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      With whose love are you smitten?




      With whose love are you smitten,




      O sea?




      For among the woods of the shore




      where like the small-headed goats




      from the Pooli land,




      seagulls thronged and fished,




      your waves kept lashing




      against the screw pines




      bearing white blossoms




      and even in the dead of the night




      I hear your voice.




      (what the girl said)




      — Neidal
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  Introduction




  One of my earliest memories of Madras is of oil lamps radiant in the dusk, just outside the compound of our house.




  There, on the other side of the hedge, visible during the day and worshipped at night, were several anthills, long cones of mud with snake burrows underground. In the evenings, passers-by lit

  oil lamps, poured milk and left eggs at the shrine of the snake gods. Warm flames flickered at dusk, rendering alive the primordial mounds adorned with red kumkum and red hibiscus flowers.

  When it turned dark, the golden light wavered in the wind, conical shadows turned taller and there was a palpable sense of the mystic.




  I never saw the snakes.




  The anthills had sprung up recently, as also the shrine, similar to others scattered throughout the city at the root of old trees in groves, or those by the road. At some point, my father, irked

  by the increasingly large, noisy gatherings just outside our gate and the imminent possibility that they would encroach on public land and build a permanent shrine, or perhaps worried that there

  were indeed snakes so close to our home, ordered the hillocks to be razed. No one protested. The holes were filled up, and that evening there was only absence, the darkness, and thwarted, puzzled

  wayfarers who carried their offerings home.




  This deep-rooted memory carries within it the sense of something enduring, beyond all time – dusk, the gesture of setting a wick alight, the basic sustenance from soil, veneration of

  forces larger than oneself, the juncture of night and day. Each passing year added layer upon layer of other similar memories, a vertical connection between sky and earth as it were. In this city,

  there is a strong connection between the seasons and customs, between man and nature, linking the ‘new’ of the past to the ‘old’ of the present.




  As far back as perhaps the second century BCE, the ancient Tamils had invoked the seashore and coastal areas as part of a five-fold landscape that was as much emotional

  as it was geographical. Hugged by the Bay of Bengal along its shore, where fisherfolk ruled the waves, the city-that-was-yet-to-be fell into the neidal category of classical Sangam

  literature, one that described the pining of a lover. The natural location and the human condition, one signifying the other, were intertwined in that central experience, love, in all its rich

  variety.




  I grew to understand that ancient fabric such as this, of poetry and emotions, of simple faith and undying mores, supports the more obvious cement-and-steel manifestations of this modern

  metropolis, recently named the best Indian city to live in by India Today.




  The wide Edward Elliots Road, near the nursing home where I was born, led straight onto the open vista of blue sky, sand and the endless waters of the Bay of Bengal. It was in

  these nautical miles that a particular ship anchored in 1639, from which its passengers had to take a smaller boat to reach the shore.




  When Francis Day stepped on a sandy strip of land five kilometres in length and two kilometres in width on the Coromandel Coast nearly four centuries ago, it was not only an exploratory step on

  behalf of a trading company but a giant stride into the future of imperial Britain.




  All that the East India Company needed was a warehouse for their trading activities, a place where they could source an uninterrupted supply of ‘painted cloth’ or chintz for sale in

  Britain. Demarcated on two sides by rivers and on the east by the sea, the natural features of this ‘no man’s land’ must have appealed to Day, even though for years to come,

  crossing the unruly sea between ship and land would be a feat in itself.




  At that potent moment on 27 August 1639 when the village of Madraspatnam was given to the Company by Damarla Venkatappa Nayak and his brother Ayyappa, for a period of two years, along with the

  right to build a fort, issue coins and govern the area, Francis Day and his boss Andrew Cogan could not have foreseen the far-reaching consequences this simple act would have.




  They started work on a fort in February 1640, and a rudimentary Fort House, all of one hundred yards square, was completed by April 23, which happened to be St. George’s Day.




  The outer ramparts of the Fort enclosed the ‘White Town’ of about seventy houses. This, then, was the extent of Madras and the only big structure on the skyline.




  In the area Chennapatnam, to the north of the Fort and outside its walls, lived some 300 families of weavers and craftsmen. They had been settled there, in the ‘Black Town’, by

  dubash and interpreter Beri Thimappa, considered one of the founders of the city because he helped negotiate the grant of land. Madraspatnam and Chennapatnam, together representing the

  city, were referred to as Chennai in the local speech, or even more simply as Patnam by those who lived in the villages and smaller towns radiating far inland.




  Slowly, the number of British and Portuguese living in the Fort grew. And in time, more villages, such as Triplicane, were added to the first one. Mylapore – land of the peacock’s

  cry – a few kilometres away from Fort St. George, had been considered a sacred place as far back perhaps as the first century BCE, and when it was included in the

  growing city of Madras, it also became one of its oldest localities. All these villages lay outside the boundary of the Fort, and as the city of Madras grew to its present size, so did the number

  of villages included within its greater area, while the Fort itself did not grow substantially past its outer perimeter of about hundred acres.




  Today, the Fort lies so well ensconced within the city that it is hard to imagine the days when the Fort and ‘Madras’ were geographically congruent.




  When my parents took me, their newborn, home it was to San Thome, another locality that had a history far older than the Fort.




  Long before Francis Day, other travellers and merchants had taken the sea route and come to the shores of the Coromandel, seeking its wealth. Trade with the Romans can be traced back to the

  first century CE. That trade continued with the Greeks, the Phoenicians and later the Arabs. It expanded when the Chola empire which was at its height between the ninth and

  eleventh centuries swept across the seas to secure the Maldives, Sri Lanka and parts of Southeast Asia including present day Cambodia.




  The Dutch, the Danish and the French had all interacted with the people who lived in the larger area inland surrounding Madras on three sides. San Thome, which too lay on the coast but south of

  the Fort, had been occupied by the Portuguese since the early fifteen hundreds.




  San Thome is dominated by the spire of the Saint Thomas Basilica, where the relics of the apostle of Christ are buried. We lived about two kilometres away in a flat in the Foreshore Estate,

  aptly named, for it was very close to the shore and the fishermen’s community, those original and eternal inhabitants of Madras. From here, one of our neighbours – Benazir’s

  brother, as I knew him – Nasser Hussain, would travel far to captain England’s cricket team.




  Later, we moved south of the city – where it was newly expanding in the sixties – south of the river Adyar, to Shastri Nagar where my parents built a house. And it is in this area,

  again close to the sea, that I have spent most of my life, registering the many changes.




  Madras and Chennai came into existence almost simultaneously in 1639, as two contiguous areas. While Madras went on to lend its name to the larger southern peninsula or Madras

  Presidency, it also absorbed Chennai into its fold as it grew. Debate over the origins of the words Madras and Chennai continues long after the Tamil Nadu government’s decision in 1996 to

  officially change the capital city’s name.




  In the past ten years especially, there has been rapid change of the sort that leads people to distinguish hip ‘Chennai’ from boring ‘Madras’. So while they were twin

  names of a settlement, each name has come to represent different qualities depending on the period in question. This fact interests me greatly, for it is not as though there are two different

  populations inhabiting these two mythical spaces. Everyone lives in this one geographical space.




  The city is known to be traditional and modern at the same time. In this somewhat simplistic construct, traditional alludes to the customs and largely conservative values followed for centuries

  while modern refers to the present, with all its amenities, and the changes in lifestyle wrought by the necessities of living in a metropolis. Some would ascribe the traditional way of life to

  ‘Madras’ and the modern novelties to ‘Chennai’. But when one looks at history, it is clear that the birth of Madras itself was the ‘modern’, relative to the

  present of 1639, in the lives of the people who lived in its contiguous geographical areas such as Mylapore, Triplicane and San Thome.




  The city’s inhabitants thus have had long practice assimilating change even while adhering to the customs of their village localities. Wherever there is a gap between the way of life

  implied by certain traditions and the pressures of a modern city, most natives seem to deftly straddle the divide.




  While Madras had a headstart of almost fifty years over Calcutta in terms of its pre-eminence in the East India Company’s affairs, gradually Calcutta became the centre of

  its expanding ambitions in the Indian subcontinent. In 1772, Calcutta became the capital of British India and Madras was left to grow at its own pace.




  After Independence, various parts of Madras Presidency were allocated to other states, and Madras became the capital of the new state of Tamil Nadu. Today at Fort St. George, the tallest

  flagmast in the country triumphantly bears the Indian flag, a happy ending that took 300-odd years to achieve.




  Its proximity to the sea and a port has meant that travellers from other countries still come here to do business, and with its specialization in car, motorbike, and auto-parts manufacture, it

  is known as the ‘Detroit of India’. A strong government enabled infrastructure for manufacturing has brought many world class companies such as Hyundai, Nokia and Caterpillar to

  Chennai, while Ford even has its own dedicated car-parking area at the Chennai Port. The quality of advanced medical care offered by its doctors attracts patients from all countries. In December,

  art lovers arrive to participate in the famous ‘season’ when over 2000 performances of classical music and dance take place across the city. And through the year, connoisseurs visit the

  Government Museum, drawn by the world’s finest collection of Chola bronzes.




  The sea brings dangers as well, such as in 1914 when the German warship Emden, lurked in its waters and bombarded Madras, making it the only Indian city to be attacked during World War I, and

  ten years ago, in 2004, when the tsunami wreaked havoc.




  In 2014, Chennai celebrated its 375th birthday. When asked to write a book on the city, it seemed to me that in order to do that, to actually convey the flavour of life here, I

  had to write about its people, and the spaces they inhabit. How do people negotiate change? How do they incorporate the new, the different or more importantly the modern notion of individuality

  into a traditional way of thinking? Through their experiences, perhaps I might learn if there is an immutable core to the city that gives it the strength to accept change, or whether it is

  ever-evolving.




  In a way, I had already described some of the city’s characteristics in my novels. If it was the palpable sense of the spiritual in Meeting Lives, it was about water shortage,

  traffic jams, and a strong belief in fate in Man of A Thousand Chances. In Master of Arts, I had written about my journey in the world of Bharatanatyam, an integral part of the

  city’s culture. But now I had the chance to step out of the zone of imagination and the familiar, to meet strangers and expand my own perspective.




  In deciding on whom to interview, I chose people who live in different parts of the city, though I suspect I have ended up being partial to the area south of Adyar where I live. More

  importantly, I sought those who in some way brought out an aspect of the city. It is an eclectic choice, for a book this length cannot be comprehensive.




  Central to the theme of inner spaces, drawing on my memories, is Perunkulam House in Mylapore, the home of the late M Krishnan – the great photographer and wildlife expert, and his wife,

  Indumati Krishnan.




  The Prince of Arcot, K Seshadri and Saravana Sakthivale talk about their experience of tradition and changes wrought by time. Both P Sivakami and Sarathbabu Elumalai exemplify people’s

  faith in education as a means to improving one’s circumstances, and both have plunged into politics – that other route to bringing about change. V Ramnarayan’s reminiscences trace

  just how the Englishman’s game, cricket, became ‘tradition’ in Madras, and Dr Uma Ram has daily experience of the clash of superstition with science. ‘Chiyaan’ Vikram

  proves that in this city, actors are heroes in true life as well and Kiruba Shankar reveals the reach of cyber space, across all boundaries. Beatrix D’Souza and A Faizur Rahman talk about the

  spiritual element in the city, of the way it nurtures different faiths. A thread of unmistakable pride in the city runs through the spoken narrative of all these people.




  I was born in Madras, and some four decades later find myself a resident of Chennai. Many of us who live here often come up against the assumption that it is for lack of

  opportunities elsewhere. To the contrary, many of its citizens who have the resources to live anywhere in the world choose to live here.




  For long, visitors to the city thought of it as sleepy, not-‘happening’, backward even in its conservative attitudes. ‘There’s nothing to do here,’ was the

  common complaint. What they missed was that it was a place that allowed one to be, a place that emphasized the inner life. It is a secret its inhabitants have kept for a very long time,

  choosing, with their characteristic modesty, not to broadcast it loudly. It was only a matter of time before the secret was discovered; recently The New York Times included Chennai in its

  list of 52 places to visit in 2014 and Lonely Planet listed it as one of ten best cities to visit in 2015.




  My parents, both of whom had grown up in Uttar Pradesh, had moved to Madras in the late sixties. Not given to rituals or its newer forms – going to the movie-theatre, watching cricket

  – ours was a home that relied heavily on books for entertainment and community. It was in my friends’ homes that I discovered the grand procession of festivals and celebrations. I also

  learnt that I was from elsewhere, different. But when I headed to Delhi with my mother, every summer and winter, to spend the vacations at my grandparents’ home, I was even more an outsider.

  If my Gujarati grandmother teased me for being a Madrasi, it didn’t really matter, I knew I was all the richer for having assimilated Tamil culture.




  And it is from this immersion, both as insider and outsider, that this book has been written.




  

    Tulsi Badrinath


  




  Chennai




  October 2014
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  The Individual and the Collective




  ‘Once I got my black belt, my father was reassured.’




  K Seshadri




  The childhood memory – of snake shrines and light dancing on a wick – continues to represent the city to me.




  The road where the shrine once existed ended in a T-junction. At the time, there was an empty plot of land beyond. In this city, it is inauspicious to own land that directly faces a road running

  perpendicular to it. Soon most of the vacant plots were bought up and houses built, but this one remained vacant for a long time, filling up with water when it rained and resounding with the

  cacophony of croaking frogs.




  When people did buy it, the first thing they did was build a miniature alcove for Ganesha in their compound wall. The god was installed with due ceremony to preside over the converging roads.

  Thereafter in the evenings, on approaching the T-junction, one saw a flame lit to the elephant-headed god.




  Across neighbourhoods, there are many such three-way intersections where, appeased by incense and lamp light, Ganesha protects one. And before darkness falls, women hurry to light a lamp in

  their homes.




  On the full moon night in the Tamil month of Krithigai, around mid-November, the members of a household painstakingly twirl wicks and immerse them in oil-filled brass and earthen lamps of all

  shapes and sizes. In millions of dwellings, hut or bungalow, beautiful clusters of light are visible at the doorstep, and rows of lamps over walls and gates. More than Deepavali, this is the

  festival of lights across the state, a celebration that has continued for more than 2,000 years. Walking down the road at dusk, one rejoices in the display of radiance unique to each home.




  When a spot has attracted worship, and when people are convinced there are powerful energies around, then before long they collect money to build a more permanent shelter, gifting the deity the

  modern conveniences of lights, fans, running water and more elaborate rituals. At various places one can see these shrines, smaller than temples, but larger than the rudimentary stone or anthill

  installations. In an incongruous if amusing development, very often their inner walls are covered with plain ceramic bathroom tiles which are convenient to clean. The Tamil mind is practical above

  all.




  Which particular shrine attracts one’s faith depends on a connection forged with that particular energy and one’s own precarious state of being. Right near the Adyar Post Office,

  there is a little temple to Ganesha, and I remember, in the days before the internet, addressing a prayer to him before sending the manuscript of my first novel to various publishers. There is one

  that I am yet to visit: a shrine dedicated to Cricket Ganesha, where the deity – bowler, batsman, team eleven all-rounder – intervenes in cricket matches assuring India a win such as

  that in the India-Australia match in 2001.




  While the ancient temples at Triplicane and Mylapore existed centuries before Madras did, Madras acquired its own temple, the Chenna Kesava Perumal temple or Great Pagoda, soon after its birth.

  It is befitting that coins minted by the East India Company not only bore the image of a temple tower but were also called pagodas. When the Company decided to demolish much of the

  original Black Town, Great Pagoda included, and resettle it further inland, they offered to help build another temple as recompense. Given the natural propensity of this soil to generate temples,

  what was to have been one became two – the Chenna Kesava temple and the Chenna Mallikeswara temple. One for Vishnu, the other for Shiva.




  It is in a temple, dedicated to Kalikambal, that we find a record of Chatrapati Shivaji’s visit to the area in 1677. And it was in the Parthasarathy temple that poet-patriot Subramania

  Bharati was flung to the ground by an elephant. Many hundreds of places of worship, of which some of the more famous are the Kapaleeshwarar and Sri Ramakrishna Universal temples, the Velankanni

  church, the Wallajah and Thousand Lights mosques, the Agiary in Royapuram, the Jain Mandir and Gurudwara in T Nagar, dot the city.




  In the mornings, office-goers offer a drive-by salute to the gods, while some stop their bikes for a minute to register their presence. If you happen to be driving at the time, either you stop

  too for a fraction of a second, seeking a glimpse of the deity, seeking benediction, or you curse the stalled traffic around these shrines. In the evenings, it is freshly dressed women with their

  children who crowd around the narrow doorway.




  The gods are forgetful; they need daily reminders of one’s existential dilemmas.




  At the time the Ashtalakshmi temple was built, in 1976, it was situated on the outer periphery of the city. I remember visiting it as a child when it was sanctified by ritual

  but not yet energized by faith. It did not enclose vast stretches of land as do the great temples of Tamil Nadu, and had only one outer prakara or corridor for circumambulation around the

  deity. In this, in the bright synthetic paint that coated the mythological figures on its modest vimana or central dome, in the absence of a square tank of water, in the eight sancta that

  rose high up in the air, clustered over three levels, it proclaimed its newness, and urban origins.




  Returning after decades, I stopped to buy offerings. Only those with a purpose – visiting the temple or beach, or returning home – would venture onto this road for it ends suddenly,

  yielding to sand, a few catamarans, and the restless haze of sea. There are not too many shops on this stretch, apart from the usual stalls that front any temple, selling coconuts, bananas and

  garlands.




  The flower seller deftly, if disinterestedly, smoothed open the pink petals of seven lotus buds, arranged them in a cane basket, and then placed a beautiful white one atop. Walking past the wall

  painted in broad stripes of red and white, I stepped barefoot into the complex.




  I love visiting temples, and today was no different. There were hardly any people there. I zipped through the maze of dividers meant for crowd control, their ugly utilitarian steel at variance

  with the curving lines of the temple architecture.




  Soon I beheld the Chief Goddess of the temple, Mahalakshmi herself. I stood very close to her, my eyes intent on her smiling face. The sheen on her skin of smooth black stone, the dazzle of

  gems, the blaze of her red silk sari all coalesced into a shimmering parabola beneath that orb. In seconds, a compact was made by sight between grace and plea, between deity and devotee. Minutes

  later, I registered the taller crowned figure standing beside her, brocaded cotton clothing his lower half, the off-white cool against his black torso. The mark on his forehead, a single line of

  rubies held within a U of white diamonds, proclaimed him Vishnu.




  When the temple was dreamt of, literally, by a well-known priest, it was conceived as a temple for eight Lakshmis and accordingly, their images were made. A little later, realizing that the

  Great One required her consort with her, an image of Mahavishnu was commissioned as well. In the main sanctum, they presided together assuring me of Benevolent Protection and Prosperity, while in

  her other seven forms, the Goddess reigned with supreme self-confidence by herself.




  Two priests moved about in the inner sanctum, within the raised threshold that demarcated the space as exclusive to them. The distinctive tuft of hair on an otherwise shaven head, a limp

  discoloured cotton thread falling aslant from the left shoulder across a chest damp with sweat, with traditional gold earrings weighty in their earlobes, yards of cloth draping their lower bodies,

  their very appearance announced both their orthodoxy and profession. Above all, it was the gleaming thiruman decorating their forehead, the U of clay, bearing a vertical yellow line within

  that proudly announced their devotion to Vishnu.




  I had come to meet one of them, the one with a kindly face. Lean of body, about fifty years of age, the bristles that covered his cheeks were salt-and-pepper. His name was Seshadri and he had

  briefly found fame for an unusual pursuit.




  As I held my basket aloft, Seshadri took the white lotus and tucked it into the folds of the Devi’s sari. Others’ offerings were similarly conveyed to the deity before a camphor

  flame was waved in a circle around her. As the priest turned away from her, bearing the brass plate with the flame, I stretched my palm over it, feeling the barely palpable warmth momentarily

  before other anxious hands edged mine out. To miss contact with the flame, even if it was a notional gesture from afar, was to feel that blessings had passed one by, to feel a little bereft; no one

  wanted that. As Seshadri furrowed through the crowd, the sound of coins dropping on the plate preceded him.




  Arranging to visit Seshadri later, I climbed the steep steps of a dark, narrow staircase that led to the sister shrines of the other Lakshmis. A little later, descending from the top-most

  shrine, I was suddenly out in the open but still at a height, facing the limitless sea, its teal blue waves edged with froth. I realized then that it served in place of the usual temple tank for

  this sea-born Goddess, who had risen in all her beauty from the ocean when it was churned by the gods and the demons aeons ago.




  I left the temple clutching the kumkum that had been dropped into my palm, a smidgen at a time, at each of the eight shrines. It was a sacred souvenir, not to be dusted off, but preserved. Many

  paper pellets of vermillion, collected from numerous temples, filled the inner pockets of my purses and handbags with the promise of grand and imminent luck. But today I had nothing to fold it

  into; I rubbed as much as I could onto my forehead and opened my palm, stained turmeric-yellow by now, guiltily to the breeze.




  Seshadri lived close to the temple, on the first floor of a low building fronting the temple-street. More steep steps rising into the gloom later, I found myself at his front door. When I had

  first read about Seshadri, long before I thought about writing this book, he seemed to exemplify to me the people of this city, who held firm to tradition but were also in step with modern times.

  Seshadri was a black belt in karate, pursuing his contrary – even forbidden – passion, while simultaneously adhering to his life of orthodox, and scrupulous, ritual.




  Now, seated cross-legged on the floor, though he offered me a seat on one of the plastic chairs stacked in a corner of his living room cum kitchen, I was face to face with the Karate Priest, or

  Japan Iyer, as inhabitants of the predominantly fisherfolk locality call him. There was a certain spareness about him, and something gentle as well. His wife Vijayalakshmi, more rotund than he,

  stood listening. When he spoke, he glanced at her as well, anxious to include her in the conversation. I observed what I had missed earlier in the temple, the delicate mark of Vishnu that decorated

  not only his forehead but the sides of his throat, his chest and his forearms.




  Seshadri remembered how it had shaped his childhood. ‘My grandfather said we should bear the sign of Vishnu at all times, so that when He came to check on us, He would be pleased. Each

  night, I would re-apply it and then wait excitedly for Perumal to appear before I fell asleep.’




  The second child of Aaviyur Krishnamachari, Seshadri grew up in the small town of Thirukoilur. His father would wake him up at the pre-dawn hour to do yogasanas, and recite the Vedas.

  Krishnamachari himself had been trained as a priest by his father who, since his siblings had all variously joined the military, banks, or worked as accountants, wanted to ensure that at

  least one branch of the family maintained its tradition.




  Krishnamachari served as a priest in a temple at Mayavaram. He was an expert in the Agamas that delineate temple rituals and in the Sanskrit language. He believed that exercise was important for

  health; he lifted weights; did yoga. On Friday nights, wearing a shirt for protection against the wind, though otherwise stitched cloth was forbidden to him, he would cycle the 150 kilometres

  between Mayavaram and Thirukoilur, reaching home at dawn on Saturday morning. When invited to serve in the newly built Ashtalakshmi temple, he had moved with his family to Madras.




  Seshadri explained, ‘In the village, you won’t get work whereas in the city there are more people who call one to perform ceremonies. So a lot of Brahmins have come away to the

  city.’ His father had enrolled him in a government-run school, in nearby Besant Nagar.




  Young Seshadri was quite daring. One day, when his brother was carrying a bag of coins, their father’s income from the arati plate, a ruffian snatched it and ran away. A weak

  Iyer is no threat, was probably the thief’s assessment. He hadn’t taken into account Seshadri, who set out in search of him. Finding the thief perched some distance away on a

  rickshaw smoking a beedi, Seshadri knocked him to the ground and triumphantly retrieved the bag of coins. The amount was handed over at Tamil Nadu Stores – run by a Muslim who was

  their friend and gave them provisions on easy terms of credit – and the amount credited to their family’s account, a fact that Seshadri reported proudly to his father. ‘I had no

  fear then, but now, after marriage, I worry, about my children … family.’ In the old-fashioned way, it was an oblique reference to his wife.




  An invigorating fragrance spread through the room. Vijayalakshmi was brewing filter coffee in the kitchen, separated from the room by a narrow wall. Distracted by the aroma, I had to summon all

  my attention to listen to Seshadri.




  One day in 1993, struck by the karate bug while watching it on television, he had decided to learn the art of self-defence. He was, by now, a grown man. Having spent eight years in Calcutta

  working as a priest in one temple while his father served in another, Seshadri had travelled to many parts of north India, wherever he was invited to perform rites. Father and son had returned to

  Madras, to serve the Goddess at her temple. What would have been an innocuous desire for anyone else – wanting to learn karate – brought Seshadri full tilt into conflict with the way of

  life he had been born into, its world view.




  ‘Don’t learn it,’ forbade his father, angrily. ‘I’ll teach you more yoga if you like. This is going to interfere with your spiritual growth. As a priest you must

  enhance your sattva or quality of peace, not go towards the restless and rousing rajoguna.’ There was the question of the tunic and trousers used for practice – stitched,

  therefore forbidden. There was the fear that a different, heartier diet may be required. There was also the fear that Seshadri would mix with people whose influence was undesirable.




  Living in a close-knit community with a wide network of relatives, working in a temple where one was watched closely for signs of deviance by jealous others, Seshadri could not breach boundaries

  with impunity. When the temple watchman suggested a karate class nearby that was fast becoming popular, Seshadri hesitated. Word would spread, his father would come to know, and he really did not

  have the audacity to wear the karate gi, the white uniform, in full public view.




  An uncle of his helped out, suggesting a coach named Dayalan, with the Crime Branch Division of the CID, who lived in Mayavaram. Dayalan was astounded when Seshadri approached him, had his own

  doubts about a thin, curd-rice eating Brahmin having what it took – ‘I will teach you but will you be able to bear the rigour, Swami?’ – but agreed to teach him and even

  waived the requirement of a uniform. ‘You will come here only four days a month so you must practice in Chennai,’ was his only rule. Every fifteen days, Seshadri would tell his

  father that his uncle had summoned him and leave the city for his classes.




  Stripped to the tiniest piece of cloth and the single namam on his forehead, Seshadri engaged in gruelling sessions with Dayalan. Leaving his uncle’s house at four-thirty in the

  morning, he would return late in the evening. Having to follow the rules of pollution meant he had to carry his food and water with him. ‘I got to rest every half hour. It was very

  hard work. Dayalan was a little worried that he might get into trouble for teaching me … but when I learnt wholeheartedly from him he was very happy. He took a great interest in me. I proved

  to him that a vegetarian can also be strong.’




  Back in Chennai, Seshadri woke well before dawn, to run 20 kilometres along the beach. At that still hour of darkness, he wore shorts, jogging shoes and a cap over his kudumi or knotted

  tuft of hair. Only his ear-studs would give him away if someone were to see him. His dedication resulted in his winning many prizes in karate competitions and soon he was written about in the

  iconic Ananda Vikatan magazine. In most homes, family members vied with each other to lay their hands on the latest issue of the wildly popular Tamil magazine. Krishnamachari was stunned

  when he read about his son in it.




  ‘First he was upset. But then, he slowly understood that it was a good thing … he was happy that I was praised. He told me that earlier he had not known there was this scope in it,

  and that because the two lines of activity were so different, he was worried on my behalf. Also, he had won renown as a great scholar, so to have his son doing this … But once I got my black

  belt, and everyone praised me, he was reassured.’ The community too accepted Seshadri’s passion for karate.




  Seshadri moved up the levels in his proficiency at karate, and took up kick-boxing as well. He spent hours watching Bruce Lee’s every move, analysing the flow of

  movement, the acute intelligence directing each kick. He was selected for competitions abroad, but that involved a terrible choice. To cross the seven seas or not. ‘I did not go, because

  there was no prayaschittam, no atonement by ritual. My livelihood as a priest would have been affected, my thread would have been wasted, so I did not go for the tournaments.’




  He began to teach karate and many parents also sent their daughters to learn. Now when he went for his morning jog people would stop him to congratulate him. However, he limited his scope,

  concentrating on his work as a priest. ‘Maybe if I had started a school to teach karate I would have earned a lot too. But my work and karma is this. This is my path – knowledge of the

  Vedas and rituals, belonging to an orthodox family of priests, Brahmana.’




  Seshadri’s wife served me some frothy coffee, in the twin tumbler-dabara set. It was piping hot. Cooling some in the dabara dish, given for that purpose, I transferred it back to

  the tumbler, before tilting my head back so as to pour a little coffee into my mouth. I had to remind myself that to sip from the tumbler would be to pollute it.




  Even this – ‘filter coffee’ – something ubiquitous in most Brahmin homes, was frowned upon as a beverage in the early part of the century. Seshadri himself did not

  remember his grandparents ever drinking it. But it had conquered all resistance, and the two-chamber filter took pride of place in the kitchen as the decoction had to be brewed in a timely manner.

  An increase in coffee prices usually creates a disproportionate crisis in many a family budget, unlike that of vegetables which can be substituted one for another.




  In 2003, continued Seshadri, came what seemed like the chance of a lifetime. The officer in charge of all security at the Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanam (TTD), that temple of temples, read about

  Seshadri and, in what can only be described as an inspired moment, thought that it might be worthwhile teaching the priests there karate for self-defence. Officials were dispatched to Madras to

  meet Seshadri and then he was invited to Tirupati for further discussions. The idea was to train young priests between the age of eighteen and twenty-four, and post them in three shifts in the

  inner sanctum. Should any terrorist breach all the security and get in, the priests would form the last line of defence.




  Needless to say, Seshadri was overwhelmed. His father had once advised him about karate, ‘Do not let this come in the way of your service to Perumal. He is our All. Everything we do is for

  Him. He is the one who looks after us.’ And now this very karate would be used to serve Perumal.




  In Tirupati, Seshadri was sent straight into the sanctum ahead of the queue, a blessing in itself, and told that he could stay as long as he liked. That was abundance! The impact of Tirupati

  Balaji on one’s soul is indelible even in the brief seconds-long darshan one normally gets. Seshadri stood to one side of the sanctum for over three hours, dazzled by the Lord, overcome by

  emotion. The strict rules concerning the rites meant he could not officiate there as a priest, but could gaze at that striking figure and imbibe blessings by sight to his heart’s content.




  Later, discussions involving his terms of service were held. It was all very tempting – residential quarters, free education for his son and daughter, his own jeep, a walkie-talkie and the

  proximity of Perumal, but Seshadri had only one request – that his job be made permanent. That was not possible, they said, offering him a two-year contract. He had served at the Mahalakshmi

  temple for fifteen years and was apprehensive about having nothing to fall back on after the contract expired. Perhaps he could come to Tirupati on deputation, he suggested humbly.




  When he got back home, he was famous. The major Indian television networks, the BBC, Tamil and English news publications, they all featured his story. Somehow the news had leaked about the

  TTD’s invitation. Just as suddenly as Seshadri was all over the news, the TTD did not take the proposal forward. It fizzled out.




  ‘Thayar could not bear to let you go,’ I burst out, referring to his ‘boss’ in Madras, the Goddess Mahalakshmi, also Perumal’s wife. It must have been a major

  disappointment, but Seshadri spoke of it philosophically. ‘Yes, Perumal called me, but Thayar kept me here.’




  That brief exposure to fame however was to again create controversy. Avoidable, as it exposed him to petty politics and jealousy. He was told not to do public interviews, and asked to get

  permission from the temple authorities before doing so. ‘It has to do with karate, my personal life, and it does not affect my carrying out my duties as a priest in any way,’ protested

  Seshadri.




  Many changes had happened in the years since the temple was built. It was no longer ‘new’ but still novel, well amalgamated into the city proper, and a popular destination presenting

  as it did opportunity for both a pilgrimage and an outing to the beach. Bounded forever by the shoreline, the city has expanded far beyond in the other directions. But chiefly, the temple itself,

  originally run by volunteers and trustees, had been entrusted to the government in 1992 and was subject to the rules of the Hindu Religious and Charitable Endowments Department. Therefore, Seshadri

  could invoke them. ‘Show me the government order that says I can’t do physical exercise, and I’ll stop,’ he shot back. Even so, he was careful. Most of the television

  footage about him was taken at other temples, ones that allowed him leeway.




  Seshadri led me up a steep staircase to a terrace that served as the entrance to another tenant’s home. There are no steps leading up to the ‘bald’ roof, and he has to almost

  climb parkour to reach it at dawn when he practices. There was no way I could reach it without a ladder.
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