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Supermarket
NARERA INTER-TRADE

188 -196 RACE COURSE ROAD, S-0821
TEL: 3230844 (8 LINES) FAX: 3231550
TLX: RS 37170 AB NARERA

Importer, Exporter, Wholesalers &
Retailers of General Products like
Canned Foodstuffs, Spices, Sauces,
Pulses,Grains,Cement, Chemicals
and Additives, Electronic Components, etc.

(Opening Hours: 9:30 am till 9:30 pm daily)




Method in madness
- essay on multi-racial living by Viswa Sadasivan

The inexorable ebb and flow of time
- poem on life by Asha

A milestone for a local playwright
- feature on Sarojini Chandran

Shankaran’s mistress
- Onam short story by Ravi Velloor

Face to face
- SKA interviews His Excellency Gopinath Pillai

Sporting life

- captured by the camera

Light in Bethlehem
- short play by Premraj

Ona Ravu ‘95

- snapshots of the annual cultural show

Scaling new heights

- feature on a World champion
SKA activities

- in pictures

Keeping up the tradition
- feature on the Bhaskar family

Women behind the scenes
- Geetha Kumar writes about the Women's wing

Gundert’s guru
- lesson in history by K. Sekharan

Negotiating hybridity

- essay on cultural shift by James Gomez

Malayalam section
- collection of stories and poems
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FROM THE GUEST OF HONOUR

Among the Indian community in Singapore,
Malayalees form the second largest group. They
are one of the earliest immigrants to Singapore from
the days of Stamford Raffles. They have contributed
to and participated constructively in the
transformation of Singapore from an isolated fishing
village to a modern, thriving metropolis of today.

That is a brief historical context of your community
here in Singapore.

As a small ethnic group, you are proud of your
rich, colourful cultural heritage. To you, the
celebration of Onam is a symbolic gesture and serves
as an annual reminder of a glorious past and the
aspirations for a prosperous tomorrow.

King Mahabali who ruled Kerala, the land of plenty
was sent to the nether world by Vishnu who came
disguised as Vamana. The King was allowed to
" return and visit his subjects once a year. Onam is
believed to be the day on which Mahabali comes

Mr Lim Boon Heng back to visit his subjects.
Minister Without Portfolio :
Secretary-General, NTUC Onam is also regarded as a harvest festival.

Differences of class, religion and wealth are forgotten

and people from all walks of life join hands together

to celebrate this grand festival. A harvest festival
has little direct meaning to an urban society. Yet it is important for us not to take our bounty for granted.
We may not feel directly the effects of drought or floods, but they affect us nonetheless.

Onam is one of the few festivals which could be considered as secular. That is why Malayalees all over
the world celebrate this occasion.

The secular message of Onam is relevant and important to Singapore. We are a multi-lingual, multi-
racial, multi-religious society. In these turbulent days, when nations are being torn apart in the name of
race and religion, we, in Singapore have managed to nurture a cohesive, tolerant and caring social system
based on justice and equality. As long as we realise that we share a common past and have to share
common dreams, we are on the right track. I believe this is the spirit in which Onam is celebrated.

On this occasion of joy and happiness, may I join you in your celebrations as a fellow citizen and wish
you a Happy Onam. #
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From the President

ONAM GREETINGS TO ALL MALAYALEES

Attempts to draw in our youths, and our efforts to bring about some
co-ordination & co-operation among the various Malayalee
organizations have not been very fruitful.

This situation led me to have an informal brain-storming session
with some concerned Malayalee professionals.

We propose the following measures,

» greater efforts to build up a more cohesive Malayalee identity.

* to draw in our youths to get more involved.

Micl.lael J. Fernandez * a premises with attractive ambience is needed and to this effect

P.remdent L. renovate and upgrade our building.

SingaporeKerala Assoclation. to better structure our Malayalam classes and encourage
participation.

* to establish and enhance our links and relationships with other
overseas Malayalees particularly with the World Malayalee
Council. These linkages would develop into a networking system
of various interest groups e.g. business, professional & cultural.
To this end, our Association would organize a linkage mission to
Kerala.

* toorganise our 80th Anniversary celebration, next year, on a grand
scale with the co-operation & participation of the whole Malayalee
community.

I earnestly request not only our members but also the rest of our
community to give us your valuable suggestions on the above views
and we would consider them seriously.

In order to build up a cohesive and gracious Singapore society, we
should unite ourselves thus enhancing the Singaporean social glue
and identity. I urge our Malayalee youths to play an active role in our
nation building efforts.

Our Association will take constitutional measures to restructure itself
into an umbrella body to make it a truly Singaporean Malayalee
Association and also open its doors to Singaporeans of other
communities, particularly the other Indian communities, as associate
members. #
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Printer: Stamford Press Pte Ltd

Editorial team:

M. Murali

K. B. Rajeevan
Sreevardhanan Vasu Pillai

All opinions expressed in this magazine
are solely the writers’ and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Editor
or Publishers or Singapore Kerala
Association.

Copyright reserved.

The vibrant people or the verdant landscape or the varied arts?

The question was how best to depict the essence of Kerala on the
cover of Onopaharam ’96.

Various ideas were being bounced back and forth. It could be the
Malayalee diaspora spread all around the world — well, we have no
evidence of a Malayalee settling down in the Antarctic but we will
never bet against it! Or we could show the paddy fields and the high
ranges and the palm fronds — did we hear someone yawn?

That’s when we settled for the many art forms, a theme in keeping
with our country’s campaign on the promotion of cultural arts. It’s
doubtful if any other Indian state has so many classical performing
arts — no doubt a debatable point but all the same one that emphasises
our rich and multi-hued cultural fabric that all of us take for granted.

Of course the most popular among the three classical dance forms of
Koodiyattam, Kathakali and Mohiniattam is Kathakali which has
staged a remarkable revival in the last fifty years or so. But the pride
of place before Kathakali should have gone to Koodiyattam, the
Sanskrit theatre. Many experts say that Koodiyattam is much more
stylised than even Bharata’s Natyasastra, the authoritative treatise on
the science of dramaturgy. And it is this very quality that has given
Koodiyattam the label of elitist art. Some even say that Koodiyattam
is to a Kathakali artiste what Kathakali is to the layman!

We also decided to include the koothambalam, or the amphitheatre
where all these dance forms are enacted, which is the quintessence of
Kerala architecture. The one we have on the cover is at Kerala
Kalamandalam in Cheruthuruthi.

But any representation of Kerala will be incomplete without the
percussion ensembles like melam and panchavadyam and the bedecked
elephants common to our festivals. Then of course we have the
ubiquitous nirapara and nilavilakku — signs of Malayalee hospitality
that have transcended religious barriers and stand as true symbols of
Malayalees today.

Inside, we have featured prominent local Malayalees and some of
those among us who have gone that extra step. We hope that this
would inspire our children to become more productive to our society.

We also take this opportunity to thank all our contributors, the
advertisers who made this magazine possible and the innumerable
friends and associates and SKA officials who extended their unstinting
co-operation. #
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TO FIND METHOD IN MADNESS

Viswa Sadasivan

Viswa Sadasivan was the
President of SKA from 1993
to 1995. He is a member of the

Resource Panel of the
Executive

SINDA. Formerly from the

current affairs division of

SBC. he is now CEO, UTV
International, Singapore.

Committee of

had the benefit of being

imbibed with societal values
during a time when fostering a
national identity was the
unequivocal pursuit of an
infantile, and to use a much
abused term, fragile, Singapore.
This is not to say that there was
no awareness of ethnic
differences - how can something
so primeval be ever erased,
momentarily even. In fact, I
would argue that in the 1960s we
were even more conscious of our
ethnic differences, but perhaps in
a more basic (at times, base)
manner. Today, as if in keeping
with our level of sophistication
the differences are apparent at a
deeper, perhaps more insidious
level.

I remember, as a 5 year old brat,
the most effective tool my
mother used to prevent me from
running wild after 6 in the
evening, in the back alley, was
to invoke the fear of the “Karang-
Guni” man (the rag-and-bone
man). What made this an
effective tool, was that this bogey
man did exist - in flesh and blood:
he was skeletal, wore a navy blue
garb (invariably stained with
little splashes of red), had tired
but bulging eyes, and engaged a
threateningly shrill voice that
“summoned” us to get him the
unwanted pots and pans or
newspapers to give weight to his
rickety old cart. And I forget to
mention, the “Karang-Guni” man
was always Chinese. We used
to run indoors at the sound of his
call. My Indian playmates - who
were equally ‘chicken’ - and I
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decided that we were going to
risk taking a good look at the
“Karang-Guni” man, behind the
protective shield of the backdoor
to the house, of course. So, in
Segar’s house we gathered, and
peeped through the key-hole -
and there he was in full-view!
Each of us could only bear his
ghastly sight for a few seconds
at a time. When I looked the
third time around, I saw
something strange - Ah Guan and
Ah Poh were out there with him!
I wanted to shout out to my
friends to “watch out”, but then I
noticed they were actually
talking with each other and even
smiling. I was confused.

At the soonest opportunity, I
asked Ah Poh why he was not
afraid of the “Karang-Guni”
man. He was befuddled by my
question. He said to me that the
“Karang-Guni” man was just like
any other hawker who would
come by the back alley to sell
things - only that he buys things.
What he said made sense, but I
was not fully convinced as why
would my mother weave a tale
like this. We got talking. Then
Ah Poh told me something
funny: that his mother ordered
him to stay away from the milk-
man! He described this bogey
man as thin with long bony
fingers, always in ghostly white
clothes, carrying a strange
aluminium pot on his head. I
could not believe that this was the
same Bengali milkman who
would come to my house every
now and then and talk to my
mother in Malay, and smile at
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me. I kept probing Ah Poh if
this was the same milkman.
When it was clear that we were
talking about the same person -
Ah Poh urged me to keep away
from this “Mankali” (as he would
call him). With equal concern, I
reminded him of the evil in the
“Karang-Guni” man. We parted
company, confused but not
knowing that we had taken a bold
step towards unravelling the
reality of living in a multi-racial
society.

To this day I find myself
recollecting with a smile the
many “racist” conversations I
had as a boy. At school, it was
quite common for me and my
Indian friends to be called
“Mama” or “Keling” or even
“Ah-No-Neh” (a poor imitation
of the Tamil languagé). My
Malay friends were used to being
called “Mat” (short for Ahmad -
the popular name for chauffeur).
I used to take great pleasure in
calling my Chinese best friends
“Cheena-Bechak™ or “Cheena-
Beng”. We even used to have
“gang” fights (piggy-back fights,
that is) in primary school - where
the Indians students would
compete against the Chinese
(Sorry mum, I never had the guts
to tell you about this!). But all
this was part of a day’s work for
us; part of having fun; part of
growing up. To us (I am
convinced), the differences were
skin deep: we knew of the
differences we could see and
even made fun of them (or used
them, like our mothers did, to
keep us under check), but seldom
did we go on to interpret these
differences. Yes, it was usual to
see people being close to those
who spoke the same language,
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shared the same culture, tradition
or language, or ate the same food.
But this was more a reflection of

. a comfort level than of an

inclination or desire to minimise
interaction with people of other
races. In fact, help and comfort
would be sought and given, on
the strength of one’s relationship
which did not, from my
experience at least, coincide
often with ethnic affinity. T
remember, how when I was in
primary 5, it was a Chinese friend
who came to my rescue when a
group of Indian boys was
extorting money from me.

I am not suggesting that things
have changed fundamentally
today. In many ways we have
become a more cohesive society
- if not for any other reason,
because we have spent more
years together in the same socio-
political setting. What I am
lamenting is a certain loss of
intimacy in the interaction
between people - especially
between those of diverse class
and ethnic backgrounds.

With the advent of modern
housing and affluence, there has
been an increasing lack of
convenience nor necessity for
people to share. I note with
amusement how fascinated my
nieces and nephews are when
they witness such scenes of
“sharing” in the popular TV
serial “Growing Up” - to them
having your neighbours come
over to share your food and sit
around to watch TV with you is
an alien concept. [ recall how I
came to learn so much about
Chinese and Malay culture
simply by having to deliver trays
of Deepavali and Onam cookies




to my neighbours and chatting
with the uncles and aunties, and
simply by observing. There are
many things we learn - like the
way they cook, eat or pray - only
by being allowed to enter
another’s house and witness the
goings-on as an intimate friend
and not as a guest. Many of these
things are alien and even
unacceptable today, because in a
fast paced society one has to
jealously guard one’s privacy and
“space”.

Over the years there has been a
shift, I believe deliberate, to give
greater importance to one’s
ethnic identity and affiliation
within the larger multiracial
backdrop. While I do agree that
unity is very possible in diversity,
it is important to accept that for
this to work there needs to be a
“supra” factor that transcends
ethnic boundaries; that serves to
hold the social fabric together. If
the latter is not well entrenched,
then putting a strong emphasis on
ethnicity could pull against the
momentum towards nation
building.

And for me, the acid test for the
“social glue” is how much we
know, beyond the superficial,
about the strengths, weaknesses,
concerns, feelings  and
aspirations of people in the other
communities. And this must
certainly exist before there is
tolerance, without which we
cannot hope to coexist. I am not
totally confident that we have, at
this point, a strong enough social
glue.

This, T presume, is the reason
why many Singaporeans have
expressed reservations about the

concept of community-based
self-help groups - such as
Mendaki (for Malays), Sinda (for
Indians) and CDAC (for the
Chinese). Their main argument
is that it is one thing to be proud
of one’s language, ethnic
background and culture, and
even take a trip to where your
ancestors came from, but it is
altogether another thing when
you say (or are advised) that you
should channel your help
primarily to those in your
community. Of course, in
setting up these community-

The acid test for the
“social glue” is how
much we know, beyond
the superficial, about the
strengths, weaknesses,
concerns, feelings and
aspirations of people in
the other communities.

based self-help organisations, the
government is not advocating
that help should be restricted to
your own community - help to
the community is to go with other
means of assistance to the rest of
society. These self help groups
were introduced as a more
effective way to reach out to
youngsters in need - because help
is given in the intimacy of an
ethnic setting. Yet, the question
remains: does this not further
segregate the races, and limit
opportunities to learn from each
other’s experiences?

We live in a multiracial society

where the abundant, diverse
means of communication and a
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more individualistic pursuit of
success conspire to give us the
breadth of knowledge, often
without the depth. And when it
comes to  gaining an
understanding of race, religion or
culture, there needs to be a
threshold of face-to-face
interaction, opportunities for or
the inclination towards which
appear to be limited today.

In the absence of this intimacy
of interaction (which existed
naturally in the 1960s and 1970s)
which serves as an effective
antidote to casual stereotyping,
the little (or worse, incomplete)
knowledge we end up gathering
about each other’s ethnic
background can be a dangerous
thing. This scenario - which is
not likely to change for the better
- makes it imperative that we find
more ways to remind us of what
we share as a people of one
nation, with a benign neglect for
the differences. To achieve this
we need to start working together
at the sub-ethnic level, and then
the ethnic level before we can
succeed at the national level. It's
healthy to acknowledge the
manifest differences between
ethnic groups, and tolerate those
we find difficult to get used to,
and even better, to be proactive
in generating a healthy curiosity
for another’s ethnic or religious
background, and appreciating it
without making a comparison
with our own.

There is nothing more
challenging nor fulfilling than
finding that consonant note in a
seeming cacophony of beats
reverberating from a row of
different drums. Yes, there is
often method in madness. #




The inexorahile ehb and flow
it
0 I m e Life gushes forth

in a powerful wave
Asha that surges forward
a cycle of fury and calm.
A postgraduate in literature
and journalism, Asha has The wheel does move forth
participated in many literary oblivious of man
activities and won many laurels his hopes or dreams
during her college days his wants or desires
his aches or pains.

Life has its moments

some quiet, some plain

a play of emotions

of a wide range

the only permanence being change.

Tears fury langhter and peace,

ecstacy and gloom

from the moment of birth till the grey of age
life flows by at its own pace

and man is helpless in this race.

One tries to hold on, to wait,
to pause, to reflect,

to hope, that this were

and that this were not.

But moments come and moments pass
in this constant ebb and flow

the once little face

now looks

at another little gaze.

The hands that were guided _
now seek to guide o szecs
the eyes that smiled '
are now filled with tears

but the tears, they hide another smile.

The rain washes cool the earth

but the sun, it has another birth

and so the moments come and moments pass
in the ebb and flow of time

of what is and what was, #
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A milestone for a local
playwright

rs Sarojini Chandran, who has spent most of her life in

Singapore, made Singapore Malayalees proud with the
publication of “Muthassi Singaporil,” a collection of Malayalam plays
written by her.

The  book launch  or
“Prakasanam” was organised and
hosted by the World Malayalee
Council, Thiruvananthapuram, at

o "

Prof. Guptan Nair presenting the book
to cine actor Madhu.

the Trivandrum Press Club on
July 13 this year. Among the
hundred over who attended the
ceremony, were her close family
and friends and guests of the
WMC from the field of the
performing arts and literature. Dr
Babu Paul, IAS, Commissioner
of Cultural Affairs, Government
of Kerala, made the opening
remarks followed by a speech by well-known Malayalam writer and
critic, Professor S Guptan Nair. The release of the book was done by
Prof Guptan Nair who handed the first book to veteran cine actor
Madhu. Dr George Onakkor, Director of Encyclopaedia, also spoke.
Mr MK Bhasi, a writer and poet of Singapore, has written the foreword
to the book.

“Muthassi Singaporil will always be a precious jewel in my heart as it
was also the title of the very first play that I had written,” says Mrs
Sarojini Chandran. The day was a very special one in her life, she
added.

The book contains eight short Malayalam plays. The first, Muthassi
Singaporil, was written in 1991 and staged in September 91 for SKA’s
Onam Nite. Six of the eight plays have been staged in Singapore. Two
of them, Kochu Kochu Pinakkangal and Apaswaram, had won the
T.V. Sukumaran Challenge Trophy Award at the Malayalam Drama
Competitions held by the Singapore Kairali Kala Nilayam in 1993
and 94 respectively. For the *93 competition, Mrs Chandran received
the Best Local Playwright Award. The play was directed by her son,
Murali Chandra, and it won the best actor and best actress awards as
well. Apaswaram was directed in 1994 by her daughter, Geetha. The
play also won the best actor and best director awards. Neeyum Nyanum
and Varacha Vara were staged at the "94 and '95 Onam Nite shows.

17



e Sand Emmanael

Vs M P Raghasan
DY) P Has & jamily
Wiss Priya Emmanuel
Vr G Raman & famdly
Yt & Vs Alan Street

W & Wtns Tuan Fermandes

W & Wns Nonmatan Pillas

Wt Channa Wohan X Nain

Capt Jsse & Wrs Patoccaran

Wﬂ&mmzmw




In 1995 the drama, Vakkum Pravruthiyum was staged during the
Sree Narayana Mission show. The last two in the collection, Evidathae

m&m@] a‘ﬂom%mfm Nyayam and Entae Maken, have not been staged yet but have been
e (OAOQ’ICD'I QJKB(TB published in previous issues of Onopaharam.

Mrs Chandran’s visit to Kerala in May this year was the catalyst that
saw the publication of this book. A few weeks before the trip, she had
the good fortune of meeting Mr Priyadas G Mangalath, President,
World Malayalee Council, Inc., Thiruvananthapuram. A few years
ago she had met Mr John Mundakkayam, Chief Editor of Malayala
Manorama. These meetings, and the encouragement provided by Mr
Aravindakshan, former SKA President, paved the way for the book’s
publication.

Mrs Chandran has fond memories of the six hectic weeks in
Thiruvananthapuram prior to the release of the book. She recalls with
gratitude the many people who helped her in the process of editing,
cover design and printing — the hospitable, Mr Priyadas who provided
all the necessary arrangements, Mr John Mundakkayam who went
out of the way to ensure the successful completion of the project and
Dr Onakkor who devoted his time and energy to oversee the various
aspects of the publication. Rev Fr Mathew Thekkal and the staff of St
Joseph Press deserve a special mention for the quality of the work and
the speed with which they carried it out.

The main underlying factor for the success, says Mrs Chandran, was
her children and family members who provided the motivation and
inspiration. Her friends have always been with her to provide those
vital words of encouragement.

Singapore Kerala Association salutes her on this achievement and
wishes her more success and honours in time to come. We hope she
becomes a role model for other Singapore Malayalees to emulate. #

| The Executive (emmittee and the Editorial team thawk

7. R Aectuthan

S. Ruby

| for thein imalualle assistance in the ereation of Ouspakaram 96
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SHORT STORY

Ravi Velloor

Ravi Velloor is a journalist on
The Straits Times Foreign
Desk. He moved to Singapore
in late 1993 after 14 years as a

journalist in South Asia for

Asiaweek magazine and

Agence France Presse. He is
married, with two children.

MISTRESS

ppunny Raja awoke with a

start. Having arrived on the
Air-India flight from Singapore
that touched down in Trivandrum
shortly before noon, he had
cleared Customs without trouble.
Walking out of the shabby airport
carrying a duffel bag with two
changes of clothing and a litre
bottle of Johnnie Walker Black
to help him tide over the next
three days, he had hopped into a
Kerala State Road Transport
Corporation Fast Passenger bus
bound for Guruvayur and bought
a ticket to Palavad, the coastal
settlement midway between
Kodungalloor and the famous
temple town. He chose to use the
bus because he had heard reports
that cabs carrying Gulf returnees
had sometimes been waylaid by
highwaymen. If living in
Singapore had taught him
anything, it was to take no
chances unnecessarily.

He had risen early for the flight
and though he travelled Business
Class and the service had been
excellent, he had been wearied by
the journey and fallen asleep in
the bus shortly after it left Cochin
on the second leg of its long roll
along the Arabian Sea-coast road.
Now, as his vision cleared, he saw
the eyes of many curious
onlookers on him and the bus
conductor’s smiling visage.

“Your place, Sir. Time to alight,”
said the khaki-uniformed man.
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“How, how... did you remember
I had to get off here,” stuttered
Appunny Raja.

“Your face is a family trademark.
You may have forgotten us, but
we still remember you. You are
Appunny-Sir from the Kallayil
family, aren’t you ? Thirty years
now it has been since you went to
Malaya, and not once did you
make a visit to these parts. We
hear you have taken a Chinese
wife. Why, were there no homely
Nayar girls there 7 asked the
middle-aged conductor in a sing-
song Malabar accent, fingering
the leather strap of his bag with
its cargo of cash and multi-
coloured tickets.

The young men on the bus with
their irritated, mildly-sneering
glaces looked at him with sudden
interest.

“Every year, I missed the
‘taravad’ at Onam time. This
year, I promised myself I would
make it,” said Appunny Raja.

All the passengers in the bus
nodded vigorously, happy that this
well-dressed stranger was not a
snob and shared their instincts for
the ancient homestead.
Malayalees affect a sneer almost
as a defensive mechanism. If they
thought you weren’t acting
superior, they dropped their mask
instantly. Appunny Raja disarmed
them further with a smile.



SHANKARAN'S

A young man sprang to hand
down his bag, still nodding
vigorously. The conductor
tugged at an overhead chord that
struck a gong up front and
hearing the signal, the driver
pulled away, leaving Appunny
Raja by the wayside of National
Highway 17.

Darkness had fallen and Appunny
Raja’s expensive Bally brogues
crunched on the shale and pebbles
of the badly maintained road as
he trudged the 1/2 km to his
ancient house, a little unsure of
what to expect next. Coming
round the bramble fence, he could
see the lights of the late 19th
century house, and the wick lamp
flickering at the foot of the basil
shrub that blessed the entrance of
every old Hindu home in Kerala.
He looked to see if there was
smoke spiralling from the kitchen
portion of the house but there was
none. Had the cook retired for the
night ? Then, he remembered —
these days cooking gas had
reached the remotest villages.

As his footsteps approached, a
stentorian roar of challenge blew
forth from a row of deck chairs
arranged in a circle to the side of
the massive courtyard.

“Who goes there 7”

Appunny Raja stayed silent until
he was directly upon the little
gathering.

“Who do you think this could
be 77

The throng squinted up at him
through the darkness. Then, a
widowed aunt said in an uncertain
tone: “That voice sounds like our
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little Appunny. But I know that
is not possible. Yet... it does
sound like him, it is him !
Appunny has returned !!”

A child on the verandah picked
up the cry and ran inside the
house, shouting “Appunny
Mama has returned. I heard
Ammamma say it, I swear I
heard her say it!”

From all corners of the house,
children, his cousins’ wives and
husbands, and servants poured
out to gaze upon the visitor.
Appunny Raja cursed himself for
not having had the forethought to
have picked up a huge tin of
chocolates for the household. It
showed how much he had grown
away from his family.

“Any medicine, Appunny 7" an
aged uncle, clad in singlet and
sarong, queried hopefully,
focusing on more important
matters. Appunny Raja nodded
and unzipped his bag, handing
over the whisky. “Shame on you,”
his uncle’s wife riposted, “You
ask Appunny for whisky before
even offering him tea.”

The old man ignored her and
clapped his hands, calling for
glasses and pappadum. “You go,
get changed. We will take care of
this,” he joked, the male relatives
joining in the mirth.

Appunny Raja walked up to the
huge front door, tugging off his
shoes and throwing them to a side
as he entered. The carved wooden
door was built so huge because,
in the old days before the
Communists changed things
forever, the family had money
enough to keep elephants and the




SHORT STORY

SHANKARAN'S
MISTRESS....

gentle beasts would daily pass
through the door to be shown to
his grand-father.

As he had always done in
childhood, Appunny Raja
genuflected briefly before the
prayer room, hung his wrist-
watch on a nail protruding
overhead near the leavwall clock,
and waded past his milling,
admiring relatives.

An upstairs bedroom had been
prepared quickly for his use, the
evicted branch of the family not
complaining in the excitement of
seeing their overseas relative of
whom many had only heard of. A
fresh, white sarong and a thin
matted towel lay on the freshly-
made bed. Appunny Raja threw
off his expensive city clothes,
walked to the bath room and
soaped his feet and hands,
wrapping the sarong tight as he
emerged from his wash. The
sound of crickets and marsh frogs
in the still night air drew him to
the window. He stood there for a
moment, his mind at 'peace, his
heart filled with the warmth of
homecoming and excitement at
the next day’s coming festivities
of which he had treasured such
memories.

In the distance, he saw the light
from a hurricane lamp. His pulse
quickened, and a faint sense of
excitement came over him.

That used to be Kartiyani’s house,
when her mother used to work in
the Kallayil household and had
been given a quarter of acre of
land by the family. On tHis tiny
patch she had proudly builta mud
hut with a thatched roof, the little
yard paved with dried dung.
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Appunny Raja remembered
Kartiyani clearly now. It was his
first encounter with a strange
rush of emotions, a physical
stirring he could not explain then
as a 12-year-old.

Those days his hero was his
cousin, Shankaran, a man then in
his mid-20s and starting a career
as a cameraman in the film studios
of Madras. It is said that
Shankaran was on friendly terms
with every leading Malayalam
actress and hero. Appunny Raja
was pleased when his aunts said
he resembled Shankaran so
strongly.

Seeing Shankaran headed in the
general direction of Kartiyani’s
house one day, he had followed
too, although the strict rules of the
household were that you did not
mix with the servants or go near
their quarters.

But when he got near the house,
Shankaran had disappeared from
view. “Chettan,” he called out
loudly, using the Malayalam
kinship term for older brothers
which often got corrupted to
“Ettan” when spoken rapidly.
“Shankar-Ettan, where are you ?
Are you inside 7

A few minutes later the bamboo
door creaked open and young
Kartiyani peered out. Seeing
Appunny Raja, she came out into
the yard. Her chest, wrapped tight
in a red blouse, was heaving.
There were beads of perspiration
on her brow and upper lip and her
tanned, brown skin was caught
in a deep flush.

Appunny Raja did not know why,
but her very appearance, that




strange sparkle in her eyes,
affected him deeply. Accepting
her explanation that she had not
seen Shankaran anywhere in the
vicinity, he had returned to the
house. Shankaran had turned up
a half-hour later but was strangely
curt to him throughout the rest of
the day.

Appunny Raja sighed. Shankaran
had been dead now for nearly 30
years, a victim of throat cancer
that struck him in the prime of his
life. Appunny Raja had heard
about it in Singapore but it was
just after he had left India and he
was not wealthy then, and could
do nothing for his cousin except
to pray for quick relief from the
man’s suffering.

Appunny Raja walked downstairs
and watched his uncles as they
finished the whisky, then sat down
with them for dinner. Afterwards,
as the household fell silent, he put
on a pair of rubber flip-flops and
wandered through the groves of
coconut, mango and jackfruit,
stopping suddenly when he

SHORT STORY

realised that he had walked the
two furlongs right up to
Kartiyani’s house. In the distance,
he heard a pressure horn and the
sound of a powerful diesel engine,
the last bus from Trichur railway
station that passengers arriving on
the Madras Mail found so
convenient to connect to Palavad.

As he turned to go, a woman, still
shapely despite her 50 years or so,
emerged from behind the little
blue gate of the house. Her eyes
were a little crazed, her full bosom
heaved in the moonlight.

“Shankar-ettan ! Shankar-ettan,
is that you ?” cried the woman.

“Shankar-ettan, you always said
you would make me a film star
one day. How many years I have
waited here for you. But [ knew, I
knew you would come some day,
at least for Onam. It is Onam
tomorrow and [ knew I would see
you if I only waited for the last
bus from Trichur.”

Copyright@1996: The Author
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Mr Gopinath Pillai,

roving Ambassador to Iran
and High Commissioner to
Pakistan and a well known
businessman in his own
right in Singapore, speaks
to S. Ruby and M. Murali
of Singapore Kerala
Association.

FAGE TO FAGE WITH

GOPINATH PILLAI

r Gopinath Pillai needs no
Mintroduction to Malayalees
and also to other Singaporeans.
In a career spanning over three
decades he has taken on many
roles - teacher, banker,
businessman and diplomat.

He started his career as a teacher,
followed by a stint in Bangkok
with Bangkok Bank and
subsequently with a financial
institution in Malaysia. During
the early seventies he was
General Manager of a Singapore
government owned textile
factory and then a Singapore
government trading company,
Intraco. Later he was involved
with various businesses in
Singapore in senior management
positions. He was also Chairman
of NTUC Fairprice from 1983 to
1993. Currently he is Chairman
of Windmill International Pte
Ltd, an international trading
company, along with his duties
as  Singapore’s  Roving
Ambassador to Iran and High
Commissioner to Pakistan.

Mr Pillai is married with three
children. His wife is an English
teacher in a local secondary
school. His eldest daughter is a
practising lawyer in Singapore,
while his son is in the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs. His other
daughter is a journalist with The
Straits Times.

During a two-hour interview at
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Mr Pillai’s office in Singapore,
he expressed his views on a wide
range of subjects.

At the outset, Mr Pillai expressed
his concern about the educational
performance of Indian students.
The performance of Indian
children at the national level is
lower than the national average.
Besides education the Indian
community also faces problems
such as drunkenness, suicide
among women, wife abuse etc.

Talking about the poor
performance of Indian students
in Mathematics, he said that this
was surprising as Indians are
known as a “numerate” race.
Indians, who have contributed
the concept of “ZERO” to the
development of Mathematics,
should not allow their children
to get zeroes in maths!

Mr Pillai felt that there was very
little upward mobility in the
Indian social structure in
Singapore. If the father worked
as an unskilled labourer, his sons
tended to follow him. He felt that
this could have been due to the
social structure they brought
from India. He went on to add
that there were exceptions
particularly  among  the
Malayalees. Although no
statistics are available, he feels
that Singapore Malayalees have
done reasonably well and each
generation has tried to improve



Gopinath Pillai being interviewed by
S. Ruby and M. Murali

“Indians, who have
contributed the concept
of ZERO to the
development of
Mathematics, should
not allow their children
to get zeroes in maths!”

on the preceding one.

Malayalee children have also
done well. They have progressed
and the whole community is
vibrant and upwardly mobile.
While they are well represented
in most areas, the percentage of
top Malayalees in government
and the civil services has fallen.
Mr Pillai named some very
prominent Malayalees of the past
such as the late Mr K R Chandra,
Mr Francis D’'Costa, the late Dr
Abraham, Mr Alexander, Mr
Devan Nair, etc.

Education and  cultural
development give Malayalees an
edge over others. Mr Pillai
mentioned that he feels
extremely sad whenever he visits
Kerala, seeing so many school
and college students out on strike
boycotting the classes. This is
such a waste of resources. He
feels that Malayalees in Kerala
should follow the Japanese style
of protests. They use black arm
bands and carry on with their
studies. Standards have declined
in the field of education and in
the long run this will affect
Malayalees all over the world.

One problem the local
community faces is the lack of
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knowledge of Mala-
yalam language
among the younger
generation. This is
partly due to the fast
pace of life with
hardly any time for
additional learning
and partly due to not
having Malayalam as
a second language at
*0" levels. Most of
them, therefore, take
Tamil as the second language.
This poses another problem.
Since the parents do not speak
Tamil they are unable to guide
the children and so some of the
children perform poorly. He
suggested that Singapore Kerala
Association look into the
possibility of starting Tamil and
Mathematics classes. 1tis easy to
convince children (and parents)
to attend Mathematics and Tamil
classes and during these classes
the use of Malayalam should be
encouraged.

Another factor affecting
Malayalees in Singapore,
according to Mr Pillai was the
lack of cohesiveness. Since we
are a small community it should
be easy for us to be cohesive and
make a better contribution as a
community. Mr Pillai underlined
this point in a recent address
when he called on all Malayalee
organisations in Singapore to
come together and organise
functions and cultural cvents
together like the other Indian
communities here. For cultural
activities, a joint effort will bring
in better results, better co-
ordination and better attendance.
He also mentioned that such
activities have to be co-ordinated
so that these are spread uniformly
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over the year. It is not possible
for a family to attend two or three
functions in a month, whereas if
these are spread over the year,
attendance will be better.

Mr Pillai came out with an
excellent suggestion that a co-
ordinating body should be
formed with representatives from
all Malayalee organisations and
this body should come together
at the end of each year and plan
a schedule of events for the
coming year. Slots can be allotted
for each group. He even
proposed that the same hall
should be booked all the time for
Malayalam programmes so that
the venue will become associated
with all Malayalam programmes.
While each group presents its
programme, the members and
executive committee members of
the other groups can contribute
in terms of manpower and other
support. We feel this is an
excellent idea which should be
taken up by all the associations
together.

Mr Pillai is fluent in Malayalam.
He said that he had a special
feeling for the language and
loves to speak and hear it. Even
today he watches a movie in spite
of its poor storyline just to hear
Malayalam spoken. He also had
an opportunity in his younger
days to be associated with the
language through his father, who
used to publish Kerala Bandhu,
the only Malayalam newspaper
outside India in those days.

Mr Pillai said that he does not
meet many Malayalees during
his visits abroad in connection
with his work as an Ambassador
and High Commissioner or

during his business tours. This
may be because in the countries
that he normally wvisits,
Malayalees are involved in
professions like engineering,
science and medicine and there
are not many in business.
Malayalees, by nature, are risk
averse and prefer steady jobs. He
recalled a comment made by a
North Indian industrialist many
years ago. The industrialist had
said that whenever he starts a new
venture or a factory anywhere in
India outside Kerala, the first
employee he would like to take
is a Malayalee. This is because
the employee would learn fast
and contribute well. But at the
same time the industrialist added,
he was very sceptical of starting
a factory in Kerala. This is
something that all Singapore
Malayalees and other Malayalees
should think ovér and find out in
our own small way how the
situation can be remedied so that
this perception about investing in
Kerala can be changed.

Coming to the identity of a
Malayalee in Singapore, Mr
Pillai feels that there are no
contradictions in being a
Malayalee and a Singaporean.
Singapore is a small multi-racial,
multi-cultural island city state.
Each culture could blossom
independently and it is the
responsibility of each ethnic
group to ensure that such
cultures flourish. The country
would then be identified as
one which gives the ethnic
cultures of the population equal
chances irrespective of race or
religion.

Mr Pillai felt that one cannot cut
oneself off one’s roots.
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Emotional attachments to one’s
country of origin will always
remain even while being a proud
Singaporean. Malayalees have a
distinctive culture. However, Mr
Pillai feels that we should utilise
this distinction to improve our
image and to integrate with the
aspirations of Singaporeans and
not stand out like a sore thumb.
We should also blend in with the
environment.

Mr Pillai mentioned an
interesting story concerning the
integration of a minority
community into society. A
shipload of migrants came to a
country seeking refuge. The king
of the country told them that his
country was full and could not
imagine how they could be
accommodated. Just then, tea
was served and the cups were full
to the brim. The leader of the
migrants took a spoonful of sugar
and mixed it in the tea and told
the king that that is how they
could be accommodated. In this
small country, Malayalees could
have a distinctive identity with
their rich cultural background,
but at the same time be part of
the community for the benefit of
the whole.

His advice to the Malayalee
community in Singapore is that
we should have greater
cohesiveness, and more efforts
should be made in holding joint
activities, which should be of a
very high quality and involve
non-Malayalees and even non-
Indians. We should improve our
self-esteem, keep our culture and
traditions alive, and contribute in
making Singapore a truly multi-
cultural state that is rich in every
respect. #
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See how many sweets I can pick!

At the finals of badminton
lournameni...

Mr K. T. Samuel presenting
trophies at the annual games ‘96




SPORTING LIFE

Donovan Bailey in the making?

Sign of modern times -
Althapoo on the table

Mr 8. Iswaran presenting prizes
at the annual sports ‘96




SHORT PLAY

LIGHT IN BETHLEHEM

Premraj

Premraj, a well known
playwright and director,
has been writing for the

last 45 years. This play,
originally written in
Malayalam was translated
by Prabhavathi Nair.

s the curtain opens the wailing of children is heard. “Mother,
other, we have no one. You too, have no one.”

Dim lights. Mist and a light breeze in the background. The sky is
dark. On the left, a faintly glowing star. Spotlight dims and
immediately brightens. The roar of waves is heard. In the centre of
the stage, a house under repair. A table 4 feet high and 2 feet in
diameter is in the middle of the hall. On the table stands a statue of
Christ ( 4 feet high ) in a crucified position but without the crucifix.
On his head and around his waist, a wreath of thorns. On either side
2 candles about to die off - the flames red and blue.

To stage right, four people are intently listening to the radio. They
are all attired in different colours and styles. A sudden flash of
lightning. Lights dim. Simultaneously they shout, “My God.”

Stage brightens. The flames of the candles have died. The four men
remove their caps and make the sign of the cross. They wipe their
eyes.

3rd man: ( Choked with emotion ). Finally the inevitable has
happened. My Doris is gone. She’s gone. I am no more. We are the
children of Death. Death rescues us from the deceit of life ( laughs
hysterically; goes to each of the other men and embraces him in
grief ).

4th man: T'm unable to think of the past. It is for the better I think.
(Opens a newspaper from a nearby table, then throws it down).

2nd man: I came here after hearing it on BBC. Nobody at home was
able to sleep.

Ist man: It was more detailed on the Malaysian radio. Shall I switch
on the BBC ?

3rd man: ( Angrily ) No more radio or TV ( Grabs the radio and
throws it onto the floor ).

The other 3 men: John !
3rd man: What shall T tell my children ? What shall T tell my
conscience ? Kill me too. For God’s sake. Please. ( He pleads to each

man ).

Behind the scene somebody shouts, “Overseas call !!!”
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Scaling new heights

hitra Jenardhanan’s record

of achievement starting
from her school days at Geylang
Methodist Secondary School,
‘A’ levels at Anglo Chinese
Junior College, graduation with
Diploma in Education at
Nanyang Technological
University and currently
pursuing honours in English
literature at School of Arts,
Nanyang Technological
University, should make any

parent proud of their offspring.

In her case these achievements,
culminating in being awarded the
prize for overall best speaker in
the world at the “XV Annual
World Debating Championship”
held at Princeton University in
1995, is a matter of great pride
to all Singaporeans and all
Asians. In achieving this
distinction, she became the first
ever Asian and female winner of

——— ]
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the Award.

Daughter of Mr A. N. Jenar-
dhanan and Mrs. Krishnaveni
Jenardhanan, 23 year old Chitra
had excelled in academic as well
as extra curricular activities
throughout her educational
career.

The list of such achievements is
a bit too long for proper handling
in this article which should itself
impress. Even while in school,
Chitra had represented her school
at Public Speaking competitions
and had won consistently. She
had also represented her
University at various international
competitions and championships
in Kuala Lumpur, Australia,
United States etc. Guided by her
able leadership, her team from
School, College and University
had won many championships.

Chitra is the first ever recipient of
the “Excellence in Singapore”
Award of Singapore Totalisator
Board. This gold medal was
presented to her by our former
President Wee Kim Wee for her
role in bringing credit to Singapore
by being the best in her area of
activities in Asia and in the World.

We, as Malayalees, are very proud
that this member of our
community has brought glory to
our community, our country and
Asians in general. All of us among
her well-wishers hope for higher
achievements and greater honours
in the years to come. %



Mrs Madhayi Amma lighting the lamp for the
drama - PIDAKKOZHI

SKA has

_ throughi
Jagathi Sreekumar

and family at SKA. Some mu

moment!

’ eyes of a




P WA S e

SKA plays host to Sri M.G. Radhakrishnan and
his troupe

been active

ut the year. _

Protem committee of World
morable Malayalee Council, Singapore
through the
camera.

Honouring prominent local singer Varija Menon




I ‘ollowing in the footsteps of
one’s father or mother is not
uncommon in Indian classical

arts. You come across illustrious
fathers with equally illustrious
sons or daughters. Maybe it’s the

influence of the gurukula system
of teaching that contributes to
this. Or it could be our respect
and love for everything
traditional. It could also be that
the pursuit of arts cannot remain
a mere profession; it has to be a
way of life.

In Singapore, the Bhaskar trio
illustrate this point. K P Bhaskar,
his wife Santha and their
daughter Meenakshy are familiar
to connoisseurs of Indian
classical arts. Their contribution
to Singapore’s art scene in the
last 44 years through their
productions and their
innumerable disciples are well-
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known. Nrityalaya Aesthetics
Society, set up by Bhaskar in
1952, today occupies a pride of
place in the fields of dance,
theatre and music.

Bhaskar, the
principal of the
academy, is a
disciple of great
dancers like Uday
Shankar, Guru
Gopinath and
Kutralam Ganesam
Pillai. He was
awarded the Pengat
Jasa Gemelang
medal by the
Singapore govern-
ment in 1962. He
was also awarded
Natyakala Nidhi by
Indian scholars. Last
year he received the
Japanese Chamber of
Commerce cultural
award. He has been
involved with many cultural and
artistic endeavours here. He has
written three books on Indian
dance apart from contributing
innumerable articles in art
magazines and presenting papers
at national and international
forums.

Three years after Bhaskar started
his institution in Singapore, his
wife — an accomplished
proponent of Mohini Attam,
Bharata Natyam and Kathakali
— joined him. Her gurus include
Ramunni Panicker, Guru Kunchu
Kurup and Kutralam Ganesam
Pillai. She is also trained in
music. Later she learnt traditional



Thai dance and Odissi.

Among the accolades she has
received are Natyakala Nidhi
conferred by the great poet
Sudhananda Bharathair, the Kala
Ratna award from the Singapore
Indian Fine Arts Society, the
Kala Rani from the Indian Film
and Arts Society and the Cultural
Medallion from the Singapore
government. In

Arts at National University of
Singapore.

Meenakshy began her dance
career at a young age under the
tutelage of her parents and
became adept at many of the
Indian dance forms as well as
Malay and Indonesian dance. She
also pursued Modern dance
while doing the Bachelor of

FOOTSTEPS

with the “Young Artiste’s

Award” by National Arts
Council.
Apart from her teaching

assignments at Nrityalaya,
Meenakshy is actively invelved
in the Arts in Education
programme in schools and
frequently gives lecture
demonstrations.

1993, Mr & Mrs
Bhaskar
received the
Rotary Club of
Singapore East

Award for
excellence in art.
Mr & Mrs

Bhaskar are
panel members
of the Singapore
National Arts
Council.

Santha Bhaskar is
well-known for
her choreo-
graphy. Two of
her recent and
outstanding
successes  are
Manohara, a Thai
story in ballet
form presented at
this year’s
Singapore Art
Festival, and
Ramayana dance
drama at the

International

Ramayana Festival at Angkor
Wat in Cambodia. Some of her
other works are Aum Muruga,
the Kumarasambhavam series
and the Chinese story of Liang
Shan Poi and Chu Ing Tai.
Currently she teaches at
Nrityalaya and the Centre for the

Theatre Arts-Dance degree at the
University of Wisconsin in the
United States. Recently she won
acclaim at the Angkor
International Ramayana Festival
for her role as Sita in
Parinaamam in Bharata Natyam.
This year she was also bestowed
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With the hard work
and dedication of the
Bhaskars, Nrityalaya
has today grown into
a full-fledged insti-
tute offering training
in the various dance
forms of India as well
as vocal and instru-
mental music in both
the Carnatic and
Hindustani traditions.
It conducts an annual
drama festival and
holds seminars on
Indian arts. This year
it launched a
quarterly magazine
called The Aesthetics.

The society has also
ventured into the field
of fusion — the
blending of Western
choral music with
Carnatic, collabo-
ration with Theatre-
works in Trojan
Women and William
Teo’s rendition of
the Mahabharata fall in this
category.

Indians, Malayalees in particular,
in Singapore should be thankful
to this family for providing an
avenue to learn and practice the
various art forms of India. #



Women hehind the scenes

Geetha Kumar

he women’s wing of the
Singapore Kerala
Association had always been an
integral part of the association

Ar the Sarada Kindergarien to
present the cheque

and a major player in its
development. It has worked hard
to create an-awareness among
Malayalees of their rich cultural
heritage and conducted activities
which have helped foster good
relations among members of the
community.

The women’s wing 1is
particularly known for its spirit
of camaraderic among members.
It has a good pool of talent and
its activities are many — from
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tips on cooking to Malayalam
classes. Each and every member
has contributed to the growth of
the association and the women’s
wing has always functioned with
a sense of tcam work .

The women’s wing has always
comes to the help of the
association when it comes to
arrangements for programmes
held at short notice. Receptions
for dignitaries, politicians,
writers and actors have always
been ol excellent standard,
thanks to traditional culinary
delights like ada, appam and
uniappam dished out by its
members. The women's wing
has been involved with the Onam
night and Onam village functions
every year. From reception duties
to charting out programmes, the
women's wing has utilised the
talents of various members who
have donated their time
generously. The wing has looked
beyond the needs of the
Association and taken an interest
in activities for the society.

The wing has also taken the lead




Geetha Kumar, member of the
Executive Committee and the

Women’s wing, contributed this
article.

in charitable work. Raising funds
for Sarada Kindergarten, visiting
homes for the aged and providing
Onam lunch, collecting material
for flood victims outside
Singapore have been some of its
activities. It was also
instrumental in the collection of
a $10,000 donation to the
National Kidney Foundation last
year. On the cultural front, it has
provided Onam songs for the
radio.

The women’s wing began on an
ad hoc basis during the sixties
during the presidency of Mr
Surendranath when the wives of
committee members and friends
provided support. Taking an
active role then were Mrs Shanta
Surendranath, Mrs Sathyabhama
Nair, Mrs Saroja Balan Nair, Mrs
Sreedevi Pillai, Mrs Sarada
Gopalkrishnan, Mrs Ramani
Raman etc.

In the seventies, during the

BETTER HALVES

presidency of Dr VP Nair the
women’s wing was formalised.
The  first Chairwoman,
Mrs Nalini Prasad, and the others
who followed, Mrs Indira
Ravindran, Mrs Jamilah
Hameed, can be proud of the
growth of the wing.

From a small number, women’s
wing has today expanded into a
group of over 40. The success of
this goes in no small measure to
our present Chairwoman, Mrs
Sarojini Chandran, who has ably
led the team since 1982 with
charm, enthusiasm  and
dedication. Sensitive to each
member’s needs, she has created
a cosy ambience for the ladies to
work in.

The women’s wing will continue
to support the SKA in all its
endeavours to bring the
community closer. It looks
forward to helping the association
in its future plans. #

Wishes

Mohamed Mustafa &
Samsuddin Co Pte Ltd

all Malayalee Customers

HAPPY
ONAM

N

DESIGNS TODAY

\_

Mustafa Centre

145 Syed Alwi Road,
Singapore 218108
Tel : 2982967 Fax : 2955866

J
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K. Sekharan

K. Sekharan, B.A., B.L., who
contributed this article to

Onopaharam 96, is a retired
lawyer as well as a scholar. He
is a native of Chokli.

It’s well-known that Dr Gundert wrote the first
Malayalam-English dictionary. But who taught Gundert,
a German missionary, Malayalam?

Not many would have heard
of Illikunnu, a little town
which has given Malayalam its
word and grammar. It can be
called the adopted hometown of
one of Kerala’s famous adopted
sons - German missionary Dr
Hermann Gundert (1814-1893).
It has also given Malayalam its
first news paper, Rajya
Samacharam in 1847.

It is well-known that it was Dr
Gundert who compiled the first
Malayalam-English dictionary in
1872. But perhaps, what is not so
well-known and well-
acknowledged is the contribution
of a family of scholars who taught
Dr Gundert, Malayalam and
Sanskrit - the Ooracheri
Karanavars of Chokli near
Tellicheri in Cannanore district.

Dr Gundert came to India from
Germany as a member of the
Basel Mission and settled in
Illikunnu, a small place near
Tellicheri. Dr Gundert was a
learned man adept at several
languages. His quest for a teacher
to teach him Malayalam and
Sanskrit brought him to the
nearby Chokli and the Karanavar
family. The eldest of them,
Kunhikannan Gurunathan, was
engaged to teach Dr Gundert. He
used to walk to Illikunnu every
day for his classes. But it should
also be mentioned that Dr
Gundert had the benefit of
Kunhikannan’s brothers as he
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frequented Chokli in pursuit of
his studies.

The Ooracheri Karanavars were
five brothers. Their father was a
physician. As they belonged to the
Thiyya community, education
was denied to them. But these five
brothers had an innate desire to
learn. They would peep into the
classrooms when they took their
cattle to graze in the fields.
Fortunately for them the teacher
noticed them and decided to teach
them with the permission of the
head of the Nair tharavadu that
employed him. Perhaps the seeds
of the campaign against
untouchability were sown here in
Chokli long before the time of Sri
Narayana Guru (1854-1928).

The Ooracheri brothers were to
achieve fame in the fields of
language, literature, poetry and
philosophy. They came to be
known as Gurukkal and are
believed to have lived during
1780 - 1874. Alongwith their
famous disciple Dr Gundert, the
Gurukkal brought forth a cultural
renaissance to the region.

A descendant of the Gurukkal
family, Puthucheri Kunhikoran
Gurukkal, later established an
elementary school called
Gurukulam in memory of the five
brothers. Gurukulam, which still
exists in Chokli, is known to be
the oldest elementary school in the
region. #




Negotiating Hybridity:
Cultural Shift in the Malayalee

Community in Singapore

James Gomez

James Gomez holds a B. Soc.
Sci. (Hons) in Political Science
from the NUS and a M. A. in
Politics from the University of
Essex, U.K. Presently, a
doctoral candidate at the

School of Oriental and African
Studies. London. He is a
Visiting Associate at the
Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies where he researches the
Singapore National Identity.

Discussions on cultural
change are not new to
Singapore. Shifts in identity
occur in all societies, notably in
those cultures that face increased

cross-border and cross-cultural
contacts.

The shift in Malayalee identity
in Singapore is one example.
Being a minority, within the local
Indian minority, they have very
little cultural re-enforcement
outside their own community to
maintain their-identity. The
Malayalee case provides an
insight into both cultural shifts in
minority communities here, and
what is increasingly becoming a
global phenomenon: the post-
colonial identity crisis of the
Indian Diaspora.

Apart from familiarity with
Kerala cuisine at home, cultural
inputs that a limited oral
Malayalam facilitates and
knowledge of ethnic origin, their
ethnic cultural re-enforcements
are at a nadir. This makes young
Malayalees easily susceptible to
cultural hybridization: a process
that imposes Western values onto
a minimal Malayalee culture.

Although cultural conservatives
in the community want to arrest
such changes, the Malayalees’
weak ethnic “experience”,
coupled with the social forces at
play in Singapore, make cultural
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hybridization inevitable.

The growth in English language
education has had the effect of
challenging ethnic identities. For
instance, many Malayalee
children have grown up to be
competent monolinguals in
English, even though the bulk of
them offered Malay as a second
language. Malayalam as an
option was not available in
school. Since mother tongue
options remain, after policy
adjustments, as Mandarin,
Malay, Tamil, Hindi, Gujarati,
and Punjabi the inbuilt
displacement towards hybridity
for the Malayalee children has
seen no change.

It is not surprising, therefore, that
advocates of Malayalee identity
want Malayalam as part of their
children’s curriculum. Even
though  Malayalam  can
technically be offered as an
examinable subject in schools, a
fragmented Malayalee
community finds it hard to
organise Malayalam language
classes outside the school
curriculum. Even if Malayalam is
offered through the school system,
the choice of a mother tongue will
be further complicated by the
inter-racial marriages of
Malayalees. Spouses of these
Malayalees come from both
inside the larger Indian sub-
category and outside. Many




Negotiating
Hybridity. . .
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The demand for cultural
preservation and
continuity lies with those
who have been socialised
within the context of
Kerala, immigrated to
Singapore and raised
their children along
Keralite traditions.

Christians and English speaking
Malayalees find cross-cultural
acquaintances and marriages
easier than their vernacular
speaking and ethnically inclined
counterparts. This contributes
further to hybridization and
hence, the shift in identity for
many Malayalees.

The movement in identity is also,
in part, motivated indirectly and
unconsciously by economics.
Singapore has always been
located at one of the busy
junctions of international
commerce. In keeping with
international standards this often
involves the use of English
language and hence a continued
socialisation towards a less
ethnically oriented outlook for
career seekers.

No matter how much government
policies and private initiatives
strive to reduce the effects of such
an outlook, a sizeable portion of
the population manages to slip
past the various ethnic
socialisation machinery. Overseas
education and contact with the
growing western community in
Singapore also in no small part
retard this process. Generally,
these cultural hybrids, because of
market forces and their economic
standing, eventually move into
elite positions in society.

As commerce continues to
globalise and manpower becomes
transnational, the pressure
towards cultural hybridization
both  domestically and
internationally is set to grow. The
Malayalees, like most other
minority communities here and
elsewhere, are forced to negotiate
the value of their emerging
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hybridity within this context.

Apart from arguments that one
should preserve one’s culture
there is no other motivation
why some members of this
community should desire to
preserve their Malayalee culture.
This is especially so for the
younger generation who have
had less Malayalee-enforcing
socialisation experiences. The
demand for cultural preservation
and continuity lies with those
who have been socialised within
the context of Kerala,
immigrated to Singapore and
raised their children along
Keralite traditions.

Contemporary advocates of
ethnicity thus tend to be offsprings
of this generation who have
maintained cultural links with
their ethnicity. In this respect, the
call for cultural preservation
comes only from one section of
the community.

The hybridization faced by the
Malayalee community is not
unique. In the absence of
Malayalam, parents enrolling
their children into Tamil language
classes is also shaping the identity
of the very young in new ways.

The future hybridization of
identities will depend upon the
surge towards the English
language and internationalisation
of values juxtaposed with the
success of cultural conservatives
promoting re-ethnicisation
strategies. In the meantime, in the
context of ethnic identities in
Singapore and the Indian
Diaspora, the process of
hybridization and re-ethnicisation
needs wider play. %
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UWeth the best Compliments
of

A. B. MOHAMED RESTAURANT
(Open 24 Hours )

VEGETARIAN & NON-VEGETARIAN RESTAURANT
IN THE HEART OF LITTLE INDIA

EXPERIENCED CHEFS REPUTED FOR SERVING ONLY
THE FINEST & THE MOST EXQUISITE
NORTH & SOUTH INDIAN
CUISINES WELCOME YOU TO ENJOY THE BEST OF

Chicken, Mutton & Fish Briyani,
Prawns, Crabs,
Chicken, Mutton & Fish Curry
Murtaba, Pratta, Chappathi, etc.

WE CATER FOR ALL FUNCTIONS

WE PROVIDE EXCELLENT GUEST ROOMS WITH ECONOMICAL ROOM RATES
100-A, SYED ALWI ROAD, SINGAPORE 0821. TEL: 2996295 FAX: 2949454

NO. 276-278 SERANGOON ROAD, SINGAPORE 0821 TEL: 2981010
136, SYED ALWI ROAD, SINGAPORE 0821 (AIR-CON) TEL: 2992723
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Soman & Soebta

Gachaniak & Jany
Devanandan & Anbily
Vijayatuman & Stylaja
Dr & Ntne Aosthote Ramarn
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D Wubloms, Lissy & Padte
Tt & Nine Rrnistina Ramarn
W & Wns Aehpathan Nacn

Vn & Nine 4avinabtioan Nacn
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INDUSTRIAL
AND MARINE
SUPPLIERS (S) PTE LTD

INTERNATIONAL
CONSULTING AND TRADING
ENGINE SPARE PARTS
IMPORT-EXPORT

545 Orchard Road,
#10-04 Far East Shopping Centre
Singapore 238882
Tel : 7387530/ 7387531 Fax : 7387532
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66.,. a rational education means
necessarily three things, first,
to teach men how to observe and know !

rightly the facts on which they have to

form a judgement; secondly, to train
thirdly, to fit them to use their kmow-
ledge and their thought effectively for

i:*;;:;;‘?igg

—Sri Aurcbindo
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PAN-CO HARDWARE &
ENGINEERING (PTE) LTD

sgfﬁlaﬂi No. 51 Chander Rd,
Indian Bank Singapore 0821

3 Raffles Place

Bharat Building Tel: 2972288 (5 Lines)
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Vhe Exceutive Gommittee and. the The Editonial Team
thank

® Mr Lim Boon Heng for being our guest of honour and for his message.
® All advertisers, sponsors and well-wishers for their generous support.
® All other persons and organisations who have in one way or another contributed towards

the success of this issue.

® The staff of Stamford Press Pte Ltd for their wonderful co-operation.
® The Cultural Secretary, Mrs Rajamani Francis, her team and the Women's wing for their
efforts in organising Ona Ravu '96.

® All the participants of Ona Ravu '96 for their contributions.

Tbhe Executive Committee membens
Wish All Malayalees
A Happy Onam

&ma@p%eﬁmmmqgamzm '96 provided by

MAHARAJA KITCHEN
42 Veerasamy Road
Singapore 207341
Tel : 2993321 2990050
Prop : VT Rajan

MADRAS COFFEE HOUSE
Main Branch: 149 Dunlop Street, Singapore 209465 Tel: 2919976
( situated opposite Royal Saree Palace )
Branch: 134 Serangoon Road, Singapore 218038 Tel: 2978235
{ ( opposite Veeramakali Amman Temple )

Ranesan ( Manager )
Pgr : 9310 3897 ‘

Specialist in Madras Pure Vegetarian Food
THOSAL IDILY, VADALVEG.BIRIY ANI
CHAPPATI, PURI, SWEET DELIGHTS
WE ALSO CATER FOR ALL FUNCTIONS
Business Hours: 6.00 am to 10.00 pm
Branch Business Hours: 7.00 am to 11.00 pm




FROM THE MOUNTAINS
TO THE RIVERS
TO THE VALLEYS

THESE, AND SO MUCH MORE.

For more information contact:

Government of India Tourist Office
20 Kramat Lane, #01-01A United House, Singapore 228773.
Telephone: 235 3800 Telefax: 235 8677




BHAVANI STORES PTE LTD

75,Syed Alwi Road, Singapore 0820
Tel: 291 7866 (3 Lines) Fax: 291 7366

Associated Companies:

BHAVANI STORES SDN BHD
221, Jalan Segambut, 51200 Kuala Lumpur. Tel: 03-637 7785, Fax: 03-621 4507

SABA TRADING (PVT) LTD
SABA ASSOCIATES (PVT) LTD




