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Praise for the Book


‘For me, as a proud Bangalorean, this book beautifully highlights what makes the city so special. The columns are filled with captivating historical insights, vibrant contemporary culture, and engaging trivia that reflect the city’s unique charm. Roopa masterfully captures the spirit of Bangalore, offering a heartfelt reminder of why this city holds such significance for so many of us.’


– ROHAN BOPANNA, Grand Slam Champion and Padma Shri honoree


‘Roopa Pai is a rare breed of perspicacious and exuberant storyteller who unearths rare nuggets of information time and time again in her now famous and eagerly awaited fortnightly column. Becoming Bangalore, Roopa Pai’s anthology on the city, is a masterful exploration of the city’s metamorphosis. With her characteristic élan and insight, Roopa navigates the complex interplay of history, culture and modernity that define Bangalore, and renders this volume a veritable treasure trove. This collection is an indispensable vade mecum for anyone seeking to grasp Bangalore’s sui generis charm.’


– RAJA CHANDRA URS, son-in-law of Maharaja Jayachamaraja Wadiyar, and archivist of his life, work and legacy


‘What an absolutely delightful read this was! With each tale, my love for all things Bangalore got a fresh lease of life. Roopa weaves her own memories and snippets from her life with chronicles from a time gone by, providing, with both her research and her prose, a new dimension to this warm, beautiful, cosmopolitan city that I have lived in all my life. Every story was a walk down a familiar alley with little surprises lurking around corners. This work is an expert narrative, uniquely told, that throws light on how the world at large and the people who called it home across centuries shaped this vibrant city.’


– HEMAMALINI MAIYA, Managing Partner, MTR


‘Roopa’s Becoming Bangalore mirrors the eclectic spirit of Bengaluru in both style and content. Her words draw you into the city’s heart, blending vivid historical snapshots with her memories and musings. It’s like strolling through Bengaluru with a friend who knows its hidden stories – an intimate journey through the beloved place we call home.’


– AMOGHAVARSHA J.S., award-winning filmmaker


‘Roopa’s book is a mosaic of stories – each story forming another piece of the soul of the city. A captivating collection, captured in her brilliant prose, with the insight and charm that only an old Bangalorean could bring.’


– RAMJEE CHANDRAN, author and host of The History Of Bangalore podcast




First published in 2025 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


[image: image]


This ebook published in 2024


Text Copyright © 2025 Roopa Pai


The essays in this book first appeared in the Hindustan Times Bengaluru edition in the fortnightly column ‘Beloved Bangalore’ between 2021 and 2024, and are included with the kind permission of the newspaper.


Inside illustrations by Priya Kuriyan


Images on pages 73, 77, 193, 229 and 299 from Koravanji, and the Aparanji logo on page 72 published with the kind permission of M. Shivakumar.


Roopa Pai asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


All quotes used are under Fair Use, and their sources have been mentioned in the text where they appear. Their copyright vests with the sources.


All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system (including but not limited to computers, disks, external drives, electronic or digital devices, e-readers, websites), or transmitted in any form or by any means (including but not limited to cyclostyling, photocopying, docutech or other reprographic reproductions, mechanical, recording, electronic, digital versions) without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Cover design and illustrations by Priya Kuriyan


The views and opinions expressed in this book are the author’s own and the facts are as reported by her and have been verified to the extent possible. The publishers are not in any way liable for the same.


Paperback Print Edition ISBN 978-93-5731-621-7


Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5731-723-8


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd


4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre


Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurugram – 122003, India


Originally typeset by Manmohan Kumar, Delhi




To the city that raised me, and to everyone who believes in the singular power of curiosity, collaboration, and a capaciousness of mind and heart in building inspiring communities, cities and countries




[image: img]




[image: image]


1


Love and the City




When R. Sukumar, editor of the Hindustan Times, whom I had briefly worked with at Business Today close to three decades ago, got in touch with me in early 2021, asking if I would write a fortnightly column for the newly launched Bengaluru edition of the Hindustan Times, I agreed without a second thought – when Bangalore is the subject, that is invariably my response. I did not realize, when I was writing this opening piece, how much discipline a column would demand of me, and I certainly did not anticipate that I would still be writing ‘Beloved Bangalore’ close to four years later.


Yet here I am, still loving the delicious excitement every second Monday brings as I sit at my laptop in the city that Kempegowda birthed, and wonder what I will write about this time.





It’s a rum thing, but for all the surreal never-beforeness that has transpired in the weird year between Valentine’s Day 2020 and the same day in 2021, a visitor to Bangalore from another dimension who had only walked the city’s streets on those two days might never have guessed at it, so resolutely has ‘normalcy’ begun to return to these parts. (There are the masks, of course, but that the visitor may dismiss as yet another unfathomable fashion trend.) And since, for reasons divine, (un)hygienic or plain mysterious, this is our happy situation today, we’re kicking off this column on the city by celebrating nammooru’s trysts with that exhilarating, enervating emotion – love – and the colour it is most associated with – red.


Cut to antediluvian time – always good to begin at the beginning – when gods and goddesses freely roamed the earth. Up in the frozen wastes of the Himalayas, the ascetic Shiva’s unrelenting tapas was upsetting the balance of the world, which thrived on union and procreation. Alongside, he himself was having a similar effect on the daughter of the mountain, Parvati. Concerned, the gods sent Kama, the god of love, to create a diversion. Choosing an opportune moment, Kama let fly his flower-laden arrows. The ruse worked, but not in quite the way the gods had hoped. Furious at having his tapas disrupted, Shiva reduced Kama to ashes and ignored Parvati altogether.


Realizing that her only chance of getting Shiva interested was to go toe-to-toe with him in his own department, and that putting a little distance between them might help that process along, Parvati moved south, to the spectacular rocky landscape beside the River Tungabhadra. There, on the Hemakuta hill, she began her own austerities. In due course, intrigued despite himself, Shiva came seeking the great tapasvin known in those parts as Pampe, and they were married. Ever since, that land has been known, after Pampe, as Hampe.


(Right, that’s the love part, but what does it have to do with Bengaluru? Wait for it.)


In the fourteenth century, under the brothers Harihara and Bukka, the great empire of Vijayanagara was established, with Hampe at its centre. In 1537 CE, an ambitious chieftain of Yelahanka, with the permission of his emperor Achyuta Deva Raya at Hampe, broke ground for the raising of a brave new city called Bengaluru. The ceremony took place in what would go on to become Bengaluru Pete (or market; say pay-tay), an area of roughly a square mile, enclosed by a mud fort, at the heart of today’s 286-square-mile urban sprawl. (To give you a sense, the Pete was located between what we know as the Krantivira Sangolli Rayanna Railway Station – the shorter ‘City Railway Station’ serves just as well – and Mysore Bank Circle in the north and the City Market in the south, between Halasuru Gate police station and the Corporation building in the east and the TCM Royan Road in the west.)


And this chieftain, he met his one true love in the Pete? Perhaps, but history is silent on that. What we do know is that his name, like the airport’s, was Kempegowda, which translates from the Kannada to ‘Red Chief’. You see? The city’s founding father was named for the colour of love itself!


Which is perhaps one of the reasons why this city, across the five centuries of her existence, has been loved so fiercely, by kings and commoners, scientists and students, pensioners and paramours, those who dream up grand ideas and those who back them. And her capacious, liberal heart has given love back, in equal measure.


It’s never too early, nor too late, to walk her streets and hear her stories. Let us go then, you and I.
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March~April~May


Gulmohar


Delonix regia, flagrant crimson,


Summer’s queen, flamboyant, winsome,


Comes in with springtime, goes out with the rain,


Sets Bangalore skies and pavements aflame.
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SUMMER IN BANGALORE


How the City Was Greened




Bangalore is built on a series of granite hills, which do not provide the most ideal substratum for trees to thrive. But the city’s pleasant climate has always proved most suitable for growing flowers, fruits and vegetables, and not just native species either. Encouraged, rulers and administrators through the ages brought in expert gardeners, botanists and horticulturists, and imported exotic species from around the world, to bring their green dreams to life in the red earth. To this day, despite untrammelled growth and urbanization, the city remains defiantly verdant.





Summer comes early to Bengaluru. It announces its impending arrival in the steadily dwindling heaps of dry leaves piled up at the kerb each morning by conscientious BBMP pourakarmikas – signalling the winding down of our brief and very dry tropical ‘fall’, in the brazen gold of the Tabebuia blooms that burst forth, on cue, across the city, and in the more frequent hum of the neighbour’s generator as BESCOM begins to flex muscles long idle.


By far the most ubiquitous herald of the hot season, however, is the collective moan that goes up from Bangaloreans as the mercury hits 32°C. The refrain never changes – ‘What’s happened to this city, man? It’s SO hot!’ and ‘It’s all the construction, bro – this city is being overrun!’ And, inevitably, the traitorous capitulation – ‘This year, I’m buying an AC.’


Yet summer in the city has its compensations. Not only is it mercifully short – the rain comes in early May – but it is also a riot of colour. It’s the impossibly fresh green of the massive rain trees (originally from South America) coming back into leaf, the wispy blue–violet of the jacaranda (native to Latin America and the Caribbean), best viewed against a bleached summer sky, the masses of pale pink blossoms draping the canopies of tall Tabebuia rosea trees, and, come mid-April, the heart-lifting sight of the flamboyant, aka the gulmohar (from Madagascar), bursting into crimson flame.


How did a landscape of granite hills and valleys bang in the centre of the southern Indian peninsula become home to exotics from across the world? Who were the bestowers of this largesse? Well, kings, for one, beginning with that formidable eighteenth-century father–son duo – Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan – who, in the midst of their relentless military campaigns, found the mind space to be aesthetes.


It was Hyder who, in 1760, set up the royal pleasure garden of roses and cypresses that grew into our Lalbagh, identifying and employing a Tamil-speaking community of expert green thumbs called the Tigalas to maintain it. This was not the first Lalbagh, though – the original, a Mughal garden–inspired charbagh, was in Hyder’s capital of Srirangapatna, and included apple and pear trees.


Tipu had wider-ranging interests, and having the French as allies enabled him to cast his eye globally. From Mauritius, in 1798, his ambassadors brought chests of nutmeg and cloves that were then carried across the Western Ghats from the ports. Earlier, from the Cape of Good Hope, where his officers had docked on their way back from a successful mission to Versailles, they had returned with spices, camphor, oak and pine. From the sultan of Turkey, Tipu procured fig trees that thrived in the temperate climate of Bangalore. From Australia, soon after it was formed in 1788, he brought in eucalyptus, his curiosity ignited by everything he’d heard about them.


Avocados from Mexico and pomelo (chakkota in Kannada) from China and Thailand also found a place in his gardens. The chakkota he planted outside the Devanahalli fort where he was born, and the conditions turned out to be so suitable for this vitamin C–loaded, pink-fleshed fruit that the ‘Devanahalliya chakkota’ (the chakkota of Devanahalli) came to be immortalized in a popular Kannada poem for children, ‘Hannu Maaruvavana Haadu’ (The Song of the Fruit Seller), written by teacher, freedom fighter and farmer Kayyara Kinhanna Rai over 150 years later. Now the fruit even has its own GI tag!
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Look out for the laden carts the next time you are headed to the Nandi Hills in chakkota season!
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If ‘The Song of the Fruit Seller’ declared that Devanahalli produced Karnataka’s best pomelos, which fruits do you reckon other towns and regions in Karnataka, like Nanjangud, Kodagu (Coorg), Bidar, Madhugiri, Belagavi, Ganjam, Tumkur, Dharwad, the Malnad region, and of course, Bangalore, were famous for? In order, the small, fleshy, sweet banana called rasabaale, orange, guava, pomegranate, sapota (chikoo), fig, jackfruit, aapoos (Alphonso) mango, pineapple, and. . .apples!


You would be hard put to find a single apple tree in Bangalore today, but a hundred years ago, apple orchards were not an uncommon sight. (For more information about Bangalore apples, see page 14.)
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TIPU SULTAN DIED ON 4 MAY 1799


How the Chow Chow Came to Bengaluru




The death of Tipu Sultan ended a glorious era of resistance in south India to the rise of the British Empire. With Tipu out of the way, a vast tract of the peninsula became available for exploration to British geographers, geologists, surveyors, mapmakers, botanists and others. Several pioneering scientific projects, including the Great Trigonometrical Survey (GTS) of India, began as early as 1800, when a pilot for the GTS was carried out in Bangalore by Lt Col William Lambton. Another project that was immediately undertaken was the study of the flora in Tipu’s beloved Lalbagh, where, 80 years later, the chow chow was first acclimatized.





Bangalore’s darshinis are justifiably famous for their chow-chow bhath, a dish that features a little mound of khara bhath alongside a little mound of kesari bhath, each held together by tuppa (ghee) and love. But the chow chow in the title of this column has nothing to do with bhath; it refers to the ‘Bangalore Brinjal’ or the seemebadanekaayi, whose mild taste lends it a versatility happily exploited in the Karnataka kitchen.


How did the Jamaican chocho or chayote, introduced to the Old World via the so-called Columbian Exchange (a mega-swap of grains, vegetables, culture, ideas, and human beings between West Africa, the Americas and the rest of the world, following Christopher Columbus’s path-breaking voyage of discovery and domination in 1492 CE), morph into the Bangalore Brinjal? Thereby hangs a tale of some remarkable nineteenth- and twentieth-century botanists and horticulturists.


It was Scottish physician and naturalist Francis Buchanan who opened the floodgates. Retained by the governor general of India, Lord Wellesley, to survey south India, following the tragic fall of Tipu Sultan in 1799, Buchanan set to his task with alacrity, recording in his report on the sultan’s beloved Lalbagh, already bursting with species from across the world – ‘I think there can be little doubt, but that in this country (of Mysore) all the valuable plants of the Levant would succeed.’


Following Buchanan’s report, Lord Wellesley ordered that Lalbagh be appropriated for a botanical garden, a place to cultivate ‘useful plants’ (over pretty ones, thus confirming that the British were a nation of shopkeepers) from different parts of the country, under the stewardship of Benjamin Heyne, a Scottish botanist. Heyne introduced such species into the gardens as coffee, durian, rambutan, mangosteen, potatoes, and even grapes (for winemaking, what else?).


Over the next three decades, Lalbagh passed back and forth between the East India Company, private British owners and the maharajas of Mysore. In 1831, the Company wrested control of Mysore back from the king, and Lalbagh passed into the care of the chief commissioner of Mysore, the much-admired Sir Mark Cubbon (yup, he who the other park is named after).


An ‘Agricultural and Horticultural Society of Bangalore’, set up by a few keen Europeans, managed the space for a few years, enthusiastically growing wheat, barley, oats and even sugarcane. Finally, in 1856, on the recommendation of Hugh Cleghorn, conservator of forests in the Madras Presidency, Lalbagh officially became the Government Botanical Gardens, and began its long and fruitful association with its more celebrated counterpart, the Royal Kew Gardens in London.


Beginning with botanist William New, who took over as superintendent of Lalbagh in 1858, every superintendent – John Cameron, Gustav Krumbiegel, H.C. Javaraya, and M.H. Mari Gowda – either came from Kew or was trained at Kew. Between them, they planted, studied, fussed over and ‘acclimatized’ hundreds of non-native plant and tree species to Indian conditions, before despatching them to the far corners of the country to be cultivated for commercial purposes.


On Herr Krumbiegel’s watch, some of those trees – the prettiest ones – left the Lalbagh experimental nursery to line Bangalore’s avenues. His masterstroke – the idea of ‘serial blossoming’ – has ensured that there are always trees in bloom on the streets of Bangalore, whatever the season.


And what of the chow chow? That was John Cameron. Having received samples of the light green pear-shaped vegetable from Sri Lanka, he proceeded to plant them in Lalbagh, and was so taken with the vegetable’s possibilities that he brought in all his powers of persuasion to ensure that Bangalore’s reluctant farmers cultivated it.


Et voilà! The Bangalore Brinjal was born!
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John Cameron also introduced apple cultivation to Bangalore in 1887, importing 17 varieties to see which ones would take. Only one did – the Rome Beauty. Seeds were distributed free to farmers, and cultivation began in right earnest. In 1910, there were close to 1,000 acres of land under apple cultivation in Bangalore alone! By 1920, however, the dream had died – air pollution from the rising number of motor vehicles on the city’s streets had put paid to the apple crop. Yup, even a century ago, Bangalore traffic had a bad rap.
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IN MAY 1799, COL ARTHUR WELLESLEY, 1ST DUKE OF WELLINGTON, TOOK OVER AS GOVERNOR OF SERINGAPATAM AND MYSORE


A City Birthed by Mosquitoes




I was first introduced to Wellington boots, or wellies, by Enid Blyton, my most favourite author as a child. Like with everything else Blyton wrote about, I immediately wanted a pair for myself – what a treat not to have to squelch home through muddy puddles of 4 p.m. Bangalore rain in my ‘bubbling’ Bata keds! Many years later, I learnt that wellies were named after Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington, who got his shoemaker to change the design of his Hessian boots so that they would be more fashionable. Even later, I was gobsmacked to discover that at the fag end of the eighteenth century, the Iron Duke, then a young man, had walked around MY city in his unfashionable Hessians!


Which is all fine and dandy, but how do mosquitoes come into this story? Seriously? Can there be a Bangalore story without them?





April is the cruellest month, breeding not lilacs but mosquitoes out of the open drains that the summer heat cooks to a ripe stench in pockets across the city. Of course, official mosquito season is after the rains, but Bengaluru’s tenacious little devils clearly never got the memo. Like disoriented Magi, they come bearing gifts in every season – dengue, chikungunya, malaria, or, at the very least, a nightly dose of aggravation.


What is not widely known, however, is that we owe this very city – or at least a large and central portion of it – to mosquitoes. No, seriously. This is how that went down.


After the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War had ended with the fall of Tipu Sultan in 1799, the young and formidable Col Arthur Wellesley, who had brought up the rear in the final battle, was appointed governor of Seringapatam (Srirangapatna) and Mysore. Chuffed at adding the annihilation of the Tiger of Mysore to his résumé, the 30-year-old insisted on moving into Tipu’s airy summer palace, Dariya Daulat, in Srirangapatna. From there, he charted the rise of the empire, routing the mighty Marathas in the Second Anglo-Maratha War, and effectively securing the Deccan for the East India Company.


Even though the Indian peninsula had proved a happy hunting ground for Wellesley, drilling him in battle strategies that would serve him well in the military campaigns he would lead in the future, he grew weary of life in the tropics (several prolonged and debilitating bouts of diarrhoea may have sealed the deal). In 1805, along with his older brother, Lord (Richard) Wellesley, who had just retired from his position as governor-general of India, he sailed for home. In 1815, now extensively decorated and raised to the peerage, he defeated Napoleon in the Battle of Waterloo. Uh-hunh, the celebrated Duke of Wellington was none other than our Wellesley, who earned his early stripes fighting Tipu in these parts!


Soon after Wellesley quit Srirangapatna, a petition went out to the maharaja of Mysore from the hapless British regiments left behind, requesting a piece of land more salubrious than the one they had been condemned to. The mosquito pestilence on the island was not to be borne, they pleaded, and they were tired of losing brother soldiers to the scourge called malaria. In 1807, the maharaja granted them a parcel of land 6 km east of the Bengaluru Pete, near the Ulsoor Lake, and – ta-da! – the Bengaluru Cantonment (which grew to contain today’s MG Road, Brigade Road, Infantry Road, Cavalry Road, Artillery Road, Shivajinagar, Commercial Street, Richmond Road, Residency Road, Fraser Town and much, much more) was born!


Up for another bit of Wellesley–Bengaluru trivia? So, Assaye Road, which leads to the HQ of the Madras Engineering Group (originally the Madras Sappers, founded 1780) by the Ulsoor Lake, is named after a legendary 1803 battle in the Second Anglo-Maratha War, in which a small band of British and Indian regiments, including the Sappers, defeated the much larger Maratha army. The win came at great cost to Wellesley – he lost hundreds of men – but it remained one of his ‘great victories’. Years after his triumph at Waterloo, when asked which he considered his best battle, the Iron Duke would reply, unhesitatingly – ‘Assaye’.
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By the way, the harried Seringapatam petitioners had no idea that mosquitoes and malaria were related. In fact, no one in the world had figured it out yet. It would take close to 90 years, and another British army officer stationed in Bengaluru, to crack that one.
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The Iron Duke is remembered in Bangalore by Wellington Street in Richmond Town, and by the Beef Wellington (a dish created in his honour after his victory at Waterloo), which can be ordered at several restaurants in the city.
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GANDHIJI VISITED BANGALORE IN APRIL 1927


For the New Year, an Old Bapu Memory




Gandhiji visited Bangalore five times between 1915 and 1936. His longest stay was in 1927, which this column briefly chronicles. But the funniest story about him comes from his 1936 visit. The renowned violinist Vidwan T. Chowdiah (the grand, violin-shaped 1,100-seater concert hall in Malleswaram is named after him), had just finished a command performance for Bapu, who was enthralled. That’s when our local wit, the playwright T.P. Kailasam, observed, tongue firmly in cheek, ‘Bapu, he is a violinist. But you are a non-violinist.’ Bapu burst out laughing, while everyone else, including Chowdiah, looked on, bewildered.





‘Yuga yugaadi kaledaroo Ugadi marali baruthide (Countless yugas may come and go, but the Ugadi festival always returns),’ wrote the beloved Jnanpith Award–winning Kannada lyrical poet Dattatreya Ramachandra Bendre, in the ’60s, assuring us of the exuberant, periodic and inevitable return of springtime, not just in Nature but also in human fortunes. In the 1963 film, Kulavadhu, prolific playback singer S. Janaki sang the words straight into Kannadiga hearts, where they have remained as the signature song of the season. Each year around the beginning of April, on the morning that follows the new moon night of Phalguna, when the moon of Chaitra enters its waxing phase against the backdrop of honge and neem blossoms and mangoes heavy on the bough, Ugadi returns, just as the poet promised, bringing joy and hope, infusing the bitterness of our overburdened lives with a hint of sweetness.


But April also marks another, much less acknowledged, anniversary on the Bengaluru history timeline – it was in April 1927, almost a century ago now, that Mahatma Gandhi came to the city, on his doctor’s express orders, for some much-needed R&R. Earlier that year, he had collapsed from a mild apoplexy, a minor stroke, brought on, as the struggle for Swaraj gained momentum, by overwork, exposure, incessant travel and severe hypertension. Contravening medical advice, 57-year-old Gandhi was back on the road no sooner than he was back on his feet, addressing rallies across the country about, variously, khadi, non-cooperation, self-rule and self-reliance.


In April, however, when temperatures across the country began to soar, Dr Jivaraj Mehta put his foot down. Reluctantly, Gandhiji agreed to move – to ‘Bangalore or some such place’ – for a couple of months. He ended up staying until early August, making that stint his longest one ever outside the Sabarmati Ashram.


Why Bangalore? Then as now, the city’s pleasant weather was legendary. Plus, Bangalore wasn’t entirely unfamiliar to Gandhiji – he had already visited on two occasions – in 1915, very soon after he had returned to India from South Africa, to inaugurate the Mysore Social Service League, an organization set up by Kannada writer, thinker and reformer D.V. Gundappa, and again in 1920. Even more importantly, Gandhiji and the then Maharaja of Mysore Krishnaraja Wadiyar IV, shared a great mutual respect. Alighting on 19 April at the Yeshwantpur Railway Station as the maharaja’s honoured guest, a frail Gandhiji conducted a prayer meeting on the railway platform for the crowds gathered to welcome him, before he was whisked away to the seclusion of Nandi Hills.


At Nandi Hills, Gandhiji chose Oaklands, the smaller, more isolated bungalow of Francis Cunningham (yes, the same Cunningham after whom the road is named – he had been private secretary to Sir Mark Cubbon in the nineteenth century) for his recuperation, over other grander ones. Forty-five days later, on 5 June, much improved in health but still awaiting a clean chit from his doctor, he moved to Bangalore, into the Kumara Krupa Guest House, itching to get back into the whirl of things.


Gandhiji made many visits to many institutions in the city in the two months that followed, but the one he visited most often, thanks to a serendipitous meeting with William Smith, was the Imperial Institute of Animal Husbandry and Dairying (today, the National Dairy Research Institute [NDRI]), of which Smith was director. Signing into its visitors’ book as ‘a farmer from Sabarmati’, he spent several happy hours there, learning about the latest innovations in dairy technology. He even posed with the institute’s rock star, an Ayrshire–Haryana cross-breed cow called Jill, who had birthed 16 calves and was reputed to yield over 5,000 litres of milk a year. That picture that still hangs at the institute, to commemorate both Jill and her famous visitor.
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‘You mention Kailasam meeting Gandhi in your well-written column. Did you know that Kailasam wrote a poem on Gandhi? Here it is.’


– M. SHIVAKUMAR, FOUNDER-EDITOR OF KANNADA WEEKLY HUMOUR MAGAZINE APARANJI
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The Recipe


Into a bare handful of bone and skin


Pour just an ounce of flesh and blood;


Put in a heart as love-full as sea in flood,


Likewise, a mind profound and free from sin;


Fix on two jumbo ears, two goo-goo eyes,


Paint on a smile of babe at mother’s breast;


Enclose a soul that caps Himavat’s crest


And speaks with tongue that honey’s sweet defies;


The ‘stuffing’? Goat’s milk, soya beans and dates!


Now, fill to brim with suffering humans’ tears


And bake this dish in gaol for umpteen years;


Remove and garnish with pariah mates;


Wrap up in rags, prop up with lithe bamboo


And serve: The World Redeemer, OUR BAPOO!


– T.P. KAILASAM
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THE ALMOST CENTURY-OLD RUSSELL MARKET WAS BEAUTIFULLY RESTORED IN MARCH 2023


A Vibrant Market at the Heart of the Cantonment




Everyone has their favourite market – mine was the open-air, stone-flagged Malleswaram Market, now sadly missed in its original form, at 15th Cross, Sampige Road. I was first introduced to the market as a toddler, riding on my uncle’s shoulders or carried in my grandfather’s arms. Its sights and scents and sounds – the sugandharaja and roses in the lush garlands; the piles of thickly strung Mysuru mallige (GI-tagged local jasmine) and kanakambara in the baskets outside; the walk down the steps into the sunken market area; the glistening, freshly watered mounds of fruits, vegetables and soppu (leafy vegetables); the voices raised in cheerful bargaining; and so much more – are part of my fondest memories of childhood.





Ugadi is here, and Bengaluru’s traditional markets are bursting with flowers, the promise of sweet summer mangoes, and tender neem leaves waiting to become part of the philosophical deliciousness of bevu-bella. A new year should herald new (re)beginnings; appropriately, the famous Russell Market, one of the city’s oldest, is welcoming Bengalureans to experience its delights post a long-overdue makeover.


With its Indo-Saracenic onion-bulb domes, Islamic arches and very British clock tower, the palatial market building looks incongruous among present company. When it first came up in 1927, however, it made a perfectly gracious and necessary addition to the Cantonment. It was T.B. Russell, the municipal commissioner of the time, who conceived of a covered structure with separate dry and wet markets; a one-stop shop for flowers, exotic ‘English’ fruits and vegetables, meat and fish to serve British homes and kitchens.


But Commissioner Russell was not creating something new – he was only aggregating and organizing a marketplace that had operated in the same area for at least a century. When Major General Arthur Wellesley, part-architect of the decisive English victory against Tipu Sultan in the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War, departed for England in March 1805, the regiments he left behind in Srirangapatna urged the maharaja of Mysore to grant them a more salubrious piece of land somewhere else in the kingdom for a new Cantonment. Chitradurga and Channapatna were considered, but in the end, the British familiarity with Bengaluru Pete (the old city) won out.


There was still the question of where exactly the Cantonment would be built. Astoundingly, it was a 23-year-old military engineer who was charged with the responsibility of not only finding a suitable location, but also of designing the entire Cantonment. In his memoir Twelve Years’ Military Adventure in Three Quarters of the Globe, published in 1829, John Blakiston himself admits that his services in quelling the Vellore Mutiny of 1806 being accorded a ‘higher value than strictly merited’ by the powers-that-be, he was ‘ordered up to Bangalore’.


The lad proved equal to the task, however. Contending that the Cantonment needed to be close enough to the Pete (for provisions and services) while remaining splendidly isolated from it, and that height was an advantage given the region’s topography, he picked a mile-long ridge running east to west – where the British army under Lord Cornwallis had camped during the 1791 siege of the Bengaluru Fort – to build it on. (MG Road and Cubbon Road, the heart of the erstwhile Cantonment, lie on that ridge). In under a year, he had constructed barracks for two European and five native regiments, and even built a hospital! Blakiston enjoyed his three-year stay in Bangalore, declaring that its climate, situation, production and society ‘rendered it by far the pleasantest and most agreeable residence in the peninsula.’


In a couple of decades, the Cantonment had grown and spread, bringing in its wake migrant labour, service staff, and tradesmen from Madras and other surrounding areas, who were accommodated in the valleys that the ridge sloped into on its north and south sides. One of the first areas occupied was a small existing settlement called Bilekalli, adjacent to which an informal marketplace, the precursor to Russell Market, began to thrive in the late 1820s. By and by, that area came to be known as Blackpally (whether that was the mandatory British mangling of a local name, a racist reference to the local people who lived there, or a tribute to the capable John Blakiston is anyone’s guess). At some point after Independence, Blackpally was bestowed the name of a Maratha hero who had briefly called Bengaluru home, and became Shivajinagar.


[image: image]




‘Lovely snippets of history! I had no idea there used to be a Bilekahalli adjoining Russell Market, before the area came to be called Shivajinagar. My Bilekahalli is near IIM Bangalore, close to where I live and work.’


– VIDYA MANI, CO-FOUNDER OF AN INDEPENDENT CHILDREN’S BOOKSTORE IN SOUTH BANGALORE


[image: image]


‘Very nice reading about my favourite Russell Market. I went there regularly on my Suvega after finishing half-day school on Queen’s Road to get my provisions of vegetables and fruits. It all seems so long ago now.’


– SHAKUNTALA PAI, HEADMISTRESS OF THE HAMSADHWANI SCHOOL FOR HEARING AND SPEECH IMPAIRED IN THE ’80S AND ’90S





[image: image]




7


HAJEE ISMAIL SAIT WAS BORN ON 7 MARCH 1859


The Munificent Memon of Mosque Road




I grew up City-side, in the neighbourhoods of Kumara Park and Malleswaram, in the ’70s and ’80s. To me, the Cantonment, apart from Cubbon Park, MG Road and Commercial Street, might well have been a different planet. I made my acquaintance with Mosque Road only years into adulthood, when meat-eating friends took me along to show me where they disappeared each evening during Ramzan, and why. There wasn’t very much for vegetarian me to eat, but the lights, the crowds, the appetizing smells and the thoroughly festive mood were delightful revelations to someone who had hitherto believed she knew her city.





With Ugadi almost upon us, the sublime beauty of those Bengaluru March days when, as Dickens put it in Great Expectations, ‘it is summer in the light and winter in the shade’, are no longer ours. It is still a good time, though, to remember a son of the soil, born in another, long-ago March. This merchant–philanthropist has a hospital, a street and one of the city’s best-known mosques named after him, all located in the neighbourhood of Pulikeshi Nagara (Eh? Oh, all right, let’s call it by its original name, Fraser Town). We are speaking, of course, of Fakhr-ut-Tujjar Hajee Sir Ismail Sait.


In 1870, 11-year-old Ismail Sait and his family moved from Mysore to the Bangalore Cantonment. Only four years later, tragedy struck – Ismail’s father passed, leaving the family bereft. Drawing on his mercantile Cutchi Memon genes, the boy stepped up to the plate, and soon had a very successful store – The English Warehouse – up and running on St Mark’s Road, selling all manner of goods imported from England, from milk powder to machinery.


(The Memons were historically part of Sindh’s Lohana business community. Facing hostility from their neighbours, the 700 families who accepted Islam in the fifteenth century were forced to leave their native land. The Memons who settled in Bhuj, in Gujarat’s Kachchh region, came to be known as the Cutchi Memons. Under British rule, the Cutchi Memons moved to the empire’s commercial centres across India and the world to ply their trade.)


In the decades that followed, young Ismail went from strength to strength. Branches of the Warehouse opened in Chennai and Secunderabad. Cornering the market on horse-gram, among other food supplies to the British military, he diversified into timber and kerosene (imported from America through Spencer & Co) as well. Smart investments in the Kolar gold mines reaped rich returns, leading him to establish a distillery and a complementary carbonic acid manufacturing unit in Calcutta. At 22, noticed by the establishment on both sides of the City–Cantonment divide, he had a seat on the board of directors of the Carnatic Mills (which later became the Binny Mills). He would also go on to serve as director of the Mysore Sandalwood Oil Company, the Bhadravati Iron Works and Mysore Sugar.


When the plague hit Bengaluru in the late 1890s, the C&M station was slow on the uptake when it came to establishing new extensions to house the residents of congested Blackpally (today’s Shivajinagar). While Malleswaram and Basavanagudi, on the City side, were up and running by 1899, it was only in 1906 that plans for Fraser Town – one of the first ‘plague extensions’ on the Cantonment side – were approved. But Blackpally residents weren’t convinced – not until Ismail Sait (and others) invested in the extension’s growth and development, and created enough excitement for people to move in.


Neither the honorific ‘Hajee’, nor the title Fakhr-ut-Tujjar (‘The pride of merchants’), bestowed on him by the maharaja in 1919, nor the knighthood conferred by King George V in 1923, were consequences of Ismail Sait’s business success, however. It was his philanthropy that did it – apart from setting up the Gosha hospital for women in purdah and the beautiful mosque in Fraser Town that gives Mosque Road its name, he made generous endowments to the Aligarh Muslim University, the Mysore University, the Victoria Hospital and the St Martha’s Hospital, apart from several orphanages, schools and reading rooms across the country.


When you are scarfing down iftar delicacies on Mosque Road with the rest of Bengaluru the next time Ramzan rolls around, make sure you spare a thought for the good Hajee.


[image: image]




‘At a time when the community is being battered by a systematic campaign of hatred and prejudice to discredit and weaken it, your paean to Hajee Sir Ismail Sait was refreshing and so timely. I can only hope that the essence of Bangalore’s composite culture that we all love and bask in will not be destroyed forever by these inimical forces. As a fellow author and Bangalorean, and a Cutchi Memon to boot, I felt I just had to reach out to you.’
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