tion. She is of the opinion that 
the Anglo-Indian community 
would continue to be a force to 
reckon with, despite the lesser 
numbers, and the youth would 
continue to keep the flag flying 
high. She has been a tall An-
glo-Indian personality with the 
best interests of the community 
at heart. She has worn two hats 
for the better part of her 87 

years, one as an intellectual and 
the other as a leader, and the 
first hat has always gotten the 
better of the second.

An Outspoken Personality
She was a person who was 

very outspoken, especially if she 
felt strongly about an issue, and 
this quality she put to stellar use 
as a parliamentarian and as a 
community leader. I am remind-
ed of an incident that occurred 
at St. Thomas Mount when the 
then Archbishop made dispar-
aging remarks about the An-

glo-Indian community much 
to the amusement of the others 
present. He did so in his homily 
at the Diocesan Palm Sunday 
Eucharistic Celebration on 
top of the hill which was at-
tended by a sizeable number of 
Catholics from various parts of 
Madras.

It was a bilingual service, 
and the archbishop ridiculed 
and caricatured the few An-
glo-Indians in the choir. It was 
unprecedented and pathetic 
that the person holding the 
highest rank in the clergy used 
his homily, as an occasion, not 
to shepherd his flock, but to 
divide it along communal lines 
and to endeavour to alienate 
the Anglo-Indian community 
on the very first day of Holy 
Week. But Betty was going to 
have none of it. When the news 
reached her ears, she set in mo-
tion a response mechanism that 
resulted in the archbishop, who 
was ticked off by the Papal Nun-
cio, going from parish to parish 
apologizing to the members of 
the Anglo-Indian community.

Even after retirement she 
has been known to have come 
to the aid of Anglo-Indians in 
distress. Some hated her guts, 
some disliked her bossy’ style 
and some tried to ‘put her in 
her place’. But she was not one 
to take anything lying down, 
and most often valiantly stood 
her ground. 

Dr. Beatrix D’Souza had thus 
become well known in main-
stream circles in the country 
as an outstanding Professor of 
English, an activist for women’s 
rights, a member of the Lok 
Sabha and an outspoken leader 
of the Anglo-Indian communi-
ty. Although she often visits her 
daughters in Australia, for her 
India is home. India is her soul. 
– Reproduced from Anglos in the 
Wind, Vol. 24, Issue 53, 2022.

Betty and her husband Neil.

Dr. Beatrix with the dignitaries at The National Anglo-Indian Railway 
convention held in Perambur. 
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– THE EDITOR

Chennai-Mysuru Vande Bharat – 
A review

The talk of the town – an 
Indian Railways innovation 

that is probably the best thing to 
happen since April 16, 1953 – 
finally made a stop in our Sing-
ara Chennai. Yes, our city now 
has its own Vande Bharat (VB) 
Express to Mysuru. Given that 
nearly every social media han-
dle including that of Minister 
for Railways was going ballistic 
with praise for the VB Express, 
I wanted to see if the hype was 
truly worth it. So, I made a trip 
from Chennai to Mysuru on 
this train along with a group of 
fellow rail enthusiasts. Here’s 
our review.

First, the train. It is indeed a 
wonderful piece of engineering 
and innovation. The accel-
eration is superb, living up to 
the hype. The ride comfort is 

excellent, absolutely no jerks or 
oscillations inside the coach at 
all. The seats recline reasonably 
well, providing comfort to the 
rider who has to sit for more 
than six hours during a journey. 
The ride is almost silent, save 
the seats in the coaches that 
have traction motors – those 
betray a bit of noise.

The braking and accelera-
tion are quite smooth without 
any jerks – this was our big-
gest surprise, given that the 
LHB platform on which this 
was designed is known for its 
jerky rides when braking and 
accelerating. It appears as if a 
lot of homework has gone into 
designing a jerk-free ride. Also 
absent was the rhythmic, but 
irritating clickety-clack of flat 
wheels – these are probably 

 early days for any of the wheel 
sets to have developed flat 
wheels. This is something that 
needs to be watched over a few 
weeks or months.

The general cleanliness 
is top-notch. The on-board 
housekeeping staff ensure that 
this is maintained throughout 
the journey.

Coming to a detailed view 
of the seating, it was quite 
comfortable in the AC Chair 
Car. The seats reclined reason-
ably and there were individual 
charging sockets for laptops 
and mobiles. However, the 
placement of the bottle holder 
and the charging socket could 
have been better. Both these 
are right near the floor, making 
them a little difficult to access, 
particularly for those of us who 
are well-built. The design of the 
bottle holder is quite good, for it 
is not a flimsy wire basket; but 
the placement reduces a bit of 
leg space. Designers of future 
editions of this train set should 
try out something different to 
push the comfort a couple of 
notches higher.

Based on complaints shared 
on social media including vari-
ous What’s App groups, the Ex-
ecutive Class passengers appear 
to have found the seats quite 
hard. I have not had a look at 
those, though. 

butter, a couple of cutlets and 
tomato sauce. Those who had 
the non-vegetarian food were 
of the opinion that the omelette 
was okay, but the cutlets, not 
so good.

The caterers later gave us 
a tetrapack of apple juice, but 
the straws were in short supply. 
They were complaining that the 
stock contained a lesser number 
of straws than the juice packs. 
Small comfort for someone who 
is left to punch a hole and drink 
from the pack.

There ended the catering 
for the passengers who boarded 
at Chennai – those boarding at 
Bengaluru would be given the 
tea kit plus cookies, while the 
Chennai pax twiddled their 
thumbs. I am not sure about the 
quality of lunch served to the 
Mysuru Chennai passengers, so 
no comments there.

On the whole, the catering 
does not match up to both 
the premium nature of this 
train and the catering charges 
as part of the fare. On the 
outgoing journey, there is no 
lunch; on the return, there is 
no dinner. Passengers would 
be expecting lunch when going 
from Chennai to Mysuru, but 
get nothing after around 08.30 
when the tetrapak is given. 
Similarly, given the departure 
of 1305 from Mysuru, many 
passengers would board after 
lunch or would carry lunch. 
They would be least expecting 
a standard lunch to be served. 
Indian Railways (IR) could well 
make it explicit to passengers as 
to what to expect and what not 
to. For the onward journey from 
Chennai to Mysuru, another 
serving of tea/coffee would not 
hurt at all, given that quite 
a few passengers may choose 
not to have it. I do not know 
if I am being too radical here, 
but what about giving a credit 
of food coupons and allowing 
the passengers to choose from 
a menu? Passengers can choose 
up to the previous evening for 

the onward journey and up to 
probably 8 am for the return 
journey.

Finally, the scheduling. This 
is, with due apologies for being 
very harsh, the worst thing 
that could be done by IR to 
the premium segment in this 
sector. Two premium trains 
departing within 10 minutes of 
each other and closely following 
all the way to Mysuru raises a 
lot of eyebrows. Neither halt 
at Krishnarajapuram, the sta-
tion where most IT company 
executives would like to get off. 
In addition, neither runs on a 
Wednesday. All it takes is a bit 
of tweak to the maintenance 
schedules to give different days 
off for these trains. In addition, 
the premium charged for the 
VB is nowhere justified given 
that it is just about 20 minutes 
faster than the Shatabdi in one 
direction between the sector 
that matters – Chennai to Ben-
galuru. Of course, some works 
are in progress that should 
make the trains faster – but 
those benefits will be available 
to the Shatabdi also (unless the 
authorities decide to give these 
benefits only to the VB).

It would be ideal to speed up 
VB to arrive at Bengaluru in 3 
hours 45 minutes at least to jus-
tify the premium pricing. This 
should be doable in the next few 
months, if not weeks. Secondly, 
if IR decides to continue with 
the existing scheduling for both 
VB and Shatabdi, and run both 
to Mysuru, they can consider 
shifting the Double Decker to 
Chengalpattu or Tambaram. It 
is certainly not beyond feasible, 
but some things have to be 
tweaked – mainly the primary 
maintenance schedule and 
location.

The final score is as below:
Ride quality – 4.5/5
Acceleration – 4.5/5
Seating – 3/5
Catering – 2/5
Scheduling – 1/5

 by
Sridhar Joshi

As for catering, it must be 
admitted that it was not top-
notch. It took a good forty 
minutes or so to get the first 
trays comprising a sample pack 
of cookies along with a premix 
tea sachet. We had to wait a bit 
more for the hot water for the 
premix, too. Also surprising was 
the fact that our coach did not 
have any coffee – the packets 
had to be procured from adja-
cent coaches. The quality of the 
premix tea and coffee were both 
good, though.

The breakfast tray contained 
three idlis, a vada, and a bit 
of rava kesari. The ice-cold 
coconut chutney was already 
stale, clearly indicating it was 
sent into the cold storage after 
it was beginning to go bad. The 
sambhar, however, was very 
good and piping hot. It was a 
good accompaniment for the 
not-too-soft and just-turned-
cold idlis and vada. The kesari 
was quite good.

T h o s e  w h o  o p t e d  f o r 
non-vegetarian food got a 
slightly more liberal serving of 
an omelette, bread slices with 
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Ashwin joins the ranks of 
the all time greats

Before Ravichandran Ash-
win exploded on the scene 

around a dozen years ago with 
immediate impact, Indian crick-
et had produced two world class 
all-rounders in Vinoo Mankad 
and Kapil Dev. Now it is crystal 
clear that with his ubiquitous 
qualities the 36-year-old from 
Chennai is not only the third 
world class all-rounder but is 
also among the leading cricket-
ers in the contemporary game. 

But has he received ade-
quate recognition for his mani-
fold achievements? One would 
like to think that the answer to 
the question would be negative 
for after being around for so 
long Ashwin is still made to feel 
that he is not a regular member 
of the side in any format despite 
having a proven record. He 
has been in and out of the side 
which is why he has played only 
88 Tests, 113 ODIs and 65 T-20 
internationals when in the nor-
mal course of things he should 
have figured in many more 
games. Not that it has bothered 
the phlegmatic Ashwin who 
whenever he has returned to 
the side has turned in a stellar 
performance either with bat or 
ball – sometimes with both.

To be candid Ashwin should 
never have had this feeling 
that he is always fighting for a 
place in the side. Simply put 
he is a great player, period. His 
achievements are numerous un-

 by Partab Ramchand

derscoring his unique contribu-
tion in the various formats but it 
is his Test record that stands out 
which is apt for Ashwin is an 
old school bowler with new and 
varied tricks. Having earned 
an engineering degree much 
like his illustrious predecessor 
from the same city S. Venka-
traghavan, Ashwin is always 
considering various angles and 
theories. On the face of it, he 
may be listed as an off-spinner 
but he has a large repertoire of 
tricks that he uses to befuddle 
the best batting line-up. There 
is the carom ball, the slider, the 
vicious straighter one, the oc-
casional leg-break and the con-
ventional off-break – all bowled 
with minimal change of action 
and based on the twin basics 
of line and length. Not many 
bowlers have averaged five 
wickets a Test over as many as 
almost 90 games and Ashwin’s 
strike rate of 52.5 is up there 
with the best.

As I said his achievements 
are numerous and I shall just list 
a few of his greatest feats which 
puts him in proper perspective 
when placed alongside the best 
in 145 years of Test cricket. He 
is the fastest to 250 (45 Tests), 
300 (56 Tests) and 350 wickets 
(66 Tests). He is the second fast-
est to 200 wickets (37 Tests) just 
one game behind the legendary 
Australian leg spinner Clarrie 
Grimmett. He is joint second in 

the list of most number of man 
of the series awards with nine 
(along with Jacques Kallis). He 
has performed the double feat 
of a century and five wickets in 
an innings in a Test three times. 
Only Ian Botham with five has 
done this on more occasions. 

There are a number of other 
comparatively minor records 
that he is associated with and 
as far as Indian records are 
concerned one has virtually lost 
count of them. That he is an 
all-time Indian great has been 
known for some time. It is now 

how cerebral he is as a cricketer. 
He is always thinking of ways of 
getting batsmen out. No one 
has ever thought more about 
the art and craft of spin bowling. 
He brings a geometrically exact 
science to bowling befitting an 
engineer. The same approach 
goes for setting his field or in an-
alyzing an opponent’s strength 
and weakness. Little wonder 
then that he is talked about as 
a potential India captain even 
at 36. And why not for Anil 
Kumble became India’s captain 
at 37.

bucketful and adding more than 
his mite with the bat down the 
order, a major highlight being 
his record 280-run partnership 
with Rohit Sharma for the 
seventh wicket while batting 
for almost five hours for 124 
against West Indies at Kolkata 
in 2013. While his batting was 
improving there were fears in 
some quarters that there might 
be a dip in his bowling stan-
dards. There was no need for 
such trepidation for Ashwin was 
obviously made of sterner stuff 
and has continued in the same 
vein now for years. 

It is a tribute to Ashwin’s 
skill and application to various 
aspects of the game that he has 
lasted so long despite strong 
competition. He came in at a 
critical juncture when Kumble 
had retired and Harbhajan 
Singh was past his prime. He 
filled the lacuna admirably 
taking over as the No 1 spinner 
even as Pragyan Ojha and Amit 
Mishra were around. Then 
came Ravindra Jadeja who has 
proved to be almost as good. 
In the shorter formats he has 
had to face competition from 
youngsters Yuzvendra Chahal 
and Kuldeep Yadav. But Ashwin 
mentally very strong, thrives on 
challenges and continues to be 
a force to reckon in all three 
formats. However his Test re-
cord will always be the jewel in 
the crown. 

time to acknowledge him as 
among the greats of the game. 
After all he recently joined five 
other legends – Richard Hadlee, 
Kapil Dev, Shane Warne, Stuart 
Broad and Shaun Pollock – as 
cricketers who completed the 
double of 3,000 runs and 400 
wickets. And with Ashwin at 
the peak of his form one can 
only say that his final figures will 
be those of the mind boggling 
and eye rubbing variety. Verily 
the sky is the limit for him. 

But Ashwin should not 
just be judged by stats which 
though are thoroughly impres-
sive. What has caught the eye is 

Ashwin’s mesmeric spells 
with the ball have at times 
camouflaged his superb work 
with the bat. In fact in only his 
third Test he came up with a 
hundred from No 8. Moreover a 
serious approach to batting and 
his textbook strokes marked 
him out as someone who could 
bat higher up the order. But 
with the middle order having 
the “houseful” board firmly 
struck upon it with a number of 
stalwarts around there was no 
way he could be accommodated 
in the middle order. Not that 
it bothered Ashwin who was 
happy taking wickets by the 
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