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renovations were carried out.

FOUNDED IN 1917 by a
small but committed group of immigrant
Malayalees, it was the realisation of a dream.

For this community, “home” with all its emotional
meaning was still a place in Kerala. Yet here they
were, living and working toward a better life.

The Singapore Kerala Association was to be
the place for the community, the place where, as
the song goes, “everybody knows your name”, and
where you could partake of good conversation in
Malayalam. Where news from home could be
shared and exchanged, where a heritage would be
preserved. For this and any other ethnie commu-
nities, it was, and remains, a real concern. The
concept of the ‘Singaporean’, or in this case, the
‘Singapore Malayalee’, had not yet evolved.

The SKA grew in strength, from its earliest
year, under President V R Menon and the presi-

The SKA premises dressed up for National Day at an earlier time, before extensive

dents who followed. By the 1950s, under the
]eadei‘shjp of A Shukoor, a decision was made to
purchase premises that would belong to the
Association. The present site at 44 Race Course
Road was chosen, and a lifelong investment was
made.

Today, having come under the leadership of
more than 20 presidents, the premises remain the
single centre of the SKA. As it was intended, it is
the venue for meetings, public talks, demonstra-
tions, drama and dance rehearsals, yoga classes
and even small parties.

And like the Association itself, the premises
stand poised for change — to hecome more rel-
evant to the aspirations of Singapore Malayalees,
while remaining the place where they can feel
distinetly Malayalee without forgetting their
Singapore identity. %




“T'he Singapore Kerala
Association is the focal point for
Stngapore Malayalees —

an association that gres them
reason 1o be proud of thewr heritage
while contimuing to be relevant

o thewr changing asprrations.”
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Detail: The neryathum, symbolic of Malayalee tradition
and culture, forms the backdrop to the fragrant jasmine
flowers, in their turn symbolic of the larger Indian
community.
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PRESIDENT"S
MESSAGE

LOST HORIZON?

NOT IF WE CAN HELP IT

ecently my wife and I decided to take a long
walk home to Spottiswoode Park from
Orchard Road. It was one of the most
memorable days in our lives — talking

s about the many events that came to mind as
we passed personal landmarks along the way. We walked
down Tank Road, and then crossed over to a large vacant
plot of land. We stood there together and looked up at the
unevenly terraced slopes of Fort Canning Hill. Suddenly, in
the distance, a crowd of voices rose up amidst the sound of
Indian classical music...enthusiastic applause, then the
mellow voice of the compere beamed through the public
address system...

I was just a teenager then. Going to the National
Theatre for Onam Nite was the main event for the year —
apart from a family “excursion” to Ciros Cinema to see
movies like Sangam or Bhariya. The collosal National
Theatre would swell with Malayalees dressed for the
ocassion. There would even be “onlookers” cuddling up on
the slopes of the hill behind the theatre to take in the
musical experience. National leaders like Mr G G
Thomson, Mr S Rajaratnam and former Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew found the time to make poignant speeches as
guests of honour. The Onam Nite was not just a variety
show, it was a time for renewal of bonds. More than
anything else it gave me a sense of belonging.

As I stood staring at the emptiness that replaced the
National Theatre, I could not help asking myself: “what
has happened; where are all these people; will we get to
relive the Onam Nites of the 1960’s?”

Firstly, there are far fewer Malayalees today. There
was a large exodus during the late '60s and early "70s

mainly from the then Naval Base, which was really a mini-
Kerala. There were easily some 25,000 Malayalees in
Singapore then, and most of them spoke the language
fluently and were immersed in the culture.

But today, even though Malayalees are still the second
largest Indian sub-group, there are only about 16,350 of us,
and over the years our proficiency in Malayalam has
diminished, and our appreciation of, or interest in, the
culture has waned. Modernisation and the “overpowering”
influence of the English language present as easy explana-
tions. But when you look at how the Punjabis or Sindhis

~ have managed to maintain a strong hold on tradition and

language it must become evident that we are hedging the
truth that stares us in the face. The plain truth is we
Malayalees have for too long been preoccupied with protect-
ing “turfs” separated by religious or caste divides. The fact
that there are some seven organisations just for Malayalees
alone lends testimony to this.

Then there is the other Malayalee pastime — seeking
hairline cracks in others’ arguments, ideas and proposals
with the expressed intention of “assassinating” not only the
ideas but the character of the proponents. This sort of one-
upmanship is just too evident at the AGMs of the various
organisations. Debate and self-appraisal are healthy and
should remain an important ingredient to staying
progressive, and admittedly in some cases such criticisms
have led to improved policies. Unfortunately, when taken to
extremes it results in inefficiency. friction and most impor-
tantly it could discourage genuinely good ideas from being
aired. After all, nobody likes to be “put on the dock”
especially by people whose intentions are less than noble.

This picture of the “ugly Malayalee organisation” has




been widely circulated. Not surprisingly, many worthy
members of the community have, over the years, not only
rejected links to these organisations but kept away from
Malayalee activities as well. This also meant that, in many
cases, their children lost the opportunity to keep acquainted
with Malayalee language and culture that events like Onam
Nite allowed for. Today, to get an audience of 900 for a
Malayalee show would be a backbreaking task. Of course,
it does not help that there are two Onam Nites featuring
similar items performed by a limited pool of talent to not too
large a potential audience.

What we have failed to realise, perhaps, is that unlike in
the 60’s and 70’s, there are so many activities that compete
for our already diminished leisure time. This is so especially
for the professionals and the youths. Try asking a 19-year-
old to choose between Onam Nite and Hard Rock Cafe.
This natural affinity for things new and exciting, the image
of Malayalee organisations, and the fading appreciation
for the language or culture contribute to a near-fatal
combination.

Yet, I do believe that there is enough collective wisdom in
the community. I suggest that the time has come for us to
take stock, to reappraise some of the first premises so that
our rich heritage will not be lost to the generations of
Malayalees to come. This is the time to make resolutions
and seek ways to see them through.

For starters, the Kerala Association has adopted this
mission statement:

“To be a focal point for Singapore Malayalees — an
association that gives them reason to be proud of their

heritage while continuing to be relevant to their changing

aspirations.”

Our activities need to tickle the fascination of today’s
Singaporean Malayalee. The Onam Nite and other
Malayalam dramas must match up to the rising expecta-
tions of a sophisticated audience weaned on polished
performances by other mainstream groups. Yet this will not
be enough. We need to expand the scope of the activities
that will cater to the range of needs of the community: from
basic welfare requirements to self-actualisation needs.

Initially, at least, we would need to focus on activities
that the young are interested in. And much as some of us
may deny this, Malayalee youths are interested in about the
same things as other youths in Singapore: social activities
that are “hip” like dinner and dance outings, “jam”
sessions, car rallies, weekend trips, and sports like tennis
and squash. Some senior members lament the need to
encourage more youngsters to learn Malayalam. Much as [
am totally in agreement with the sentiment I am inclined to
suggest that we do not put the cart before the horse. Our
priority should be to get as many young Malayalees
involved in our activities. Then we can gradually rekindle
their appreciation of the heritage which should naturally

lead to an interest in learning Malayalam. Attempts to
hasten the process could prove counter-productive.
However, Malayalam classes will be expanded to cater for
those who already have the desire to learn.

As an organisation, the Kerala Association must aspire
to be clean and efficient. There must be a system of account-
ability. The interests of the majority must be safeguarded. A
culture must evolve where appraisal is encouraged but so
long as it is done with dignity; personal differences should
not intrude when assessing ideas and proposals. More
importantly members must come to realise that rights come
with obligations: one who claims his right to condemn
another’s proposal must be obliged to come up with a better
alternative. Any organisation thai allows, let alone
encourages, free riders would be debilitated as the incentive
to work would be lost.

If we can achieve this, there would be little reason for
Malayalees to avoid joining the Kerala Association. And
with greater resources through an expanded membership
base the association will gain credibility and earn a legiti-
mate voice in the Indian community at large, and over time
the rest of society. This should be the Kerala Association’s
longer term goal: to work closely with other Malayalee and
Indian organisations by ideniifying common interests.

There is often a risk in promoting ethnic pride or in
partaking of activities that involve only the members of
one’s ethnic, or sub-ethnic, group: it could lead to
ethnocentricism. It is for this reason that the Association
should always be acutely aware of the need to operate
within the Singaporean context. It should seek to create an
appreciaiion for Malayalee culture and heritage
throughout society. This way it not only increases its public
profile, but also paves the way for more joint activities with
other non-Indian organisations.

It is because of the vast potential of the Kerala
Association that my colleagues and I decided to take office.
We are confident that the affection for our heritage will
help sustain our drive to meet our goals. We do not need
25,000 Malayalees or a National Theatre to regain the
spirit that we seem to have lost. We just need to believe in
our pride for Malayalee culture, and have the integrity to
act on it.

VISWA SADASIVAN
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A Message of

Support and Encouragement
from Five Past Presidents of the
Singapore Kerala Association

We are delighted to know that the younger
generation of Malayalees have come
forward to continue the Singapore Kerala
Association's good work, and perhaps to
do an even better job during their term.
We offer them our support and

wish them all the best in their plans for
the future of the Association.

Dr V P Nair, Mr Aravinakhsan Nair, Mr G Raman,
Dr M G John and Mr M G Mathews




The Allamanda, Phuket

Free and Easy Opening Special
$155* for 3 Days/2 Nights

The Allamanda, apartment suite ideal for families or fiee and easy holiday mahers. The Allamanda provides the
comfort of a holiday home within the luxury of Laguna Phuket — Asia’s first fully intergrated resort. Located on the
private Bang Tao Bay with 3km of sandy beach and clear blue waler.

“Comforts of a Home, the Luxury of a Resort.”

Packages include:
*  Two nights apartment suite accommodation
o  Daily American buffet breakfast
o  Transfer - Airport/Resort/Airport
VALIDITY: 1 SEPTEMBER TO 20 DECEMBER 1993

THEZY
ALLAMANDA

PHUKET

Reservation and enquiries must be made through:
Singapore Sales Office Wah-Chang House 211 Upper Bukit Timah Road Singapore 2158 Tel: 469 9927 Fax: 469 9982

# Price is based on twin-sharing and subject to 10% service charge and 7% VAT.
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1. IMAGE

a. The image of the Association can be seen as a function of the
following three questions:

How should Malayalees come to view the Association?
What should be the target audience?

How should Singaporeans in general view the Association?

b. How should Malayalees view the

Association?

“The Kerala Association is the focal point for Singapore
Malayalees — an association that gives them reason to be
proud of their heritage while continuing to be relevant to their

changing aspirations.”

(This can also be interpreted as the mission statement of the
Association.)

c. .What should be the target audience?

The Association should continue to reach out to all Malayalees

[ ) ...:.I-....I

resident in Singapore. However in the short run (two years)
special attention should be paid to capture the interests of
aroups that might have been alienated — youth, women and the
less fortunate in the community.

d. How should Singaporeans in general
view the Association?

Tn the long run (at least) the Association must assume a high
profile. It must come to be seen as a responsible organisation
that speaks for all Malayalees in Singapore; a body that
promotes socio-cultural pride without condoning
ethnocentricism.

2. ROLE

The term “role” refers to the broad functional activities that
will help achieve the desired image. Following shall be the main
roles of the Association:

Short term (within two years)

a. Recognising the achievements of outstanding members of the
community to boost pride, especially among the young.




b. Promoting greater affinity for Malayalee culture and
language.

¢. Organising more activities that will raise the public profile of
the Association.

d. Reaching out to the less fortunate in the community.

e. Networking with other organisations within Singapore.

f. Organising a variety of activities that will capture the
fascination of young Malayalees without alienating others; they

must feel that it pays to be a member.

o. Boosting the financial health of the Association.

Long term (within 10 years)
a. Continuing with all the short term roles.

b. Promoting greater cohesion among Malayalees that will
transcend religious, class, caste and generation barriers.

¢. Building more established linkages with the rest of the
Singapore society; to wield a stronger bargaining leverage.

d. Effectively networking with Malayalee organisations in

India and in other parts of the world (especially in Asia).
e. Ensuring financial stability, if possible to be in a position of

wealth to enable the undertaking of more ambitious projects
like the economic uplifiment of the Malayalee community.

3. BROADACTION PIAN

The broad strategy, in chronological order, to implement the
above is as follows:

a. Short-term fund-raising to finance routine activities.
b. Membership drive targeted specifically at youth and women.

¢. Innovative activities to involve members more; and turn the

premises into a regular meeting place for Malayalees.
d. Major fund-raising to fund more ambitious projects.

e. “Showcase” projects to boost image of Association and its

public profile.

4. SPECIFIC ACTION
PLAN

List of activities that will fall within the broad action plan:

Short term (within two years)

a. Aggressive life membership drive, shows, sale of commemo-
rative magazines (like Onopaharam) and so on to boost fi-
nancial health of the Association. Also to explore the possibility
of installing games and “jackpot” machines, together with the
need to rent out the premises.

b. Regular weekend activities at the Association premises to
make it attractive (and worthwhile) for members to join.
Activities could range from career guidance talks to general
interest talks/seminars/demonstrations on CPR, accounting
principles, desktop publication or even broadcasting. Special
family activities could be organised on Sunday mornings to
malke it more convenient and attractive especially for parents
of young children. Such activities could include Malayalam
storytelling sessions for the children and cooking or even *
ballroom dancing for parents. The activities should be run
concurrently.

c. Regular free legal and medical counselling for the less
fortunate.

d. Facilities for members to watch Malayalam videos at the
premises. A big screen and a library of tapes could be made
available for members’ use. While being another reason to
come to the Association, this makes the language more familiar
to members. Similarly, certain days can be designated for



Malayalam karaoke sessions.

e. An office administrator to be employed to run the Secretariat
and to keep the premises open during stipulated hours.

f. New members to get a warmer welcome: welcome letter, and
when there are enough new members at a time there could be
a reception; membership cards with discounts at selected
outlets.

g. Malayalam classes at the premises.

h. Fun excursions and even motor rallies to Malaysia (eg. with

“Wheels for Fun”) to build bonds within the community.

i. Renovate the premises to make it more attractive for Mem-
bers to lounge.

j- More cultural activities like Onam Nite, drama perform-
ances, gala shows, exhibitions and film festivals to boost pride
in Malayalam culture/heritage. They must be relevant to young
interests and assume a high profile. At these occasions special
awards can be given to recognise the contributions and achieve-
ments of Singaporean Malayalees; to inspire young members of
the community.

k. Annual dinner and dance as both a fund raiser as well as
being an opportunity for members (especially youth) to mingle.
There could also be regular jam sessions and social get-togethers
to attract the young.

1. Affiliation with other organisations like the IA, SHA, SBA
and PA to enable members to have limited use of their facilities.

m. A coffee-table publication on Malayalees in Singapore
(tracing the roots) to enhance awareness and the public profile
of the community.

n. Compilation of afairly comprehensivedirectory of Malayalees
in Singapore.

Long term (within 10 years)

a. More “public education” seminars and discussions on issues
that are key stumbling blocks to cohesiveness within the com-
munity. (This must be done sensibly and sensitively. It must
involve a wide cross-section of Malayalees from diverse social
backgrounds and of different age groups.)

b. Specific projects to help in the economic upliftment of the less
fortunate in the community. Activities could include mentor
scheme for youth; “adoption” of needy youth/elderly/handi-
capped; and an endowment fund.

¢. More opportunities for professionals and businessmen in the
community to meet and explore ways to synergise. The Asso-
ciation could spearhead loose cooperatives.

d. Facilitate the adoption of Malayalam as a second (or third)
language in schools. This would involve negotiation with MOE
and the provision of effective and trained teaching staff (possi-

bly from India).

e. Stronger linkage with the government and government
linked organisations (like SINDA, NAC, PA, Sports Council)
as well as private organisations (like Theatreworks, Practice
Theatre Ensemble, Kala Mandhir, National Dance Theatre) .
The idea would be to identify common interests and worlk
toward joint projects and the sharing of resources to benefit the
respective clientele.

f. Build bonds and have practical arrangements with Malayalee
Associations in India and elsewhere. Particular attention should
be given to AMMA (All Malaysia Malayalee Association), and
the Kerala and American Malayalee Associations. Exchange

rogrammes, visits and even joint-projects should be explored.
_prog Jomi=proj |

g. A well-directed effort to build an oral archives that carefully
documents the stories and experiences especially of the pio-
neering Malayalees of Singapore. By thus passing down the oral
tradition younger members of the community will have a
meaningful understanding and appreciation of their heritage
and contribution to society.

h. Consolidation of funds through “safe” investments (like unit
trusts), acquisition of new property, the formation of coopera-
tives and other undertakings.

2. CONCLUSION

The success of all these activities will be both determined and
judged by how effectively the Association is able to increase its
membership base and continue to keep them active and in-
terested.




INDIA

Holidays spiced with loads to do and see

India is a celebration of
life that has been going on

now for almost 5,000 years.
And it shows.

The country has numer-
ous historical monuments
which have endured the
centuries in all their intri- |

cate splendour.

Experience the awesome
magnificence of the Taj |
Mabhal, one of the Seven
Wonders of the Ancient
world. Or marvel at the
ornate mahargjah palaces
of Mysore. Or explore the
over 500 intricate 11th

century temples in Orissa.

The more adventurous

may prefer trekking in the

foothills of the Himalayas.

Or a safari into any of
the 55 national parks
teeming with wildlife to
catch a glimpse of the
Bengal tiger. Or join an
adventure camp for white

water rafting.

Even the more experi-
enced shopper will be
dazzled by the bargains
in silk carpets, exotic
gems, intricate handicrafts
and valuable heirlooms
in the many bazaars and

emporiums.

You could also take off
to the breathtakingly
beautiful ski resorts in
Himachal and Uttar
Pradesh. Or soak up the
sun at the world famous
beach resorts of Goa.
There’s more. Much, much

more.

And all for a lot less

than almost anywhere in

the world.

Contact your travel agent
for more details or call the
Indian Tourist office on
235 3800.

Fo L/ o877 /@'

Government of India
Tourist Office
20 Kramat Lane
#01-01A United House
Singapore 0922
Tel: 235 3800 Fax: 235 8677
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In the early 1970's, then Prime
Minister Mr Lee Kuan Yew honoured

the SKA with his presence as guest of
honour at Onam Nite.

of honour at Onam Nite 82. He is accompanied by
Mr Aravinakhsan Nair, then SKA president.

Mr § Jayakumar, then Minister for Law, was guest -

M S Rajaratnam, then Foreign Affairs Minister, enjoying the ambience of the National
Theatre. Seated next to him is Mr V Surendra Nath, SKA president from 1961 to 1968.




M C V Devan Nair, th
NTUC enjoying a discussion with SKA members.

My § Rajaratnam at another
SKA event, in infense S
discussion with Mr G

Raman, the late My M P D
Nair and Dr V P Nair.
Looking on is Mr PN
Rajagopal, current Cultural
Secretary of the SKA.

en Secretary-General of the

It was 1977, and the guest-of-honour was former Minister
Jfor Education and National Development, Mr Lim Kim
San. Next to him is the late Mr S M Haneefa (in suit and
tie), president of the SKA for a total of 10 years, and other
SKA members.

“Former Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister for Science and Technology,
| Mr Toh Chin Chye, being iniroduced
to an Onam Nite audience by




The annual Changi Beach picnic
which s so fondly remembered today,
long after the beach has gone.

A tug-ofwar alwys provides an opportu-
naty to calch come strange expressions
and gestuyes!

A badminton team from the SKA
annals. Some of the community's active
members are in the picture — see if you
can recognise. them.

A little bit like David agains
Goliath, but who's to say where
true strength lies. Mr Valalan al
the centre sees it all.




One of the teams who took
part in the 1982 Seven-a-
Side Soccer Championship
organised by the Association.
Recognise any national
layers? That’s Teny
Pathmanathan and
Suriamoorthy, standing

second and third from left.

The arrwval of Mahabali a the Ona Kali in Farrer
Park. He 15 recerved and garlanded by the late SKA
former president, My S M Haneefa.
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It looks Like there's an obvious prevequisite for being in a
successful tug-of-war team! Here they are on the grounds of the
old St Joseph's Institution.

tape at the annual Ona Kali at Farrer Park in 1983.




Tongue-tied native

For THE MANY YOUNGER MALAYALEES WHO DO NOT SPEAK
THEIR MOTHER TONGUE, TAKE HEART. NALEEZA EBRAHIM
REASSURES US THAT IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO LEARN.

66

EACHER, LOOK he’s
trying to copy from the
textbook.”
“No, teacher, he’s bluffing—I did
no such thing.”

Yes, it was a spelling test, but these
were not children. They were 20-
somethings squabbling in the middle of
Malayalam class, more to harass the
teacher than anything else, 1 suspect.

When we heard that the Narayana
Gurukula was trying to get Malayalam
classes off the ground last year, my
friends and I were excited and enthusi-
astic. Here was finally a way to realise
certain hopes we'd cherished of being
true Malayalees.

“I’m going to write a whole letter to
my mother in Malayalam once I can
read and write decently,” Jestace said,
brimming with optimism.

“We'll be able to go to Kerala and
read all the street signs!” we enthused.
After all, we had planned a trip to
India earlier.

“I’ll be able to read all those
Malayalam papers my dad orders from
Malaysia,” Suresh proudly declared.

Yes, it was going to open up a whole
new world for us, one that had so far

remained a mystery, and one which we
had not been able to adequately share
with our parents as we saw’ them live
parts of their lives in another language
— letters from aunts and uncles in
India, novels by Kerala’s prolific sons,
devastating news reports in the
Malayalam papers (well, at least now
we'll know if they were truly devastat-
ing or whether our parents made them
out to be so in characteristic dramatic
Malayalee fashion.).

The feeling T had as I watched my
father write or read Malayalam had
been somewhat akin to watching things
happen through a glass door — I felt T
was missing out on something crucial. [
couldn’t hear what was happening
since | was on the wrong side and [

didn’t have the key to the door.

Savouring the sounds.

As for my friends, some found that
their weakness in the language had
sorry consequences sometimes. On one
occasion, one of them hadn’t quite
understood a telephone message to the
effect that his maternal grandfather in
India had passed away. So he delayed
telling his mother of the call until
another one came through several
hours later. When he realised his
blunder, it took him some time to
forgive himself.

So when my friends and I enrolled
for Malayalam class, it was with a
sense of mission; and we were practi-
cally starting from scratch. Mostly in
our late 20°s, we had gone through the
education system with Malay as our
second language. Apart from the
smattering of highly adulterated (as we




later learnt) Malayalam we saddled
our family and friends with occasion-
ally, we were, frankly, quite pathetic
when it came to handling the language.

I remember our first Malayalam
class. At the time the Narayana
Gurukula did not have proper
premises so they’d paid to use a room
in a community centre.

What we, the pioneering adult
students, didn’t know was that in
another life that room functioned as a
day-care centre, So imagine hulking
men perched on chairs barely one foot
high and crouched behind tables that
were hardly higher. Fortu-
nately we managed to find
more sizeable furniture.

And so we settled to learn
our first pure unadulterated
Malayalam words.

Never mind that you have a
lawyer-turned-TV producer, a
law student, an engineer and a
train technician; put us all in a
classroom and it” s amazing
how youthful mischief auto-
matically takes over. It was
almost like our early
schooldays.

We were learning a brand
new alphabet and several new
sounds that were ultimate
tongue-twisters. And the
excruciating feature of the
language is that it has several
letters that, to the uninitiated, sound
alike, and others that don’t sound the
way they're supposed to once they're
incorporated into a word. So when it
came to spelling, the familiar reluc-
tance to be the one to spell at the
board was especially apparent even in
this group of “mature” students.
There were also weak attempts to
hoodwink the teacher into thinking
she’d dictated all 15 words for the
routine spelling test when she’d only
done 12 or less.

A

And of course, the scourge of all
language students: the “art” of conver-
sation. In the beginning, Teacher
resolved to put aside 10 minutes at the
end of each lesson for us to practise our
newly-acquired Malayalam. That’s
when you would find us, the usually
vociferous coffee-shop debaters on
every matter under the sun, suddenly
tonguetied or reduced to incoherently
relating what we had for breakfast that
morning. Before long, delay tactics
perfected after many years of schooling
saw to it that conversation practice
became a thing of the past.

Teacher, as we address Mrs
Sathya Mohan, a qualified
teacher from Kerala, takes all this in
her stride and has been infinitely
patient with us. A gentle, soft-spoken
lady used to dealing with the timeless
tricks of a variety of students, I think
she also realises that everything we do is
in good humour. After all, as adults
who have chosen to attend these classes,
we are, at the end of the day, there to
learn.

And when I see words which all this
while I had merely heard actually take
form and shape on paper, I do feel a
sense of discovery and achievement.
Or when I realise that I have actually
conducted a respectable five-minute
conversation in Malayalam with an
elderly “aanti”...well, I do stand a
little taller, at least for a while.

Today, about a year after our first
lesson, we have come a long way, I feel.
The Narayana Gurukula now has its
own premises. Lessons are conducted
there and my class has graduated to
the equivalent of Primary Two in the

Twisting the tongue.

course. We still have a few more letters

to learn before we complete the
Malayalam alphabet, but I'm pretty
confident I'll be able to read the street

signs when I go to Kerala. %

*Narayana Gurukula conducts
Malayalam classes on Sundays and music
classes [vocal and instrumental
(harmonium)] during the week at 476
Pakistan Road, off Sembawang Road.
Contact Mr Jayadev at 257 3712 during
office hours or at 752 4549 on Sundays
after 1pm.
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Head Office:

With Compliments

om

Mohd Mustafa
& Samsuddin Co. Pte. Ltd.

Block 668 Chander Road #02-18

Singapore 0821

Department Store:

320 Serangoon Road #01-35/38 Serangoon Plaza
Singapore 0821

Tel: 296 5947/298 2967 Fax: 298 2692/297 1762
Tlx: 22250 MUSTAQ

For further information. contact:
Indian Airlines

Discover India
on our Wonder Fares.

Discover India

21 days' unlimited economy class
airtravel, anywhere in India. No city is
to be touched more than once, except
for transfers/connections
Only US $400. "

India
Wonderfares

7 days' unlimited economy class
travel, within the North, South, East or
West India regions. No city to be
touched more than once. except for
transfers/connections. Only US $ 200.

#01-03 Marina House 70 Shenton Way

Singapore 0207 Tel: 2254949

Off-Season
Special

20% discount on US $ tariff for
ecanomy class travel on any sector
between Delhi/Agra/
Khajuraho/Varanasi/
Bhubaneswar, during the
months of May, June, July
and September.
i Available to groups of
10 adults or more.

Youth Fares

25% discount on US § tariff for all
those aged between 12 and 30.
Applicable year round.

Ta) Mahal, Agra. Monumenl lo an emperor's
love for his queen and crowning glory of
traditional Indian architecture.

SRy e S ﬂl EiSUs1 PIIcsISeH
Indian Airhines
The airline that knows India best




The Year Past

Just some of the SKA activities...

Popurar MALAYALEE ARTISTES PARVATHI AND
JAYARAM VISITED THE ASSOCIATION AND MET SOME
150 MEMBERS AND FRIENDS WHILE IN SINGAPORE ON
THEIR HONEYMOON LAST [DECEMBER.

= [
LasT YEAR’S CHRISTMAS PARTY, VA /)
WE UNDERSTAND v ]
1T WAS MR VIKRAMAN NAIR WHO
KINDLY AGREED TO MAKE THE EVENT
COMPLETE BY TURNING INTO SANTA.

IN MARGH THIS YEAR, A PLAY ENTITLED VIVAGAM SWARGATHYIL WAS STAGED.
ON THE LEFT ARE TWO OF THE CAST MEMBERS, (i KRISHNAKUMAR AND
G P RAVI; ON THE RIGHT, THE MULTI-RACIAL CAST AND BACKSTAGE CREW OF THE
SOCIAL-ISSUE PLAY WHICH DEPICTED MALAYALEES IN SINGAPORE.



Two WELL-KNOWN KERALA ARTISTES
RECENTLY VISITED THE ASSOCIATION
FOR A TEA RECEPTION.

Friyv pirector [V Sasw
AND PRODUCER
B K NAIR CHATTED WITH AN
ALMOST-FULL HOUSE OF MEMBERS AND
THEIR FRIENDS, WHO WERE ALSO THERE
T0 LISTEN TO A VERY LIVELY AND
ENLIGHTENING TALK AND DEMONSTRA-
10N BY DR V P NAIR ON CARDIO-
PULMONARY RESUSCITATION. SOME OF
THOSE PRESENT ALSO GOT TO TRY THEIR
HAND AT THIS LIFE-SAVING TECHNIQUE,




LAST MONTI, MEMBERS GOT
TO LEARN ABOUT THE PRACTICE AND
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
ONAM $4DHYA. KIND VOLUNTEERS
PICTURED HERE DID ALL THE
COOKING, AND SHAKILA
(CENTRE, IN BLACK) EXPLAINED THE
MEANING OF IT ALL.

I JULY, PAST PRESIDENTS AND
TRUSTEES OF THE
ASSOCIATION, AMONG THEM
DrM G Joun, MR K GM
Prrar, MR KM S Hameep,
Mr K O GEORGE,

Mg G Raman anp Dr V P
INAIR ATTENDED A TEA IN THEIR
HONOUR. THEY MET PRESENT
COMMITTEE MEMBERS
AND DISCUSSED PLANS FOR THE
FUTURE.

IT WAS ALMOST A CLEAN SWEEP
FOR THE ASSOCIATION AT THE
KAmALEE KarA NimayAm
MarAyAzAM DrAMA COMPETITION
HELD EARLIER THIS YEAR.

Trr SKA TEAM WHICH PRESENTED -
A PLAY ENTITLED
Kochu KocHu PINAKKANGAL
CLINCHED THE AWARD FOR BEST
Actress, Best Praywricnr, Brst
Actor, Best DRAMA AND THE
TV SUKUMAR CHALLENGE TROPHY
FOR 1993,
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KERAIA..

NATURAL GARDEN STATE OF INDIA,

1S EXCEEDINGTY FERTILE AND BRLLIANTLY
GREEN THROUGHOUT. IT IS ATSO A LAND
WHERE TLE VARIOUS RELIGIONS — HINDUISM,
CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM — COEXIST
HARMONIOUSLY. THE PEOPLE OF THE LAND ARE
HELPFUL AND COURTEOUS, AND

ARE, ALWAYS WILLING TO LEND A HELPING
HAND. ANYONE SHYING AWAY BECAUSE OF

THEIR INABILITY TO SPEAK MALAYALAM

SHOULD REST EASY.

Coexistence is very evident, as Hindu
temple and Jewish synagogue stand
comfortably close.
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nyone shying away because

of their inability to speak

Malayalam should rest
easy. There is hardly any language
problem since everyone in the
tourism industry speaks English.
With a literacy rate of 95 per cent,
it’s also not surprising that Kerala is
famous for its poets and musicians.

Among Kerala’s assets ave its
industrious people who have worked
to build up the state’s standing not
just in the sub-continent but in the
world as well. Although relatively
poor in natural resources, it is rich
in scenic beauty and spicy offerings
such as cardamom and pepper, and
wood produets such as teak,
rosewood and ebony.

Kerala’s beaches are well known
not just for the coconut trees and
the fishing communities that thrive
off the sandy stretches, but for their

NIWNHIAOD 40 ASILHNOD

IT’S AMAZING HOW
SO MANY PEOPLE CAN
BE PACKED
INTO ONE BUS. GOULD
IT BE A GUINNESS
RECORD?

beauty coupled with the awesome
presence of the crashing Arabian
Sea. The famous Shankumulkham
beach of Trivandrum offers a
curving coastline filled with coconut
trees and fishermen in their wooden
long boats and fishing nets hard at
work near the horizon.

The beautiful sandy beaches of
Kovalam can match any in Hawaii,
Bali, Pattaya or Penang. However,
Kovalam does not have the kind of
hotels and sea sports facilities that

These boats in a backwater
are @ memorable sight.

the other countries can hoast of. But
for those wishing for a back-to-
nature experience, this might do the
trick. The rocky cliffs and swaying
coconut palms provide an eminently
satisfying tropical paradise atmos-
phere.

Part of the charm of staying in
Kerala is the old-world, unhurried
feeling that still exists, both in the
terrain as well as the architecture.
The Mascot, an old Colonial hotel in
Trivandrum, is situated in a hilly
area and enabled us to soak in the
sight of hills, valleys, water-filled
paddy fields, streams and rivers in
the distance.

In Cochin, there is the Bolghatty
Hotel, a splendid old place built by
the Dutch in the 18th century and
used by the British as a residency in

the following century.
The Malabar Hotel is a beautiful




erand hotel which was recently
renovated and is now among the
state’s larger hotels. Run by the Taj
Group, India’s leading hotel chain,
its choice position is a bonus,
located as it is at the tip of the resort
island of Willington.

Malayalee hospitality is matched
by delicious food. Fish and vegeta-
bles figure prominently in the diet,
and no visit to the state would be
complete without a karimeen (a
medium-sized fish which is usually
served fried) lunch. Another bonus
would be the relatively inexpensive
food available. A very refreshing
coconut drink costs only 30 cents
while most meals cost about a third
of what they would in Singapore.

While the rural areas create a
lasting impression in one’s mind, it’s
the hustle and bustle of the cities
that really galvanises you.
Trivandrum city, the capital of
Kerala, is clean and neat, and the
presence of churches, temples and
mosques is quite apparent. Punctu-
ating this religious mood are beauti-
ful mansions and western-style
homes.

Trivandrum is very safe and
there are plenty of good buys for
Singaporeans. Do not expect any
night life in Trivandrum or in any
other part of Kerala, apart from the
few five-star properties that offer
discoes.

Cochin, the port city of Kerala,
has a long history which began, and
still continues, with its port. The
timber industry is also fairly impor-
tant, and history has it that King
Solomon obtained teak from Kerala
to build his famous temple in
Jerusalem.

Kottayam and Alleppy, two
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commercial centres in Kerala, are
known for their saree shops, and
many a blushing bride would be
wearing her wedding outfit pur-
chased at either of these towns.

The only hitch about travelling
in Kerala is the poor transport
system. [t's amazing how so many
people can be packed into one bus;
could it be a Guinness record of
sorts, we wondered?

If you are wise, you'll opt for the
taxi, which costs a mere $50 for a
whole day’s use. For commuting

hetween towns, take the train,
which will offer you a good glimpse
of life in Kerala and spare you a
hellish ride on pot-holed roads.

No visit to Kerala would have
been complete without a visit to the
relatives. In this respect we were
lucky to catch up with old acquaint-
ances and even attend a couple of
weddings. The experience of a
traditional Malayalee wedding
served as a welcome reintroduction
to the customs and services of life in
this relaxing state. %



WHAT 1S ONAM WITHOUT
THE TRADITIONAL
ONAM SADYA?

StiLA FENANDEZ SPEAKS TO
MRS K ¢ M PILLAL ABOUT THIS
TASTY VEGETARIAN MEAL; -
PHoTOGRAPHY BY Y K F0O.

HE JAPANESE with their

elaborate tea ceremony or

the Chinese with their
delicately balanced yin and yang food
tend to be recognised for their
gastronomic rituals. It is rare that the
Malayalee onam sadya, or Onam
feast, takes its place among these
better known cuisines. Perhaps it is
hecause all the fine details about the
origins and significance of Malayalee
food have been so much a part of our
grandmothers, mothers or aunts that

little of it is spoken about, let alone
recorded in writing to be shared with
others.

The highlight of the month of
chingum is the celebration of Onam
all over Kerala and among the
overseas Malayalees. While nothing
obvious marks this annual mid-
August occasion in Singapore, the
basic features are not bypassed in
Malayalee homes here. Ten days of
heady celebration marks it in Kerala
with schools closed for the length of

the festivities and all businesses
enjoying the last four days ending
with thiru onam. Houses are given a
thorough clean and some of the
essential sweetmeats prepared well
ahead. Somehow every Singaporean
Malayalee manages to partake in the
midday onam sadya at home or in
restaurants that serve this special
meal.

Once the philosophy that governs
every aspect of cooking for Onam
becomes common knowledge, it could




change forever the way you look at a
banana leaf, a knob of ginger, the
commonplace spices found in any
Malayalee kitchen or the staple
coconut milk.

A Malayalee meal is traditionally
eaten with the fingers, seated with
other guests on long parallel rows of
mats with your legs crossed and
tucked neatly underneath. The aisles
in-hetween form passageways for the
hosts to stream in with the hot food;
the honour often belonging to the

\

women of the household. A two-fold
banana leaf, broad on one side and
tapering off on the other, serves as a
rich green, fragrant serving dish and
place marker. The narrow end sits to
the left of the user while the grooved
centre, which runs the length of the
leal, separates accompaniments
placed along the upper half. These
biodegradable sections of banana
leaves are laid out well before the
guests actually arrive.

A variety of at least eight curried

The onam sadya is a
colourful meal which
appeals to nine varieties
of tastes of the human
palate.



vegetable accompaniments is nothing
exceptional for an onam sadya.
There must be three perennial
chutnies — inji (ginger), narenga
(lemon) and manga (mango). The
main ingredients are pared and then
diced, chopped or cut into small
wedges and flavoured with a tangy
mixture of spices. These pickle-like
items are placed in neat little mounds
on the left upper half of the leaf one
after the other. They appeal to the
sour side of our palates and are taken
in small amounts to blend in with
mouthfuls of other dishes. They are
often prepared in advance but do not
spoil partly due to the preserving
quality of the porous chutty or
round-bottomed earthern pots they
are simmered in.

The next items are serious
vegetable mixes, the quality of which
often makes or breaks the reputation
of the cook. While each one adds a
secret dash of something to enchance
the taste of the pachadi, kichadi or
thoren, the common factor is the
blend of fresh vegetables that go into
them. The minature wedges of ash
gourd (winter melon), beetroot or
tomato are the predominant
vegetables in the kitchadi.
The same vegetables,
together with green chillies,
are simmered unhurriedly
in plain thick yoghurt and
coconut cream to result in
the richer pachadi. Some
add a little ground mustard
seeds for effect. The thoran
adds the vital yellow colour
to the Onam spread. Finely
chopped small cabbages
along with coarse ground
desiceated coconut, cumin
seeds, onions, tumeric and
chillies combine subtly to
form this vegetable
offering. For garlic fans, a

smattering of chopped garlic is a
distinct possibility.

Just when you think there could
not be another blend of vegetables,
comes the avial placed smugly to the
right of the thoran on the leaf. Colour
plays an important role in this dish.
The naturally warm colours of
julienne strips of ash gourd, carrots,
payaru (long beans), green plantains,
yam-like chennah are clearly
discernible through the fine coating of
coarsely ground coconut pulp.

While the various communities of
Kerala are well known for their
splendid seafood and meat items, the
onam sadya is reserved for an
astonishing variety of vegetable
dishes. For the hopelessly meat-
addicted guest, the kooteh curry
serves as an adequate substitute. The
heady mix of masala often reserved
for meat preparations is an important
flavouring for diced potatoes
occasionally mixed with cauliflower

florets. This moist curry takes its
place to the extreme right of the
upper portion of the leaf as a fitting
end to the band of pre-served
accompaniments.

The olan is placed below the

Preparing the onam sadya takes
time and patience.

kooteh curry. Black-eyed peas, one of
the many varieties of pulses, broad
wedges of ash gourd and green
plantain, and strips of long beans are
poached in coconut milk. A generous
spoonful of coconut oil adds the
discernibly different taste to this

dish.

The narrow left end of the leaf
holds a variety of delights: handfuls
of upperi, crisp fried banana chips
flavoured with salt and tumeric;
sharkara vartti, more banana wedges
coated generously with brown palm
sugar; and a ripe banana hidden
underneath a curly-edged papadum,
a savoury wafer made out of
flavoured split peas and fried quickly
in hot oil.

All the above items come to their
full flavour when deftly blended with
steaming hot plain white rice.
Traditionally the chembawari
variety of rice is served, tipped out of
rattan baskets which add to its
fragrance and flavour. The size of the
mound of rice varies according to the
guest’s needs and small amounts are
pulled away from it to be savoured
with the different rounds of curries.

If you are a first-timer to the fine
art of participating in the
onam sadya, you need to
be aware of the various
stages and order in which
the main items are to be
savoured, The meal
{ proper begins after you
have sprinkled your leaf
with some of the jeeragga
| vellum (boiled water
| flavoured with cumin
seeds) and cleaned it with
a smart sweep of your
right hand across it. Sips




of this water between mouthfuls are
helieved to aid digestion.

The meal proper starts with a
thick gravy of parippu or hulled green
gram, moistened with a quick dash of
melted ghee. A large portion of the
rice on the leaf is eaten with sambar,
the next curry. This is a thin broth of
thoor dhal with tender vegetable
pieces and the unmistakable tangy
taste of a tamarind, coriander, alba
and asafoetida garnish. The payasam,
or pradhaman, ushers in the dessert
part of the full meal. These delicious
semi-liquid milky puddings are often
sprinkled with toasted cashew nuts,
raisins or coconut bits.

Rice makes the scene again; this
time with pulisheyry or khalan and
olan. The richer pulisheyry is made
with green plantain and slightly
soured curd. The simpler khalan
boasts ground dried red chilli seeds
which not only give it punch but also a
pleasant red tinge. The health-
conscious cook nowadays very
cleverly substitutes coconut cream
and oil with skimmed milk and soya
bean oil and makes yoghurt with low-
fat milk with negligible sacrifice to
taste or texture.

This combination of dishes is
supposed to appeal to nine varieties of
tastes of the human palate. Very few
cuisines can achieve this masterful
blending of such a number especially
based solely on vegetables. Having by
now worked through seven varieties of
tastes, it is time to settle the whole
meal with resum and moru. Resum, a
thin soup of tomato and coriander leaf
garnish, complements the equally thin
moru, a yoghurt drink embellished
with bruised small fresh chillies,
ginger and curry leaves.

It is also important to note that
regional variations of the onam
sadhya exist but this does not take
anything away from the celebrations.

In keeping with the careful
preparation and presentation of such
a superh meal, the guests have a
certain obligation to observe
etiquette. No matter how tempting,
fingers are not to be licked. Rice is
eaten in small amounts pulled away
from the larger quantity served.
Items on the leaf are taken in turn.
The onam sadya is enjoyed in the
company of others and entails
patience and co-operation; guests do
not leave as and when they wish or
try and jump the order in which the
food is served. Despite the
consistency of most of the curries,
care should be taken not to spill any
of them.

When you have eaten your fill, the
lower portion of the leaf is to be
folded, away from you, along the
centre. This is a good time to catch up

Anything but boring, this all-
vegetable spread.

with the latest happenings with the
guests on either side as you remain
seated behind the folded leaf, waiting
for the others to complete their meal.
Provision is made for the used leaves
to be cleared away after most of the
guests leave their places.

Celebrating Onam marks the
annual replay of the visit of the
legendary ancient king, Mahabali,
who makes a one-day journey to his
original land to see his people live
without a care, in perfect harmony,
happy and enjoying an abundance of
good food. In Singapore, this is not so
hard to do and if nothing else, the
onam sadya is a fitting highlight of
this festival held dear by the
Malayalees. #



KINGLY

KATHAK/

The format of the
Krishnattam and the
Ramanattam, dance-drama
forms created centuries ago to
celebrate the lives of Krishna and
Rama respectively, served as an
inspiration for other legends
patterned on the same lines.
Gradually this dance form
acquired a new name - Kathakali
- meaning literally, story-play.
Interestingly, as in the case of
Krishnattam and Ramanattam,
several of these plays were written
by kings and the art of Kathakali
effloresced under royal patron-
age. Some kings became expert
dancers and participated in
performances.

As a dance form, Kathakali as we
see it today is not more than 300
years old. Its origins, however, go
far back in time to indigenous
animistic rituals and classic

facial expressions and hand

Sanskrit theatre. In fact,
Kathakali represents the distilled
expression of a slow process
wherein the different dance and
theatre traditions of Kerala and
neighbouring regions have been
combined and synthesised.

It is a very exacting disci-

pline demanding complete dedica-

tion and long years of hard

training. It requires complete
comtrol of the body — almost
every fibre of it — and a sensitiv-
ity to emotion so as to be able to
render all its nuances through

gestures. 3
For attaining fluid grace,

the training also includes a special

kind of body massage.

A Kathakali performance tradi-
tionally lasts all night long. There
is no stage, no backdrop, no
scenery. The performers are all

The camaraderie that nly comes with the shared pain of learning and the joy of performing.

Eye movements emphasise messages
conveyed in hand movement.

male and are trained to portray
women. The eyes and hands play
an important part and through
gesture and expression a per-
former is able to create the illusion
of a palace or a forest scene. The
themes generally centre around
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This involves fury and violence
with demonical characters vyelling,
growling, whirling and trampling.

The significant costumes, the
make-up which takes hours to put on,
and the drumming transport the specta-
tor into another world, a fantastic world
of gods and men, and epic dimensions
where Iﬁajestic and heroic characters
are propelled by primeval forces and

Twenty:four hand positions combined in various ways, give performers a vocabulary of over 600 words.
In full-skirted costume and tall crown be mimes his role to the accompaniment of drums.

elemental passions. These performances

with their drama and spectacle are

compelling. Truly, Kathakali represents Text and photographs from

the crowning achievement of theatre KERALA: Week by Week, published by
tradition in India. ¥ Media Transasia Ltd.
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Hearing about a
place and actually
living there are two 0
entirely separate |||

| experiences. |
| Sankaran Ruby, an
| expatriate living here, shares l‘]]S

impressions of the Singapore lifestyle.




IT IS very difficult for
me to write about Singapore
as seen through an expatri-
ate’s eyes. [ do not feel like
an outsider or an alien here.

AND I DO NOT SEE
ANYTHING WRONG

these areas, except medical
services, Singapore scores
very well when compared
with other favourite destina-
tions of Indians. Last year,

In New Delhi, where I spent my wife had to spend three
most of my working life, | days in hospital. When I
used to feel that I did not IN AS PIRING FOR received the bill, I almost
belong. Singapore, with its had a heart attack, but the
multi-racial, multi-ethnic thought of what the bill

and multi-cultural commu-
nity is so cohesive that
neither colour, religion nor
race matter and [ feel
comfortable in the cocoon of
society. This is an impor-
tant factor to me.
Personally, I have yet to
encounter any discrimina-
tion in my workplace or
anywhere else due to my
colour or nationality. This

THE BETTER
THINGS IN LIFE AS
LONG AS IT IS OUT

OF WELL-DESERVED
EARNINGS.

would be like prevented it. If
it wasn't for their companies’
hospitalisation benefits,
many expats would not be
able to afford such medical
facilities.

The pace of life is another
thing. Everything is done in a
hurry here, be it at the
check-out counter of a
supermarket, offices or
government departments.

is a welcome change from
the attitudes in western countries where life can be an uphill
struggle for Asians.

When I first visited Singapore in 1989, I was not pre-
pared for the level of sophistication that I witnessed. Now,

while everybody comments on the efficient transport system, .

the clean roads and housing estates, the most striking
aspects of Singapore, to me, are the excellent housing
facilities and the great number of schools. I would face more
problems finding a good school for my children if I had
shifted from one city to another in India. Despite the
mountains of paperwork needed to procure all the permits
and passes, the procedure is smooth and fast and many
things follow automatically, once the papers are in order.

Another strong impression is of the Singaporeans’ love of
food. The city state must have more eateries than any other
country per square kilometre! And they seem to be busy all
the time. If my wife tries eating as the Singaporeans do, she
will gain 15kg in as many days. It is a great wonder how
Singaporean girls maintain their figures. My first impression
of Singapore was that of the “Singapore Girl” walking by,
offering a tantalising view of her shapely legs!

The nice things aside, as an expatriate there are common
problems which we face in any country: acceptance as an
equal despite having similar skills and knowledge as far as
the workplace is concerned and the problems relating to
housing, children’s education and medical expenses. In all

Even at pedestrian crossings,
people rush to outrun the blinking green man. This could be
due to the competitive nature of life here. In the long run

this roller-coaster ride may play havoe with one’s family life
and mental health. This need to perform at peak all the time

is very damaging. Working in Singapore over the last two
. years, I too have been caught up in the same grind. The

ability to relax seems to be lacking in Singapore society.

~Many outsiders comment about Singapore being a “fine”
country and that Singaporeans only bother about the three
“(Cs” — condo, car and credit card — and that they cannot
chew gum and so on. When you think of the filth and grime
in these outsiders’ countries, it is obviously better to have
tough rules and regulations to ensure that your habitat is
clean. I am also very much in favour of tough rules on the
destructive drug abuse habit. And I do not see anything
wrong in aspiring for the better things in life as long as it is
out of well-deserved earnings.

I am also impressed and heartened by the government’s
stress on the mother tongue. I have a few Malayalee friends
who take great pride in saying that their children do not
speak Malayalam. I find this very distressing. It is criminal
to forget your roots.

Still, if T were to describe my experience in a nutshell, I
would say that I find Singapore very attractive. I like
Singaporeans and I feel I can live with some imperfections

and still enjoy life. %
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NORTH & SOUTH INDIAN
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Chicken, Mutton & Fish Briyani,
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Tel: 220 2020
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GSA for palace on wheels

For more information please contact:
GOVERNMENT OF INDIA TOURIST OFFICE
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-"Still Life

- Product Photography
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Tel: 453 4005 Fax: 746 8901
Pager: 200 6629
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HINDUISM IS ONE OF THE OLDEST RELIGIONS IN THE
WORLD. WHILE MANY HAVE HEARD OF IT, FEW

KNOW ENOUGH ABOUT IT. PETER ZACHARIAH OFFERS
A BASIC UNDERSTANDING ON THE SUBJECT.




THE WORD “Hindu” is derived
from Sindhu, the name Persians gave
to the land watered by the River
Indus. The inhabitants of this land
were a pre-Aryan people possibly
related to the Dravidians of South
India, who had developed a high
civilisation, akin to that of
Mesopotomia, in the third Millennium
B.C.

With land-hungry invaders on the
prowl, a new religion was introduced
to the land, and with it arrived the
sacred books written in Sanskrit
known as the Vedas. In the course of
time, the religion of the Aryan new-
comers, blending with the cults of the
Pre-Aryan population, spread all over
India and developed into what is
known as Hinduism. It is the major
religion of India, and one of the oldest
living religions in the world. About 85
per cent of the Indian population
comprise Hindus. Hinduism in India
affects family life, food, dress and
architecture. The caste system, as
applied to Hindus, determines its
followers” way of life, often even their
occupations, Hindus have settled
throughout the world and have taken
their faith with them. So Hinduism is
found nowadays in many countries,
and Hindu literature and philosophy
have influenced people throughout the
world.

Their faith, Hindus believe, is
Sanatana Dharma, meaning the
eternal or ancient religion. Hinduism
includes the Varna-ashrmadharma.
This phrase refers to the duties of the
four varnas, or social divisions, and
the ashramas, or stages in life. Unlike
other major religions, Hinduism was
not founded on the teachings of one
person, developing gradually over
thousands of years. Many sects arose
within Hinduism and each developed
its own philosophy and form of
worship. Hinduism has many sacred

books divided into shruti (revealed)
and smriti (remembered) texis.

Most Hindus believe in the author-
ity of the Vedas, the oldest Hindu
scriptures and the oldest writings of
any major religion. A Hindu also
accepts the teaching of the Dharma-
Shastras, or ancient law books, and
the philosophical writings of the
Upanishads and the Bhagavad-Gita.
Hindus believe in a supreme spirit,
called Brahman. and in the reincarna-
tion of a person’s atman, or soul.
Hindus must practise satya (truth) and
ahimsa (non-injury). They must
respect other people’s property. Every
Hindu follows the dharma (religious
and moral duty) of varna, jati (caste),
kula (family) and ashrama as best they
can. s
Hindus believe in life after death.
An individual can follow various paths
to achieve moksha (release from cycle
of birth and rebirth), and ultimate
union with Brahman.

Early Hinduism was polytheistic,
that is, Hindus worshipped many gods.
Early Hindu Gods represented powers
in nature, such as the rain and the sun.
The Hindu idea of a supreme power
evolved from the ancient writing of the
Rig-Veda (as early as 1500 B.C.) to the
early verse stories called the puranas
(from the 500s A.D.) The deities of the
Rig-Veda represent natural forces and
include Indra (thunder), Agni (fire),
Varuna (waters), Mitra (daylight),
Rudra (storms), Ushas (dawn),
Prithivi (early) and the gods called the
Adityas (light). Hindu philosophers
believed that these gods were different
forms of the supreme spirit.

Philosophers of the upanishads
(begun in 700s B.C.) named this
supreme spirit Brahman. Brahman
was everywhere and had no form,
quality or gender. Such an abstract
Brahman was beyond the understand-
ing of ordinary people, so symbols, or
images were created to represent it in
worship. The three most important
aspects of Brahman are Brahma, the
Creator of the Universe, Vishnu, the
Preserver, and Shiva the Destroyer
and Regenerator. These three male
deities are represented by a single
image called the Trimurti. Their
female consorts are respectively
Saraswatt, goddess of learning and the
arts, Lakshmi, goddess of good
fortune, and Shakti (also known as
Parvati), the mother Goddess. Shakti,
in her destructive mood, is known as
Durga or Kali. Other important deities
of modern Hinduism are Ganesha, the
elephant-headed god who removes
obstacles, Hanuman, the personifica-
tion of devotion and strength, and
Kartikeya or Subramanya, who is
widely worshipped in South India. All
these gods are aspects of Brahman.
Hindus believe that Vishnu, the
Preserver, came down to earth in nine
Avatars, or incarnations, to protect
human kind, with the tenth incarna-
tion still to come.

Despite seeming to have many
Gods, Hindus worship only one
supreme spirit, in many forms and
under different names. Hindus also
believe that the soul does not die with
the body, instead being rehoused in a
new body. When the body dies, the
soul is reborn. This continuous process
of rebirth is called reincarnation.
Reincarnation depends on karma (a
person’s actions and their results).
Every action influences how a person’s
soul will be born in the next genera-
tion. The soul goes through cycles of
births called samsara. Eventually, the
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soul can achieve a new level
of existence, moksha, when
it is united with or comes as
near as possible to the
supreme spirit, Brahman.
According to his or her
capacities, and natural
inclination, a person may
follow various paths to his
goal. The path of
knowledge, jnana, involves
deep study of vedas and
upanishads, under the
guidance of a learned
teacher. Understanding the
scriptures frees an
individual from attachment
to the material world and
enables his or her soul to
approach the supreme
spirit.

Yoga joins the spiritual force of the
mind with the material forces of the
body to give health, long life, and inner
peace. Yoga liberates the soul from the
cycles of successive lives.

Karma, or action, involves a
person doing his or her religious social
duty with respect to varna, jafi,
ashrama and family tradition, in a
spirit of detachment. Karma includes
all physical activity, as well as the
result of a person’s actions. Hindus
believe that selfless activity is the
correct way to use human talent. All
actions done as duty benefit both
individual and society, and lead the
soul towards God.

Devotion, or bhakti, is for most
individuals the easiest way to experi-
ence the supreme spirit. The follower
of this path centres his or her devotion
on a chosen personal deity (ishwara),
offers worship to the image of the
deity, chants the deity’s name con-
stantly and serves others by doing good
deeds in the deity’s name. The ultimate
goal is to let the soul merge into the
spirit of God.

Ahimsa means non-injury, and in
Hindu ethics is an important virtue.
To practise ahimsa ideally, a Hindu
must avoid all physical, mental, and
moral hurt to any living creature.
Hindus believe that animals as well as
human beings have souls.

A devout Hindu’s life is divided
into four ashramas, though in practice
women usually share in.only the
second and third. Ideally, each stage
brings its own special duties. The
ashramas are brahmacharya (stu-
dent), grihastha (householder),
vanaprstha (retirement), and sanyas
(renunciation). The fourth ashrama is
optional, and only men can become
sannyasins, though these days a few
women are also claiming the right to
take sannyas.

From about 500 B.C. Hindus have
upheld four aims in life. These provide
a value system for each individual.
Dharma (religious and social duties) is
the most important. It governs the
other three: artha (learning a liveli-
hood by honest means), kama (enjoy-
ing the good things in life in modera-

tion), and moksha (leading
the soul towards God and
achieving release from the
R cycle of rebirths). Even the
burden of karma does not
bind the soul if actions are
performed selflessly
according to dharma.

Hindus offer daily
worship to the family deities
at the household shrine.
They celebrate annual
festivals dedicated to
different deities, and go on
pilgrimages to the distant
shrines dedicated to Vishnu,
Shiva or the goddess
Shakti. Hinduism has many
sects, or groups and each
has its own form of worship.
: In some sects, a guru or
spiritual teacher, is revered with the
same fervour as a deity.

Hindu worship takes different
forms. The most common form of
worship is called puja, which is offered
to the family deities each morning after
bathing. A more elaborate puja is
performed at the times of festivals.
Food and fruit are offered to the deity
at puja and received back after they
are blessed. This blessing is called
prasad. Daily puja in a Hindu temple
is conducted by the priest and his
helpers. After the morning and evening
puja, the sacred light called the arait
is brought into the temple hall.
Worshippers receive the light and
place offerings of money in the araii
tray.

Hindus perform rituals at impor-
tant stages of development in life.
Hindus believe these rituals purify the
body. The ancient Sanskrit word for
such a ritual is samskara, meaning
sacrament. There are 16 samskaras
recommended in the Dharma-
Shastras, or ancient law books, but
only few people undergo all of them. %
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With Best Compliments from
Management & Staff Members
of

TRICOM RESOURCES, SINGAPORE
& TRICOM RESOURCES (INDIA) PTE LTD, BANGALORE

Best Wishes for a Bright Future
from
Panicker & Dang

Best Wishes
from
PRINTWORLD SERVICES PTE LTD
Book Distributors, Publishers and Literary Agents
and
Citiview Properties
Real Estate Agents

May Onopaharam Reap
A Bountiful Harvest Always.
From
Parvati and Jamshed Fozdar
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Best Wishes to All for Onam
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Ageing paren Is,

grounng chi

P P Lakshmanan, a Kerala-
born Malayalee citizen of the
USA reflects on this potentially
tense family situation that
faces most of us at some point
in our lives, and shares his
own experience.

I am a Keralite, born and raised in
Cannanore. | came to the United States
of America, to begin with, as a student
several years ago. After completing my
studies here, | returned to India to work
with the government in Delhi.

1 like the US. | wanted to give my
family a chance to live and work there,
for better or worse. I tried to get a United
Nations assignment in New York, but did
not succeed. | took early retirement from
the Indian government and ventured out
to the US on a visitor’s visa rather late in
life. Many of my ex-colleagues at Delhi
got busy otherwise before their retire-
ment. Some were busy constructing
houses, others were preoccupied with
getting their children settled in jobs or
finding suitable spouses for them. [ went
through an agonising period during the
first two years in the US. | waited, hope-
fully and hopelessly, for an immigrant
visa, with a do-or-die determination to
fulfil a long-cherished desire to give my
two daughters a spell in this land of
opportunity.

While 1 languished here waiting for
my green card, my daughters completed
their education in India. By virtue of the
fact that 1T eventually became an
immigrant, they are now here in the US
with their spouses. They chose their
husbands on their own in Kerala, but
turned to tradition for getting married.
Although we all now live in the same city
in the US, we do not live together.

This may be against our Indian tra-
dition, but I wonder: would we be sinning
if we lived our own separate lives, with

our own age groups and interests?

Children may make mistakes, but
they learn from them. It would be hell
for grown-ups to live a life of do’s and
don’ts from parents. For parents also, it
would be boring to live with erstwhile
children who, in the words of Oscar
Wilde, are always eager to shower on
them the full benefits of their
inexperience. My experience with my
father had been one of peaceful
coexistence until 1 gained economic
independence and went out of town.
Some say that we should leave behind
fond memories of our old joint family
system and matriarchal society. And that
maybe the old ways are not always the
best ways.

I am not a financial strain on my
children. [ hope I never will be. I do not
wish to be a physical burden either. Of
course, as | age, 1 do get mightmares of
wheelchairs and nursing homes here, or
of vegetating in lush green- Kerala.
| have grim pictures of old age in Kerala.

Years ago, long before my father
died, he retired a horse-drawn carriage
(jutka), which used to carry him and us,
his family. The horse became very old
and uneconomic. It ate a lot of gram.
Once a beast of burden, now a terrible
burden to its keepers. A painful decision
was taken. The weary, worn-out animal
was taken fo a distant wilderness and
left there to graze and die. The carriage-
man (vandikkaran) also became old and
weak but continued to visit us for the
odd bit of housework, till he too faded
away.

Old-age anxieties felt by parents
should not make them pests in their
children’s homes. Parents love to be
loved ones. They frequently play useful
roles as unpaid cooks and babysitters.
Shouldn’t these be limited to occasional
weekends?

Continued presence of parents at
home is not healthy. 1t is a retarding
influence leading to the stunted growth

ldren

of children. Continued presence, how-
ever, seems to prevail as compulsory
behaviour. Should it be preserved as a
valuable Indian tradition?

0ld age anxiety is a mental affliction,
and should be treated as such. I do not
consider myself as old, never. To me old
age is always 15 years older than 1 am.
My children’s children, that is, my grand-
children, will grow up in this new world,
with little or no exposure to overall
Indian culture or to living and working
experience in Kerala. It is possible, and
highly probable, that they will find their
spouses here, in one city or another.
Their parents, that is, my children, may
spend their last years in a retirement
home, probably in Florida. It is likely
that they will be less attracted to India.
There is no question of their having
nightmares of horses in the wilderness
of Kerala.

But when they live out their twilight
years in America, they will be even more
concerned than I am that they are not a
drag on their children who want to live
their own lives. And their children will
have no dire need of them as cooks and
babysitters.

My childhood preferences in food,
dress, habits, customs, manners and
lifestyles crystallised into my beliefs as
an adult, but they have all become mere
preferences again in what Shakespeare
calls second childhood. [ am as ignorant
and dull as anybody else when it comes -
to moralising. I have ventured to write
these lines for the benefit of those like
myself who want to inform and learn,
not to argue and win. It is seldom that
any two cases are quite alike on this
question of ageing parents and growing
children. It is, however, my strong belief
that some readers may find some
practical wisdom in what 1 have shared.
I have heard and continue to hear
dharmas and dogmas from a distant
place, from a distant past, of eternal
value. ¥




TO THE
CHILDREN

Don't ever grow up,
But stay as you cre;
Forever be young
And happy by far.

The world of adults
Meams conformity;
Toil, frouble, tears,
Mind deformity.

Stay as you are,
Leave not your play;
The day you grow up,
is your saddest dary

The joy of a child,

Is too good to lose;

If 1o e happy,

Now you must choose.

Redl natural freedom,
Will happiness bring;
Success as a child,

Is doing your own thing.

Play through you life,
Flowers in your hair;
Have nothing to hide,
Be one of the rare.

Nor be ashamed,

The way you are made;
Dcmce naked and sing,
And sorrows will fade.

The old children,

Lived just like this;

They stayed as children,
And kept happiness.

R. Asokan
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