




Dear Readers

It is with great excitement that the Publication Committee presents to you 

Onopaharam ‘23. Let Onopaharam be your companion this year during the 

10 days of Onam. 

On the first day of Onam, we are sure the messages from our executive 

committee members, past presidents, our friends from other communities, 

acclaimed writers and celebrities will set the scene for a great celebration 

ahead.

On the second day of Onam, get to know your committee members and 

read through the various activities of the association over the last year. 

Should you feel like signing up for a particular committee or activity, do not 

hesitate to contact us at the email below.

On the third day of Onam, join us in celebrating the Malayalee achievers 

amidst us in Singapore. We also take a moment to commemorate our dear 

departed during the last year and convey our deep appreciation for all their 

contributions. 

On the fourth day of Onam, let’s revel in the review of the book, More than 

the Eye can See, written by our beloved Mr Gopinath Pillai and join Vishwa 

and John as they take us through their experience with the book. 

On the fifth day of Onam, enjoy the creative contributions from our 

community in Malayalam. We are fortunate to have been able to include a 

rich mix of poetry and prose showcasing the vibrant talent amidst our 

members in Singapore. These creations cover a wide range of topics from a 

lighthearted poem on the infamous Arikomban to a detailed book review of 

Kumaranasan’s Nalini.

On the sixth day of Onam, let’s switch channels to our creative contributions 

in English. These transcend you to various destinations from Kerala to 

Australia to Korea through interesting travelogues. 

On the seventh day of Onam, continue with the endearing stories of Onam 

memories, interesting poems and stories by our enthusiastic writers. We 

bring you a good mix of content including medical journals, stories for 

children and lighthearted poems.

EDITOR’S
NOTE

Sujith Sivaram
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On the eighth day of Onam, enrich yourself by getting to know some of our acclaimed artists 

through the interviews we have obtained from them exclusively for you. This section also 

features Mr. Venu Rajamony, Honorable Officer on Special Duty, External Cooperation in the 

Government of Kerala; who speaks about our Malayalee Identity.

On the Ninth Day of Onam, the day of the children’s Onam, read the interesting perspectives 

shared by our youth on various topics related to their Malayalee identity. We are sure that 

these will set us thinking about our future as a community in Singapore and what more we 

could do together to strengthen our cohesiveness.

On Onam Day, celebrate with your family and friends, with your hearts full, upholding the true 

spirit of Onam. Of course, we don’t expect you to be reading Onopaharam on Onam day, but 

surely expect that you will treasure this humble upaharam (present) from us. 

As always, we look forward to hearing your valuable feedback. Please do write to us @ 

Onopaharam@malayalee.org.sg.  Thank you, Wishing all of you a Happy and Prosperous 

Onam. 

Rajeev Variyar hails from Palakkad in Kerala and has 

been living in Singapore since 2011 with his wife Raji 

Rajeev and daughter Karthika. He is a familiar face in the 

Singapore Malayalee community and has been helping 

the Malayalee organizations in Singapore capture 

beautiful memories. While he is a professional project 

manager in IT, he has had a passion for photography 

since young. When asked about his beginnings in 

photography he said , “1996 in Delhi with Minolta film camera. More than inspiration, this was 

a passion and it took time to realise . I remember using someone's camera during a college 

days, when we went for a tour to Kodaikanal. Was thrilled to see three rolls developed that 

time. I remember, probably in 1992”.

Rajeev continues to invest in gear and technology that helps him take better photos.“ 

Photography is life and passion for me. The understanding of the reality that you can't 

photograph everything you can see, probably inspired me; And a few things that can be 

photographed, can't be seen by our eyes too, like this picture”, he says. This particular photo 

of the fireworks in singapore was taken on the 8 July during NDP NE2 using Nikon Z9 camera 

with a wide angle lens. 

SMA takes this opportunity to appreciate Rajeev’s efforts and thank him for his wonderful 

support over the years .

Here are some lesser known facts about Rajeev. His photography idol is Ansel Adams , his 

favourite food is Sadya and his favourite scenic travel destination is Kerala.

Cover Page Credit
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Greetings to all Singaporean Malayalees! May this Onam be a time of joy and prosperity for each 

one of you!

The identity we embrace as Singaporeans is undoubtedly of utmost importance, as it represents 

our shared belonging to this remarkable nation. However, it is equally vital to recognise and 

celebrate our ethnic identity within the diverse fabric of Singapore. Ethnic identity grants us a 

profound sense of belonging and connection with fellow Malayalees who share our traditions, 

customs, language, and history. This fosters overall well-being and social integration while 

preserving and showcasing our nation's remarkable diversity. By embracing and preserving our 

rich cultural heritage, we maintain a deep connection to our roots and gain a profound 

understanding of our history. This appreciation allows us to celebrate the splendid diversity within 

our ethnic group, cultivating a sense of pride and self-esteem, and providing a foundation for 

personal growth and self-expression.

As we continue to evolve as an independent society, we must ensure that our ethnic identities 

remain firmly rooted, as they form the fundamental building blocks of our shared heritage. As 

parents, we are responsible for empowering the next generation of Malayalees to explore, 

understand, and embrace their Malayali identity. The Singapore Malayalee Association strives to 

provide platforms and opportunities for children, teenagers, and youth to engage in activities that 

foster their connection to their Malayali heritage. Through these endeavours, we aim to build a 

vibrant community that cherishes and nurtures the Malayalee identity for generations.

Wishing you all a memorable and joyous Onam celebration!

Ullas Kumar
President



Onam, not only reminds us of an era of peace and prosperity, it also reminds us that we reap 

what we sow. We need to sow the right seeds at the right time under favorable conditions, so 

that we can enjoy a good harvest in future. Knowing that the best way to take care of the future is 

to take care of the present moment, Singapore Malayalee Association has been taking the 

necessary steps to ensure that our future generations continue to take pride in the Malayalee 

culture, heritage, and language, and make significant and meaningful contributions to the wider 

Singaporean society. We welcome ideas and suggestions from members and non-members in 

this purpose driven journey of ours. 

In Singapore, Onam season is vibrant and colorful with numerous Onam celebrations, both big 

and small, across the island, bringing the community together. It is indeed heartening to see the 

many Malayalee organizations coming together to support each other in these celebrations, 

thus exemplifying the true meaning of Onam- unity and brotherhood. 

Let us continue to celebrate festivals like Onam, build bridges across people, and unite as a 

strong and vibrant Malayalee community, in harmony with the world at large. Wishing all 

Malayalees a very joyful and prosperous Onam.

Mrs. Sunu Sivadasan Ghani
Vice President
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It is an honour and a great pleasure for me to write a message to the annual Onopaharam magazine 

of the Singapore Malayalee Association (SMA) 2023. Onam is celebrated by all Malayalees 

worldwide including Singapore. It is a public holiday for a few days in Kerala with elaborate 

celebrations extending a week. Traditionally SMA  continues to celebrate Onam in a large scale and 

this year we are celebrating Onam Nite 2023 In Collaboration with Esplanade – Theatres on the 

Bay, on Saturday 12 Aug 2023. SMA being the oldest registered Indian organization in Singapore 

since 1917, makes it 106 years old. Onam village is a recurrent annual sports event we always 

cherish in association with Onam Nite. 

Onam is a harvest festival with legendary Mahabali and Vamana story, as a dejavu back drop. It 

amplifies the richness, abundance, civilisation and cultural renaissance of India especially Kerala. 

This year we have a new president Ullas Kumar and under his leadership we can expect more 

active events. While Malayalees maintain our identity and culture, we have adapted to be an 

integral part of Singapore.  I wish you  all  a  memorable  Onam  Nite and Onam Village experience. 

Dr V P Nair
Trustee & Past President of SMA
Senior Consultant Interventional Cardiologist



“Namaskaaram, my fellow Malayalees.

In early July, I had the pleasure of attending a marquee event organised by the Naval Base Kerala 

library or NBKL – the Malayalam talentime singing contest. In case you don’t know, NBKL was 

founded in 1954. In its 69 year journey the organisation survived some existential challenges. It 

fought the odds and, in my view, emerged stronger because of the sheer determination of stalwarts 

and members. Congratulations, NBKL  for keeping the fire burning!

I would like to share a few observations.

First, I was impressed by how meticulously well the evening event was organised. It was efficient 

without losing the soul. It was professional while being fun and funny thanks, especially, to the two 

talented, energetic emcees – Gayathri and Aathira.

Second, all ten finalists performed with quality, panache and confidence that was an absolute treat. 

One couldn’t help feeling that there are a lot more such treasures residing in Singapore today. We 

need to find ways to celebrate them.

Third, all ten finalists were born and raised in their formative years in Kerala. They, and many others 

like them, and their parents are a gift to our country, our community. Their timely arrival over recent 

decades have helped rekindle the waning interest in and passion for our culture and heritage.

Fourth, even though they may not be born here, it was eminently evident that, for the singers, 

Singapore is home.

Finally, leaders of the Singapore Malayalee community, representing the various organisations, 

including SMA, were present in force. This was not just a display of support for a fellow organisation, 

it was esprit de corps. Perhaps more significantly, it was about coming together to celebrate the best 

and brightest, especially amongst our youth. This recognition by the community will go a long way in 

infusing a sense of belonging in our young.

This experience reminded me of something I was told constantly when I was growing up on the 

1960s and 1970s. I was told the Malayalee community in Singapore punched above our weight and 

earned respect because we stood shoulder-to-shoulder, together.

Here’s wishing you Onam aashamsaghal.”

Viswa Sadasivan
Advisor, Singapore Malayalee Association
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To my Malayalee friends,

I am thrilled to connect with you as we celebrate the vibrant festival of Onam. This festival beautifully 

represents our shared heritage and unity and is a time of joy, reflection, and anticipation for the 

bright future ahead.

Despite the unique challenges we faced in recent years, our community spirit and resilience have 

shone through. We have supported each other, grown together, and emerged stronger, showcasing 

the true essence of the Malayalee spirit.

As we look to the future, let us continue to embrace these values and build upon our successes. Let 

us inspire the younger generation to dream big and reach for the stars, while also fostering 

understanding and harmony among all communities in Singapore.

Onam is also a time to celebrate our accomplishments. Our community has made remarkable 

contributions across various fields, adding to the growth and vibrancy of Singapore. Let's take pride 

in these achievements and use them to inspire the younger generation to dream big and reach for 

the stars.

Let's remember the legend King Mahabali, known for his fairness and benevolence, as we strive to 

build an inclusive, fair, and flourishing community.

May this Onam bring joy, love, and prosperity to all of our homes and lives. Let's celebrate this 

wonderful festival with enthusiasm and unity, cherishing our rich culture and traditions.

Wishing you all a very Happy Onam!

Best regards,

Jayakumar Narayanan BBM
Advisor, Singapore Malayalee Association



I am excited to be addressing you, as the immediate past president. The last four years have been 

extremely fulfilling for me and I am thankful to my fellow committee members, and all the members 

at large, for the wonderful support that you had provided me with during my tenure as the president. 

I am relieved now that I have handed over the baton to a committed and competent team under the 

leadership of Mr Ullas. The activities that have been taking place since April are so encouraging and 

I’m delighted that the new committee is set to take the organization to a much higher level than it has 

ever been in the past. As we organize more and more activities to engage all our members and 

integrate with the larger Singapore Community, I would urge each and every one of you to come 

forward and participate in these activities wholeheartedly. May this Onam usher in lots of joy, 

happiness, and prosperity to all of you. Hope you enjoy reading the Onopaharam. 

Thank you and Best wishes.

P S Prem
Immediate Past President

14 HmtWm]lmcwHmtWm]lmcw



15HmtWm]lmcwHmtWm]lmcw

Namaskaram to all Malayalees and well-wishers in Singapore.

I am greatly honoured to share my humble message on the occasion of Onam 2023.

Our esteemed organisation, now 106 years old since 1927 has survived the great depression and 

the second world war that was especially devastating for Singapore, being the largest British 

fortress in the East.

We have to pay tribute to all the former leaders and members who have supported our association 

since its inception.   Our newer generation of leaders, sponsors and volunteers have done a 

splendid job in expanding our membership, making major contributions and gaining recognition 

within the Malayalee and the general society at large in Singapore.

The enthusiasm, sacrifice and contributions of the present-day leaders, youth and without 

forgetting the ladies is especially commendable and notably with the adoption of current day 

technologies in the administration and communication.

Onam Village and Onam Nite which is to be celebrated this year without pandemic restrictions will 

be celebrated by all Malayalees in Singapore, irrespective of caste or religion.

The Singapore Malayalee Association has been a beacon of support for many Malayalees who 

faced difficulties in Singapore.   Continue with the good work.   

I wish Malayalees to continue making a commendable impact and contributions to make the 

Singapore Malayalee association a major icon in Singapore. 

Hridayam Niranja Onashamsakal to all.

Stephen Samuel
Trustee - Singapore Malayalee Association



CONGRATULATORY MESSAGE BY MR ANBARASU RAJENDRAN, CEO, SINDA, FOR THE 

SINGAPORE MALAYALEE ASSOCIATION’S ONOPAHARAM MAGAZINE 2023

Greetings and ellavarkkum hridayam niranja Onam aashamsakal!

It is with great pleasure that I wish all our brothers and sisters and the Singapore Malayalee 

Association (SMA)  a very happy and auspicious Onam. As we celebrate this festive season, it is my 

hope is that this Onam brings us a sense of renewal and optimism, akin to the traditional harvest 

festival that the festival represents.

I am grateful that SMA has been a valuable partner with SINDA throughout the years, in our 

collective efforts to uplift the Singaporean Indian community. I remain confident that we will explore 

new ways and find synergy, joining hands to ensure our community’s continued betterment and 

welfare.

Each year, we look forward to a vibrant edition of Onopaharam to add colour to the festivities. SMA 

continues to deliver on this front, with yet another wonderful edition which beautifully chronicles the 

rich tapestry of Malayalee culture and traditions, providing us all with a deeper understanding of its 

beautiful heritage.

On behalf of all of us at SINDA, I wish everyone a joyous Onam celebration and I extend my best 

wishes to SMA  for its continued dedication to the community.

Mr Anbarasu Rajendran
Chief Executive Officer
Singapore Indian Development Association (SINDA)
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It is my great pleasure to wish all our Malayalee friends Happy Onam.

Onam has always been an occasion that brings happiness, harmony and abundance to families.  In 

Singapore, it has also served to bring the Indian community as well as Singaporeans together, as 

celebrations are carried out in community clubs and in the homes of many.  Many non-Malayalees 

partake in these events to join the festivities and of course, enjoy the Onam delicacies and meals.  

Hope this tradition continues to bring our community closer for many years to come.

Happy Onam everyone.

K Ramamoorthy, JP, BBM
Chairman
People’s Association Narpani Pearavai



Happy Onam, at the outset to all our Malayalee friends! As this pious occasion of Onam draws near, 

may all of you be blessed with an abundance of joy, good health, and never-ending prosperity.

In the last year, we have seen a wonderful surge of artistic events – art exhibitions, festivals, and 

stage performances from the Malayalee community of Singapore, and it was a great opportunity for 

many of us to also attend and participate in the same. This sense of shared celebrations augers so 

well for our multi-cultural Singapore. 

SIFAS, looks upon this as a very important community partnerhip and takes pride in supporting your 

events, on the musical and artistic side. This collaboration will only grow with the years to come, and 

the new generation taking charge. 

I wish you - harmony, joy and peace on this happy occasion. 

K V Rao 
President
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IT  TAKES  A  COMMUNITY  TO  PROMOTE  MALAYALAM  LANGUAGE

Since 2010, the Malayalam Language Education Society (Singapore), has spearheaded the efforts 

to promote Malayalam Language in Singapore. The former ambassador-at-large, Mr Gopinath 

Pillai, a doyen of the Malayalee Community in Singapore, was our first Founder Member and 

Adviser. His remit to MLES was that we should work hand-in-hand with all formal and informal 

organizations and groups in Singapore, who are interested in promoting Malayalam culture, arts 

and related activities. He envisioned that Malayalam language is the window through which we 

appreciate our culture, fables, proverbs, dramas and way of life.

Research carried out by Malayalee Singaporeans, Late Ms Sugadha Anandan, and Dr Anitha Devi 

Pillai, on the Language Shift among generations of resident Malayalee Singaporeans, clearly 

indicate that the use of Malayalam is declining among successive generation of Malayalee 

Singaporeans. Malayalees who immigrated into Singapore in the early nineteen nineties and 

became Singaporeans face similar challenges in that, the usage of Malayalam among their children 

is dwindling.

MLES is developing a framework for children, 5 years to 15 years, to learn Malayalam. We plan to 

establish a program where children of different age groups will learn a group of words and phrases. 

In the process they will be able to construct sentences using these words and phrases.   The 

emphasis will be on conversation. This will allow Malayalee Organizations to consciously include 

such words in the programs they conduct. For instance, if a particular organization is conducting a 

drama workshop in Malayalam for children, they will ensure that the scripts will incorporate such 

words and phrases. 

We will need the support of the entire community to roll out this program. We will be reaching out to 

as many Malayalee organizations including places of worship, arts and cultural associations and 

informal groups. 



It is important that we embark on a structured program to promote Malayalam, as that will allow us to 

have a handle on the level of proficiency of the language among our children. MLES plans to 

organize an annual event, where children who are exposed to this program will have the opportunity 

to share their understanding of their mother tongue through poetry recitation and oratorical 

contests. 

It is important that we take these steps to promote Malayalam Language in Singapore. The 

responsibility lies with every Malayalee to ensure that successive generations continue to use 

Malayalam. If the use of Malayalam declines in Singapore, we must realize that it will impact our 

appreciation of Malayalee customs, practices, culture, arts, dramas and movies. 

The clarion call to preserve Malayalam Language goes out to all Malayalee Singaporeans, even 

those who may not know Malayalam. Please visit MLES website at ‘www.malayalam.org.sg’ to 

register your interest in promoting Malayalam. 

Wishing  one  and  all  a  very  Happy  Onam.

Mr Jayadev Unnithan
Chairman, MLES
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Appreciating  Our  Art  Forms: Chenda 

The second session in the series "Appreciating our Art Forms", 

was held on 27 November 2022.  Sabarinath Thekkath 

conducted the session, giving the participants an introduction to 

the Chenda. The various aspects of the Chenda and the 

different ways in which it is used were well explained using 

video clips. It was a very engaging session with a very 

responsive audience, who had several questions for the 

presenter.  

Tips  To  Study  Smart

Mayilpeeli Children's Club held a virtual session titled "Tips to Study Smart" on 30th Dec 2022, 

for upper primary and secondary school students. 

This session was conducted by Mr. Pugalenthil, author, playwright and motivational speaker 

who has written over 60 best sellers and has conducted more than 700 talks for parents and 

students. 

The session was intentionally timed just before the start of the new academic year. Topics 

included goal setting, techniques to improve academic performance, procrastination and time 

management, and cyber wellness.  More than 35 children, together with their parents, 

attended and benefited from this interactive session. 

Mayilpeeli
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 SMArtest

On 18 March 2023, the Youth Wing was involved in the ‘Singapore Malayalees’ exhibition 

organised by the Centre for Singapore Tamil Culture and National Library Board. Members 

assisted with the exhibition booths to help raise awareness of Malayalee culture and 

traditions.

On the 27th of May 2023, the annual Quiz event, SMArtest, was organised by the SMA 

Children's Club 'Mayilpeeli' at the SMA Hall. This event aimed to foster a broad-minded 

thought process in children and marked its successful 6th consecutive year. In the final round 

of SMArtest, four talented finalists demonstrated their knowledge in various aspects. Leading 

the proceedings were Mr. Sujith Sivram, the esteemed Chief Quiz Master, and former 

SMArtest champions Dhruv Manoj and Mathew Roy Varghese, who played crucial roles in 

structuring and conducting the entire show. Following a tough competition, Shriyadith 

emerged as the champion of SMArtest 2023. Ishaan and Adinadh for secured the 2nd and 3rd 

positions. Their impressive performances truly showcase their dedication and intellectual 

prowess. The champions will receive prestigious trophies during the SMA Onam Village 

event, while all participants will be awarded well-deserved participant certificates. 

Additionally, the event provided a valuable opportunity for interaction between Mr. Jayadev 

Unnithan, the President of the Malayalam Language Education Society (MLES), children, and 

parents. Mr. Unnithan shared insights on the importance of the mother tongue and engaged in 

discussions about socially relevant activities, promoting a sense of cultural awareness and 

pride. The event concluded on a high note, with children showcasing their diverse skills and 

talents. It was truly a celebration of the incredible potential within young minds. 
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Singapore Malayalee Association (SMA) has been actively participating and collaborating 

with various other organisations.

Quarterly Blood Donation Drive in collaboration with Sindhi Association

Blood Donation drive was held on 2 October 2022, 8 January 2023, 2 April, 2023 and 2 July 

2023. SMA  members actively engaged in donating blood.

LISHA's Street Finger Food Fiesta 2022

LISHA hosted a Street Finger Food Fiesta on 10th Sept 2022 at Birch Road.  A RECORD- 

SETTING EVENT for the ‘Singapore Book of Records’.  Hundreds of organisations brought in 

multiple types of street finger foods - one of a kind only at this fiesta!  

https://www.mewatch.sg/watch/Indian-Beat-S13-E29-322899

Community Collaborations
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 LISHA's  Indian New Year Celebration

LISHA’s Indian New Year celebration was held on April 15, 2023, at Birch Road open field. The 

Guest-of-Honour (GOH) for the event was Mr. Alvin Tan, Minister of State (MCCY & MIT). 

Cultural performances, including by acclaimed artist Ms Vidya Unni and an exhibition with the 

theme on food were part of the celebrations. SMA sponsored the dessert, Adaprathaman for 

the invited guests.  An appreciation plaque was presented to SMA representatives by the 

GOH. 

 https://www.mewatch.sg/episode/Indian-Beat-S14-E4-372506
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People’s Association (PA) Indian Activity Executive Committees (IAECs) 45th 

Anniversary

The People’s Association (PA) Indian Activity Executive Committees (IAECs) celebrated their 

45th anniversary on 7 January 2023 at the 

Fairmont Ballroom at Raffles City Convention 

Centre.  The event saw more than 1,000 people in 

attendance, including grassroots leaders and 

community partners to celebrate the contributions 

of the IAEC volunteers in promoting social 

cohesion among the Indian community, as well as 

racial harmony with the wider Singapore 

community. SMA’s volunteers gave a captivating 

Chenda performance that was well-received by 

the audience. An appreciation plaque was 

presented to Mr Anil Kumar Sankara, Honorary 

Treasurer, SMA, by the Deputy Prime Minister, Mr 

Lawrence Wong.

Narpani Pearavai Post Budget Dialogue 

SMA sent a representative to participate in a Post 

Budget Dialogue Session organised by Narpani 

Pearavai, on 11 March 2023. Dr. Janil 

Puthucheary, Senior Minister of State for the 

Ministry of Communications and Information and 

the Ministry of Health, and Advisor to Narpani 

Pearavai, provided informative feedback and 

comments during the dialogue session.

Narpani Pearavai Partners’ Networking 

Session

On 18th March 2023, SMA members attended a networking session for Narpani Pearavai 

Partners  at Gardens by the Bay. The Guest of Honor, Mr. Daryl David, Advisor Ang Mo Kio 

GRC- GRO's, shared his vision for progress towards 2030. The event aimed to foster stronger 

relationships with like-minded partner organisations, and encourage conversation, idea 

sharing and collaboration on significant projects for the betterment of the wider community. 

The event was well-organised and attended by Indian organisations and IAEC GRL's.
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The Centre for Singapore Tamil Culture and National Library conducted a seminar on 

Malayalees in Singapore, to bring about more awareness of the Malayalee culture and 

traditions amongst all races in Singapore. Held on 18th March in NLB, the event included a 

panel discussion on Malayalee cultural practices. In addition, there were artefacts, dance, 

music and unique cuisine, contributed by the various Malayalee Associations in Singapore. 

SMA took charge of the display of artefacts like nirapara, kerala jewellery and vilakku, along 

with detailed description of the items. A complete Onam Sadya and Athappoo were also 

contributed by SMA. Our ladies and gentlemen in the traditional kerala attire added so much 

colour to the event while our chenda players added vibrancy and cheer.  

SMA will be working closely with the Indian Heritage Centre (IHC) to participate in a special 

exhibition that showcases the history and heritage of the Singapore Malayalee community. 

Titled “Ente Veedu, My Home” this is projected to be held from August 2023 to May 2024. The 

exhibition will document the passage and lives of Singapore’s Malayalee community from 

historical to contemporary times, with a focus on their evolution from Keralites to Singapore 

Malayalees and diasporic construction of home, identity, and sense of belonging. The tangible 

and intangible aspects of Malayalee heritage, culture and identity will be showcased through 

artefacts, anecdotes and audio-visual recordings of the community, and a variety of 

programmes.

Other Engagements with CCs and Singapore Indian Associations

 Members of SMA took part in the Maharashtra Mandal 

Ganapathy Festival held at the Global Indian International 

School campus.

 Attended Bengali Association Singapore’s Anandamela 

and Pandal where the GOHs for the two day events  were 

His Excellency Mr. Kumaran Periasamy, High 

Commissioner of India, Singapore and Ms. Saswati Dey, 

Counsellor (Political, Press, Culture), High Commission of 

India, Singapore.

Preserving our culture and heritage
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 Collaborated with various other Singapore Indian organisations to conduct online health 

talks as part of the Health & Wellness Series. 

 On 6th November 2022, SMA 

gave a semi-classical dance 

performance at the Fernvale CC 

Deepavali show.

 As part of the Pongal celebration, 

Big At Heart organised various 

activities for our migrant workers 

at Terusan Recreation Centre on 

15 January 2023, between 11 am and 1 pm. Among the various Indian communities who 

participated, SMA  organised a semi-classical dance performance for the workers.

 On 9th April, Mountbatten CC - IAEC celebrated Indian New Year 2023 from 12pm to 3 pm, 

along with Mr. Lim Biow Chuan, Adviser to Mountbatten GROs. SMA had a booth 

showcasing Kerala Mural Art. 
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Vishu: An Interview

Mothership Singapore contacted the 

Singapore Malayalee Association in 

connection with a program they were 

planning to organise ahead of Vishu. The 

objective was to popularise Vishu amongst 

the Singapore community and convey 

information to the general public about 

Vishu. 

Sujith Sivaram represented Singapore Malayalee Association and spoke to the Mothership 

representatives on the various aspects of Vishu, the origin, the celebrations, the festivities and 

so on. The interview was broadcast by Mothership on its channel just before Vishu. The 

conversation was very interesting and captured detailed information on the celebrations of 

Vishu which we believe helped popularise the festival a bit more amongst Singaporeans. The 

full video is available at the link below.

https://youtu.be/O0x-ei8OZvM
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Ladies Wing was honoured to be a part 

of SINDA’s Project Give Initiative held at 

the Indian Heritage Centre. Ladies Wing 

helmed the Atthappookkalam station, 

where members of the public could try 

their hand on creating their own 

Pookalam.

On 18 March 2023, the Ladies Wing 

supported the ‘Singapore Malayalees’ 

exhibition organised by the Centre for 

Singapore Tamil Culture and National 

Library Board. A display booth with 

artefacts representing the Malayalee 

culture was set up, along with an 

impressive Athapookalam.

On the 4th of June 2023, the Ladies Wing 

of SMA came together for a delightful 

and joy-filled gathering. Laughter and 

camaraderie filled the air as the ladies 

Ladies Wing /Pioneer Wing
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enjoyed bonding and creating 

beautiful memories.

Chenda Class

Ladies Chenda Class is going on at 

SMA on every Saturday, 10.30am 

under the tutorship of Sabarinath 

Thekkath.
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S M A’s  a n n u a l  b a d m i n t o n  

tournament was held on 11 

February 2023, after a break of 

th ree  years .  222  p layers  

competed in different categories at 

the Sengkang Sports Hall. The 

event k icked off  wi th the 

preliminary rounds at 7.00 am in 

the morning and culminated with 

the prize distribution in the evening 

around 8.00 pm. SMA’s team of 

enthusiastic volunteers kept the 

event going in high spirits 

throughout the day. The event attracted participants from all communities, across all ages, 

races and gender. Mr. Ramachandran Narayanan, Director & Deputy CIO, National Library 

Board was the chief guest at the occasion. It was an event that got the appreciation of both the 

players and spectators. 

The event was covered by Vasantham in their Indian Beats Section.  

Sports Wing
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To reach out to seniors living in the vicinity of Bedok Reservoir Road with the objective of 

providing interventions that would meaningfully enable them to age in place gracefully. This 

inspiring collaboration is dedicated to uplifting seniors’ lives and positively impacting their 

well-being. Sree Narayana Mission 

(Singapore) would run the centre 

given its extensive experience 

managing multiple Senior Care 

Centres. SMA Care Ltd would 

actively support the initiative by 

engaging with and reaching out to the 

residents.

 To underscore this collaboration, 

Memorandum of Understanding 

(“MOU”) was signed between SCL 

and SNM on 11 September 2022. 

 "SNM CareLight Senior Care 

Centre" would be the new name of the centre at Bedok, which was formerly known as 

“CareLight Wellness Centre.”  The new name reflects the focus of the work at the centre, 

which would be both a Senior Care Centre (SCC) and in future, the running of active ageing 

programmes as well.

 Mr Devendran, CEO of SNM says 

that “this collaborative project, 

supported by Ministry of Health, 

aspires to deliver a comprehensive 

range of senior care services. 

Among these are the Maintenance 

Day Care programme, which aims 

to maintain and/or improve the 

general, physical, and social well-

being of seniors; and the Dementia 

Day Care programme, which offers 

SNM CareLight Senior Care Centre 
(Formerly known as CareLight Wellness Centre)



spec ia l i sed  suppo r t  f o r  

individuals with dementia. 

Additionally, the centre will 

prov ide v i ta l  communi ty  

rehabilitation services, which 

will assess and treat problems 

with movement due to disability, 

trauma or illness, such as 

learning how to walk again after 

a stroke”.

 SCL will support SNM in the 

Active Ageing programme 

which focuses on a) Active 

A g e i n g  P r o g r a m m e s  b )  

Befriending and Buddying, c) 

Information & Referrals.  These 

are in addition to the senior care services provided by SNM, which can be achieved through 

SMA’s outreach to the community. 

 The SNM CareLight Senior Care Centre underwent an extensive renovation recently, with 

state-of-the-art amenities. These modern facilities were thoughtfully designed to cater to the 

evolving needs of senior citizens, ensuring their comfort and well-being. The revitalised 

environment will undoubtedly create a nurturing and uplifting atmosphere for the residents.

 On 10 June 2023, the members of SMA, SNM and the SNM CareLight Senior Care Centre 

staff kickstarted the outreach training sessions for residents.

 As the President of SMA, Mr Ullas Kumar puts it, “this collaboration exemplifies the power of 

synergy, compassion, and vision in effecting positive change. It serves as a testament to the 

indomitable spirit of community organisations and their collective efforts to create a brighter 

future for the elderly in Singapore”.

 SMA is extending a warm invitation to individuals interested in serving the seniors of 

Singapore as volunteers.
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On 3rd December 2022, SMA welcomed Sri 

Gopinath Muthukad, who updated the 

members about the Different Art Centre’s 

(Kerala) activities and progress.

On 20th of February 2023, SMA team met Shri 

V. Muraleedharan, Union Minister of State for 

External Affairs & Parliamentary Affairs of 

India, and updated him about the issues faced 

by the Singapore Malayalee diaspora in 

Singapore.

On 11th March 2023, SMA hosted Sri 

Manjualan, acclaimed stage artist and Kerala 

Sangeetha Nataka Academy Award Winner 

from Kerala who enthralled the audience with 

an acting workshop. SMA recognised the 

artist’s contributions with a memento as a 

token of appreciation.

Volunteer Appreciation Dinner

The Singapore Malayalee Association 

conducted a volunteer appreciation evening 

on 30th April 2023. This was to 

recognize and appreciate the 

various volunteers who had 

helped with the events in the 

past year. The event was 

attended by over 50 volunteers. 

The program kicked off with a 

Other Events & Updates

Foreign Esteemed Guests 



welcome address by the immediate past president Mr. Prem PS, who thanked the volunteers 

for their whole hearted support during the past year.  Following that, there was an interactive 

session, where all the volunteers shared their experiences and came forward with 

suggestions for improvements and other possible activities in the future. The event concluded 

with a tea reception. The SMA team had put together a video showcasing the efforts of the 

volunteers for the various activities during the Year.

https://youtu.be/VHrtvIUK5ns

SMA Open House 

The first Open House session of the 

year took place on the 9th of July, 

at tract ing approximately 30 

attendees from both the SMA 

m e m b e r  a n d  n o n - m e m b e r  

categories. The event proved to be 

highly successful in showcasing a 

wide range of initiatives and 

activities organised by SMA to 

serve the Malayalee and other 

communities in Singapore. During the Open House, participants showed great interest in the 

various activities organised by SMA, aimed at promoting the community's interests and 

development across cultural, educational, professional, social, sporting, welfare, and 

recreational spheres. The attendees appreciated the efforts made by SMA to preserve and 

propagate Malayalee heritage, culture, and language. They also recognized the importance 

of strengthening communication within the target audience. The event provided a platform for 

meaningful discussions, with topics revolving around the significance of preserving cultural 

heritage, the need for community development, and the promotion of effective communication 

among community members. Overall, the Open House session received positive feedback 

and appreciation from the participants for its informative and engaging nature.
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Membership Updates

The membership updates indicate a notable increase in membership numbers, with a total of 

835 members. The breakdown of member types showcases the diversity within the 

membership base. The membership drives held in conjunction with festivals have played a 

significant role in attracting new members.

Moving forward, it is essential to continue leveraging such opportunities and implementing 

effective strategies to sustain and further enhance membership growth. Regular monitoring of 

membership trends and proactive engagement with the community will be vital for ongoing 

success.

Type of Member July 2023 April 2022 April 2021

Life Members 570 522 511

Honorary Members 3 3 3

Ordinary Members 111 58 51

Associate Members 143 76 69

Associate Life Members 3 - -

Junior Members 3 1 1

Student Members 2 - -

Corporate Members 0 2 3

Total 835 662 638
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Why this book is important for me

I have known Mr Gopinath Pillai for almost 40 

years now, and over the years our relationship 

evolved. Pillai started off as a mentor to me, then as 

a colleague in organisations and on boards, as 

partners in crime, and more recently as friends. We 

didn’t always agree on things. In fact, there were 

several instances where we disagreed vehemently. 

But we were always able to talk it through and, if 

necessary, agree to disagree. This was possible 

because we are both faithful to purpose and have an 

abiding respect for intellectual and emotional 

honesty. Our celebration of humour and wit helped. 

This was why when asked if I could deliver the keynote review of this seminal work by Gopinath Pillai, I 

said yes, without hesitation. First, it is an honour and privilege because I respect him. Second, the book 

is by a man who is well placed to narrate the diary of our nation through his varied experiences and 

“More Than the Eye Can See: 

Memoirs of Gopinath Pillai”

Book Reviews

A Keynote Review by Viswa Sadasivan
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escapades over 65 years. Thirdly, I know that I would enjoy reading the 300 pages of the book! 

Three key aspects that capture the man

I would like to start by highlighting three quotations in the book that, for me, capture the author’s 

preoccupation and dilemma that walked with him over the years. 

First, in his preface, Mr Pillai said this: “I did sometimes have the worry whether all these 

engagements might make me a ‘Jack of all trades but a master of none’. However, I have balanced this 

concern by gaining as much knowledge from whatever professional framework I was working in as 

possible – what you might call an experience-based or insider’s knowledge [Page XVI]…People might 

ask for your views, but if you are not excelling in your field, they might not take you as 

seriously….[Page XV]. It’s evident that for Pillai, credibility, relevance and being taken seriously in 

matters that matter are of utmost importance.

The second aspect is what I see as a struggle to balance the somewhat contradicting yet deep 

persuasions. On the one hand he is a highly logical and rational man, yet he can’t seem to avoid the 

appeal of spontaneity, emotions and even astrology or a “penchant for fatalism”. Just before accepting 

a job offer with Bangkok Bank in Bangkok, he consults an astrologer. Here’s how Pillai narrates the 

experience: “What happens if I decide not to go to Thailand and stay here instead? He gazed at me 

calmly and answered, ‘you will go to jail’. I could not believe it! I took a Cathay Pacific flight to 

Bangkok in October 1962. About four months after settling in Thailand, I read in The Bangkok Post that 

a large number of people had been arrested in Singapore as part of Operation Coldstore in February 

1963. The Malayan and Singaporean governments, taking approval from the Internal Security Council, 

had rounded up major leftist activists and put them in jail on the basis that they were communist 

sympathisers who threatened national security. It was a profound event that shaped the early political 

trajectory of Singapore…A lot of my friends and former Socialist Club members were detained. While 

sitting in Bangkok reading the newspaper, I thought back to the astrologer’s prediction about my 

landing in trouble, which I had never taken seriously. The experience was perplexing: how did he 

know?”  [Page 86/87]. Likewise, almost as a motif running through the book, I see Pillai striving to 

deconflict his latent belief in socialist values and what appears to be his survival instinct to be practical. 

This is what he shares: “Many of my socialist friends during this transition began to feel I had 

undergone a transformation – a political mind shift from socialism to capitalism…my reasoning was 

that a person has obligations after he marries. Looking after my family would be my primary duty now. 

These were friends I knew well and, to their credit, they tried to empathise with what I was experiencing. 

Many also held down various jobs and did not see what I was doing as strange. But I think they were 

perhaps watching to see how far I would stray – how much of a capitalist I would become. Occasionally, 

snide remarks were made in jest, like ‘our friend who is waiting to become a millionaire!”  [Page 113]. I 
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guess this is what it means to be pragmatic!

Third, Pillai is essentially people centered, be it his family, his friends or his comrades. Right through 

the pages of the book he shares powerful instances of how individuals helped him address tricky 

situations. People close to him gave him and continue to give him strength and remain at the core of his 

existence. He says it aptly: “My entire life, I can honestly say that I have been truly blessed by the trust 

and love of wonderful parents and good friends.” [Page 111.] In the concluding pages he speaks with 

emotional authenticity and gracious gratitude: “My family, through many turbulent junctures, has 

always kept me steady. I continue to view my decision to migrate from Malaysia to Singapore as the 

second best decision of my life; marrying Shyamala was the first! I live with my wife and two daughters 

in a full, happy household. My son, Prakash, lives not too far away from us. I am also a grandfather 

blessed with two grandsons – Arjuna and Aditya – both of whom bring me tremendous joy.” [Page 280] 

It’s clear that even though Pillai has had countless work preoccupations, it was the people close to him 

who continue to light up his universe! 

Priceless chronicle of Singapore’s key turning points

True to form, Pillai has provided priceless nuggets of information on what really happened behind the 

scenes. I am talking about critical turning points in our nation’s history, especially in the earlier years.

 Many of us may not be aware, or be able to fathom, that there was an era when university students held 

rallies on campus and challenged the rulers in Singapore. Pillai was intimately involved in these 

activities in the late 1950s and early 1960s. As a student he joined the University Socialist Club or USC, 

best known for its feisty, anti-establishment stand. Pillai became its President. He was a frequent 

contributor of Fajar – the official publication of the USC. The USC was significant enough for founding 

Prime Minister Mr Lee Kuan Yew to become the legal advisor and aid in the Fajar trial in court in 1954 

– the year the ruling PAP was formed. A very interesting event took place in July 1959. Gopinath Pillai 

wrote an article for Fajar titled: “Kerala - Testing Ground for Democracy”. The opening paragraph 

read as follows: “Much attention has been recently focused on the state of Kerala. This state first came 

into the limelight 27 months ago when for the first time in history, a communist party was elected into 

office. Today, Kerala has again hit the headlines due to the very questionable tactics employed by the 

opposition to compel the central government to establish Presidential rule.” [Page 61]  By the time the 

article went to print the central government announced the decision to impose Presidential rule in 

Kerala. Pillai changed the title of his article to: “KERALA – Death-bed of Democracy”. 

Singapore’s economic Czar in the early years, Dr Goh Keng Swee established Intraco in 1968 

ostensibly to blaze the trail overseas and expand Singapore’s trade. What most people didn’t know is 

that its remit was to do “unheard of things in far-off places”! Pillai was hired as a General Manager in 

1980. Evidently, it was a ‘right of passage’ for the man into the intriguing world of intelligence 
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collection, foothold battles, pathfinding, deal making and smooth operations. Pillai was like fish in 

water here as he conducted trade operations in far flung, supposedly rogue nations such as Yemen and 

Ghaddafi’s Libya! It fed into his spirit of adventure, palpable in the passion with which he describes his 

work in Intraco: “[We] were united in our buccaneer-like spirits…we went into promising, diverse 

foreign economies to trade; and, if there was something that we wanted, we did the deals to make that 

possible…if there was a security problem in any country that was seen to be a deal breaker, our group 

was expected to step in and have a handle on the political situation. Many of the countries we traded 

with…fell under the Socialist bloc. This included China, whose trade with Singapore was restricted. 

Trade with other countries, such as South Africa, was restricted as well due to apartheid: Western 

countries treated it as a pariah. Big countries like America and Britain could release fantastic rules 

about which countries the international community should trade with, while they could do as they 

pleased whenever required.” [Page 143]

With entrepreneurship flowing in his veins emboldened by a penchant for taking risks, calculated 

albeit, Pillai started looking at doing business in India when it started opening up from 1991, when Mr 

Narasimha Rao was the Prime Minister. The stars became more aligned in 1994 when Prime Minister 

Goh Chok Tong was chief guest for India’s Republic Day celebrations. Prompted by his clairvoyant like 

instincts, Pillai whispered strategically to the PM. This is how he tells the story: “Once when I was in 

India, I happened to cross paths with Mr Goh Chok Tong…he shared with me his plans to visit the 

Golden Temple in Amritsar, and asked if there was anywhere else that I thought he should visit. I 

suggested that he explore Ahmedabad in Gujarat. The Chief Minister of Gujarat at that time was India’s 

current prime minister, Narendra Modi. To my delight, PM Goh Chok Tong took my advice and boarded 

a flight to Gujarat…He was impressed with what he saw there. This impromptu trip helped him cement 

a strong and lasting relationship with Mr Modi. Modi refers to Goh Chok Tong as the ‘tall man of 

Singapore’. It might not be wrong to say this helped lay the foundation for a healthy relationship 

between our countries as well as a friendship that continues to this day.” [Page 161/162]

Enter Gopi the Entrepreneur 

Soon enough, Pillai was to profit from the cordial ties between the two countries. The opportunity didn’t 

come to him on a silver platter. He had to fight for it every step of the way with a ‘never say die’ attitude. 

He had an enduring faith in India. Together with some close friends Pillai launched Gateway 

Distriparks Limited in 1994.  It was an India-wide network of cold storage that went on to become a 

successful and highly profitable listed company. Pillai shares his journey with Gateway. It is an 

intriguing tale of clever deal making and firefighting with stamina and nerves of steel to deal with the 

constant ups and downs, especially in the early years.

The Accidental Diplomat

 In 1990, Gopinath Pillai embarked on what became a 31-year honorary and honorable career with the 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He spent the first 15 years as the Non-Resident Ambassador to Iran and 

concurrently for 7 years as the Non-Resident High Commissioner to Pakistan. He then served as 

Ambassador-at-Large till 2021. His interest in and knowledge of history and people management skills 

made him a natural trust builder – the quintessential diplomat!

Extracurricular activities for a “double life”

 By this time, reading the book, I was asking myself how it is humanly possible for anyone to juggle so 

many things and ensure each is done with exacting standards. Then came chapter 21 of the book which 

listed yet another 5 leadership positions Pillai held from 1977 to the end of 1921. This is his 

‘justification’: “On the side, I have…always involved myself in what I like to call ‘extracurricular’ 

activities – small projects that I found interesting and which, I often joke, helped to keep me out of 

trouble. These ‘ECAs’ gave me a sort of ‘double life’ as I strove to fulfill the duties of my regular nine-to-

five job as ably as I could…when a person is passionate about something, he will find the time to set out 

and do it.” [Page 219]

In a nutshell these ‘extracurricular’ activities, started with Pillai becoming the President of the 

National University of Singapore Society – which is the university’s graduate club – from 1977 to 1979. 

He then served as the first chairman of the largest supermarket chain in the land – NTUC Fairprice – 

for 10 years from 1983. He was also the chairman of the Hindu Advisory Board and a board member of 

the Hindu Endowments Board. As an active board member and subsequently chairman of the Advisory 

Board of the Indian Heritage Centre, Pillai helped persuade the government to underwrite the cost of 

building the premises which he estimates was around S$21 million. Pillai describes it as being perhaps 

“the most important single event from [2015]” for the Indian community in Singapore. In 2004, he was 

given a task which most wouldn’t consider an ‘extracurricular’ activity – setting up the Institute of 

South Asian Studies or ISAS as its chairman. Under his stewardship, ISAS organized 4 hugely 

successful South Asia Diaspora Conventions. Each had about 1,000 distinguished delegates from 

South Asian countries and Singapore. 

Stalwart of the Malayalee Community

Gopinath Pillai’s affinity and, indeed, affection for Indian and especially Malayalee heritage and 

culture was cultivated when he was a little boy. A couple of years after he was born in Singapore in 

1937, he spent 7 years in Kerala with his mother. It was only when he was 9 years old that he returned to 

Singapore to join his father who went on to publish Singapore’s first Malayalam newspaper. It was 

called Kerala Bandhu which, literally translated means “Relative of Kerala”. This was to have a 

bearing on Pillai’s deep involvement with the Singapore Malayalee community years later.

He said this of the Malayalee community in the book: “…the Singapore Malayalee Association (SMA) 
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started in 1917 as the Kerala Mahajana Sangham, is one of the country’s oldest registered associations, 

and is hailed as the first Malayalee Association outside of India…since its founding, the group has gone 

out of its way to support the underprivileged and low-income families with a good education.” [Page 

249]

In keeping with this spirit, in 1998, Pillai helped bring together all Malayalee associations in the land 

to have a grand Onam Celebration Dinner. Then-DPM Lee Hsien Loong was the chief guest. At the 

event the “IT-Services Co-operative” was launched as the Malayalee contribution to the Indian 

community. The aim was to refurbish and upgrade used PCs and emplace them in the homes of families 

that can’t afford them. The programme lasted a few years with more than 2,000 families benefiting from 

it.

Family Man

By this time, the reader of the book would ask – what about the family? Just as he started the book by 

talking in some detail about his parents, Pillai ends the book, most aptly, by toasting to the anchor in his 

life – his family, and his wife, Shyamala, in particular. Given the multitude of engagements and 

assignments in Pillai’s life, it’s evident that he would not have had peace of mind – important to a 

responsible man – if not for his wife taking charge on the home front. He would have envisaged the 

crucial importance of having the right woman by your side when embarking on an ambitious life 

journey. Pillai admits that “wooing Shyamala was the first major challenge I had to overcome! I started 

pursuing her as soon as I set eyes on her”. Let’s call it ‘deterministic romance’. ☺

More than the eye can see

Pillai ends the book with the same question he asked at the start – whether his life made him a jack of all 

trades but a master of none. Perhaps the answer lies in his own words: “In my time, I have been a 

teacher, a journalist, a businessman and a diplomat. I have participated and invested in my cultural 

community. Just as there are more stories I could tell, so too do our explanations lack definitive finality; 

there are always more angles for looking at life. Life – with family, friends, struggle, accomplishment 

and community – is more than the eye can see. And it is this vastness, which we struggle to comprehend, 

that keeps us optimistic, humble and enterprising.” [Page 280].

So, for me, Gopinath Pillai is certainly not a ‘jack of all trades’ or a ‘master of none’. The contents of 

this book provide evidence of his unique ability to coalesce a multitude of trades and traits and gain 

mastery of the outcome. In the words of former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong, “Gopi…you succeed in 

whatever you take on because you have the passion and you drive it with passion.”

81HmtWm]lmcwHmtWm]lmcw



Review by John Vater, Co-Author

This closing address was delivered for the book discussion ‘More Than The Eye Can See: Memoirs 

of Gopinath Pillai’, organised by the Singapore Malayalee Association at the Grassroots Club on 

18 February 2023

I would like to begin by thanking all of the speakers for reading the book so attentively and 

affectionately, and for the manner of insights which they have shared—through their personal 

friendships and professional partnerships with Mr. Pillai—on his life as well as the various, 

specific episodes relating to the Malayalee community which they have brightly touched upon 

from these memoirs.

I am John Vater, co-author of the book. At the two other events which were organised around 

More Than The Eye Can See by the Institute of South Asian Studies, I had the privilege of 

delivering the introduction and speaking on the arc of Mr. Pillai’s life, as well as how it 

intersected with a broader, national story of Singapore. I must say that it is a pleasure to 

anchor the discussion this time around—not from any desire to shirk the responsibility of 

framing a productive conversation among the speakers, but rather, because of the pleasure 

which I have taken listening to others’ memories of Mr. Pillai, from which I have learned a great 

deal. 

I am also grateful to the Singapore Malayalee Association, or SMA, for organising this book 

discussion and for the opportunity to speak on Mr. Pillai’s memoirs through the lens of his 

relationship with, and belonging to, the Malayalee community. 

I happen to be a translator from Hindi, and in preparing my notes on this theme, one word 

which kept coming to my mind while framing my thoughts for today’s discussion was 

‘apnaapaa’. I came across this word one day, roughly four years ago, while translating a short 

story from Hindi for a magazine. I imagine many in the audience know some Hindi in addition 

to Malayalee; several of you probably know the word’s meaning already. When I first entered it 

into the online Shabdkosh dictionary, I found words like ‘affinity’, ‘self-respect’, ‘oneness’, 

‘intimacy’, and ‘kinship’. When I searched the old fashioned way by thumbing through the 

Oxford Hindi-to-English dictionary, I discovered that apnaapaa redirects you to apnaapan, 

from which you get the same definitions that I previously described.  

For a first, I thought Google Translate actually did a better job than these other resources in 

82 HmtWm]lmcwHmtWm]lmcw



translating the word through its slightly clunky, literalistic rendering: “one’s own”. This 

translation more closely approximated the special resonance that the word had intimated to 

me: the sense of something, a place or a person, being one’s own. I like the word apnaapaa, 

because it carries a ‘constitutive’ resonance; if something is said to be ‘one’s own’, you could 

also say it is a part of you, that it belongs to you. An individual can have a feeling of apnaapa, or 

close intimacy, for a community; and a community, likewise, can have a feeling of apnaapa 

when one of its members “does good” and goes on to achieve significant things, as Mr. Pillai 

has done.  

The Malayalee community, I imagine, must be rightfully proud of Mr. Pillai’s achievements, 

much in the same way that the former ambassador spoke with personal pride about the 

admirable social work the Malayalee community has performed, especially in its support for 

the underprivileged.   

If I spoke Malayalee, I might have chosen a different word on which to frame my speech. I 

suppose a readily available equivalent would be the title of the Malayalam newspaper started 

by Mr. Pillai’s father, K. S. Pillai, ‘Kerala Bandhu’, which is said to be one of the oldest 

Malayalam newspapers outside of India. In the book, Mr. Pillai translates the title as ‘Relative 

of Kerala’. Another word in the vicinity of bandhu in the Hindi dictionary would include 

bandhan, which carries the idea of being tied or bound to something. Mr. Pillai, throughout his 

life, had a special bond to Kerala and the Malayalee community, and deep ties to a family 

whose culture and place of origin profoundly shaped his attitude towards the world. 

Mr. Pillai held leadership positions in many Indian and South Asian diaspora-related 

organisations. Along with the Hindu Advisory Board and Indian Heritage Centre, he 

prominently lists being a senior advisor to the Singapore Malayalee Association. In the latter 

part of the book—Chapters 22, 23, and 24—he focuses his attention on the good work he was 

fortunate to pursue alongside members of these South Asia-related organisations. Together 

with such contributions, we also structured these chapters to explore how Mr. Pillai relates 

himself to his South Asian cultural heritage, more broadly. He candidly told me in an interview 

that he did not see his Singaporean and Malayalee identities as being mutually exclusive. I 

may, at this juncture, go a step further in the context of today’s talk to conjecture that, to Mr. 

Pillai, these identities were not only not mutually exclusive, but were also, perhaps, mutually 
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constitutive of one another. In the same way that being Malayalee is part of Mr. Pillai’s identity, 

the Malayalees, through their involvement in the SMA and other organisations, have 

constituted important threads of the warp and weft of civil society in Singapore.

Mr. Pillai recounts a specific episode in Chapter 22, in which the Indian communities had 

collectively honoured Mr. Lee Kuan Yew in the early 1990s to pay tribute to his legacy of 

multiracialism and meritocracy. The book they gifted to him on this occasion comprised 

articles composed in multiple Indian languages; the book was titled A Place in the Sun. This 

poetically evocative title spotlighted the ideals which Mr. Lee Kuan Yew had established in 

Singapore, and which Mr. Pillai also genuinely holds dear—that everyone should have their 

seat at the table, and the belief that all communities, if they are prepared to lift up their sleeves 

and do the hard work, should find their place in the sun. Mr. Pillai states at the beginning of his 

section “Social Work with the Community” in Chapter 23 (a section on the Malayalee 

community) that he had always approached the Indian community from these twin 

perspectives, stressing that both he and the “community” had directly benefited from them. 

More Than The Eye Can See is Mr. Pillai’s personal story, but it could also be called a 

Malayalee story, as it traces the history of his extended family in Kerala and the growth of his 

nuclear family in Singapore. Indeed, there is much in this book that will resonate with the 

Malayalee readership. He documents in his first chapter, for instance, how the Malayalees 

had come to Singapore since the beginning of the 20th century on the lookout for jobs, and, in 

fact, cites research from Onapaharam, a publication of the Singapore Malayalee Association, 

to detail the professional capacities in which they first arrived—as teachers, plantation 

workers as well as clerks at the British Naval Base in Seletar. 

Later in the book, when Mr. Pillai reflects on the legacy of that early wave of Indian immigrants, 

one quality regarding his parents’ generation which seemed to stick out in his mind was their 

desire to embark on better lives, and their willingness to work hard to seize the bright future 

which they had envisioned for themselves. This attitude opened a path for Malayalees to 

thrive, such that today many members of the Malayalee community hold prominent positions 

in Singapore society. 

He highlights as early as his first chapter the sense of home away from home which the 
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Malayalees had created through their shared sense of cultural community: the elder 

generation spoke in Malayalam, which comforted them and which they also passed on to their 

children. He recalls how the community helped one another to find jobs and start families, 

whereby Malayalee men would go back to India to get married and return with fresh brides. 

Indeed, this was how Mr. M. R. Menon—the principal of the commercial school at YMCA on 

Stamford Road—came to arrange a good match for Mr. Pillai’s father with his mother, Malathi 

Pillai. 

It is important to note, however, that Mr. Pillai’s descriptions of the Malayalee diaspora serve 

as more than just historic backdrop. One could even say that the community’s customs 

propelled the plot of the book and introduced a significant, pivotal turn in the trajectory of Mr. 

Pillai’s life story. A year before World War Two broke out, his parents had decided it was time 

for Mr. Pillai and his sister to visit his mother’s parents in Kerala. Mr. Pillai shared with me how 

Malayalees have a matriarchal society: “customarily, Malayalee Hindu women return to the 

parents home to give birth.” The family trip with his mother to her ancestral home in Kerala 

once Mr. Pillai had grown sufficiently old enough to travel, thus acted as an important catalyst 

which, inadvertently, led to his, his mother’s, and sister’s separation from his father and two 

uncles for nearly seven years during the Japanese Occupation. 

From the age of three to ten, Mr. Pillai thus spent his boyhood years in the paddy fields of his 

grandfather’s estate in Engandiyoor; his grandfather was a local landowner then. These early 

years proved to be a formative experience for him. Despite the tragedy of the war unfolding 

abroad, he reported that being in nature, surrounded by animals, felt “indulgent, like a 

holiday”. He related to me how thrilled he was with the tutor situation, who would come to the 

house to teach, instead of him being required to attend formal schooling (as in other contexts 

he might normally have done). He would jest that this was one of the perks of growing up in 

India!

Before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, Mr. Pillai reported going back to Kerala often to 

visit relatives; he describes his family members, in Chapter 4, as being considerably 

impressed with his Malayalam as a boy, which he made personal efforts to master, given his 

father’s language philosophy which emphasised on the importance of learning one’s mother 

tongue. Another line I excavated from old files and notebooks, which he shared with me 
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offhandedly one day, was “There is nothing like going back to your roots”. Indeed, the final 

chapters of the book, he speaks of the special way he has of relating to his ancestral tradition, 

often seen through the poignant stories he shares on the lessons he learned from both his 

mother and father. 

While drafting the book with him, I could tell his boyhood experiences in Kerala continued to 

hold a grip on his imagination. Though he only alluded to certain cultural items in passing 

when first outlining such episodes, I often prodded him to say more. Maybe because I am an 

outsider to the community, he was—out of consideration towards me, I think—a bit diffident, 

initially, about going into too much detail. But one of the benefits of having a co-author is 

having someone else to pick up on interesting aspects of stories. I enjoyed watching Mr. Pillai 

perk up with delight when I requested him to speak more on pambumkav, the snake 

sanctuaries or snake gardens in Kerala, or the role of snake worship in Hinduism. Other 

cultural items I was interested in included a description of the padipura, or gatehouse, through 

which “the paddy fields stretched as far as [his] young and keen eyes could see.” Or the story 

he was so fond of telling about the ritual called mashi, part of the practice of manthravadan, 

which he compared to ‘black magic’, and through which—with the help of “two mediums”—he 

and his family were able to ascertain the wellbeing of his father and two uncles in Singapore. 

Belonging, apnaapa, is tied to a place; but it also permeates the language of one’s community. 

The book went through multiple rounds of revision, in which Mr. Pillai and I reviewed drafts of 

the text together. The family was also closely involved in the editing process. From my 

background as a translator, I found many of the changes we had made intriguing. In the 

episode with the mediums, when Mr. Pillai’s sister reported that she could see an image of her 

father appear from the ink, or mashi, in her hand, he had originally told me that she had 

exclaimed, “Papa is here! Papa is here!” As we went over the text, however, Mr. Pillai wanted 

to change the word to Achan. Similarly, we later described the mediums wearing veshti, rather 

than simply sarongs. And as we worked with the family in the final editing stages, we decided 

to change the way his two uncles are referred to in the text—‘uncle Unni’, ‘uncle 

Rameshan’—to Unnimama or Rameshamama to hold onto the cultural texture. 

In certain episodes, Mr. Pillai spoke on the Malayalee community’s qualities more directly. The 

Singapore Malayalee Association had invited Deputy Prime Minster Lee Hsien Loon as Chief 
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Guest for the Onam Celebration Dinner in 1991. In pondering with the community over what 

could be done to honour his attendance, Mr. Pillai states in the book, “I felt that, as Keralites 

had a keen interest in education, we should do something in modern education and training.” 

This led to the initiative to set up an IT Services Cooperative to put computers into the homes 

of the lower income group in Singapore Indian community, since in the 1990s computers were 

becoming increasingly important at school and in the workplace. The Cooperative was 

thoughtfully established to prevent such groups from falling further behind. 

The importance that the Malaylees place on education appears in various contexts in the 

book. Indeed, during one interview, Mr. Pillia had remarked on how Keralites spent a lot of time 

ensuring that their children were better educated than they were. More compelling to me still 

were the myriad ways in which Mr. Pillai thought about the role of education. This could be 

another presentation in itself; but one line that always struck me, which was inspired by his 

youngest uncle (who, in the 1930s/40s, had left university to join the Communist Youth 

Movement in Kerala) was: “A degree is not as important as an education.” Mr. Pillai defines 

education in this context as, “learning that which would be of value to others”. 

In his adolescence, Mr. Pillai had felt a strong sense of moral obligation to those who were 

struggling; education, from a socio-economic angle, was one way of extending practical 

support. From my readings about SMA, and the programmes that it has been involved in, such 

as raising $500,000 in bursary for needy students through NUS, this value of education—not 

just via its intrinsic worth in the arts and culture – but also in leveling the playing field, is also 

shared amongst the Malayalees. Mr. Pillai adds in the book that many Singapore leaders 

invited to previous Onam Celebration Dinners had empowered the less fortunate.

Of Onam, Mr. Pillai separately explained, “it is the most important festival amongst 

Malayalees, and tells a little bit about them, in that they emphasise on non-religious aspects.” 

This gloss perhaps reflected his own rationalistic, secular values and prioritisation of 

openness and inclusivity. In the book, he states, “all communities are welcome to participate. 

Although it is a Hindu Festival, the Muslims, Syrian Christians, and Roman Catholics often 

attend. We have sought to bring a similar spirit to Singapore by inviting our Chinese and Malay 

friends.” I am happy to say that I witnessed this inclusive spirit firsthand when I was invited to 

celebrate my first Onam with Mr. Pillai’s family; it was also the first time I heard “Achan, Achan” 
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being used when everyone was being called to sit at the dining table! 

It is thus with gratitude and a nod towards a similar generous spirit of inclusivity that I thank the 

Singapore Malayalee Association for inviting me to come and speak as a friend today on the 

book and Mr. Pillai’s life. I greatly look forward to your questions in the Q and A. 

John Vater is a writer and translator. He is co-translator of the 

short story collection The Play of Dolls: Stories, by Hindi author 

Kunwar Narain, and co-author of More Than The Eye Can See: 

Memoirs of Gopinath Pillai. You can follow updates on his writing 

and read his blog articles on his new website johnvater.com, 

which will be available for viewing in early March 2023.



KP Uma
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Deepa Madan

(un)focused: Then Now Beyond – A Solo Exhibition of 

Paintings by Deepa Madan

When Singapore-based Malayali artist Deepa Madan’s 

passion for art and self expression travelled across shores to 

her roots in Kerala, the result was a celebration of colours on 

canvas in her hometown. Deepa presented her maiden solo 

exhibition titled: “(unfocused): Then Now Beyond” at the 

Museum of Kerala History, Ernakulam, Kerala from 28 – 30 

May 2023. It was inaugurated by Hon. Justice Devan 

Ramachandran, Judge, High Court of Kerala. 

The exhibition saw a collection of over fifty paintings in 

acrylic, oil and mixed media in Deepa’s signature impressionistic style and offered a closer 

look at her artistic journey which in itself is an impressionistic representation of her personal 

journey over time and space starting from her cutural roots and spreading across countries 

and cultures. Curated and broadly classified into three segments, viewers were treated to 

Nature paintings, which depicted direct experiences of ‘tangible exteriors’ by the artist. These 

were followed by Cultural paintings which were impressions of ‘intangible exteriors’ portraying 
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influences of culture, history and humanity on the surroundings and people. Finally, viewers 

got to appreciate Abstract paintings which depicted the ‘inner world’, and how the tangible as 

well as intangible physical surroundings meld and change people’s perspective. 

As an Education Officer with the Ministry of Education in Singapore, teaching keeps Deepa 

going but painting makes her feel alive and complete. She has been exhibiting her artworks as 

part of the Varnam team (SMA) in Singapore since 2014. Deepa believes that art can make a 

difference in the lives of people. In 2018, her artworks found worthy homes and the proceeds 

were donated towards the Kerala flood relief drive held in Singapore. Her work is also part of a 

permanent collection, ‘Mosaic@75’ at the High Commission of India in Singapore.

Harichandra Jayashankar

" The Scar " is a short film shot entirely in Singapore.

The Scar is a psychological movie about a lady going through PTSD. The 

movie reflects her struggles to cope with non-duality , and provides a real 

insight into how she struggles to handle post-traumatic depression.

The film was written and directed by Harichandra Jayashankar. Lijesh 

Karunakaran handled the photography while Akash Varghese did the 

editing. Nihil Jimmy composed the music. Raj Vimal Dev was the 

technical adviser. Shalmalee Vaidya , Gautam Marathe , Master Ruhaan 

, Deepa Madan , Viral Patel, Shanu Jos played the key roles in the movie. 

To date, the film was won 10 awards at various film festivals including one for Shalmalee 

Vaidya for the best actress.

On being asked what his inspiration for making 

the movie was he said it was all about exploring 

a new creative field.He also mentioned that the 

film was completed in approximately a  year 

from start to finish. According to Jay, the most 

challenging part was  getting all actors together 

for shooting . However, he agrees that it was a 

very fulfilling experience because of the positive 

feedback the film received from the audience 

and at festivals.Jay recalls with gratitude the 

support of his family & friends.
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Rajith Mohan

Rajith Mohan, an acclaimed director, 

scriptwriter, and actor, has established 

himself as a prominent figure among 

the Indie film makers in Singapore. 

With his passion, creative vision, and 

dedication to story telling,he has left an 

indelible mark on the industry. With 

each new project, he continues to 

sharpen his talent thereby elevating 

the movie experience for his viewers. 

Rajith Mohan was born and raised in India, where he developed a deep love for cinema from a 

young age. Growing up in a country renowned for its rich cultural heritage and diverse 

storytelling traditions, he was exposed to a myriad of influences that nurtured his artistic 

inclinations. Drawn to the power of storytelling, he embarked on a path that would eventually 

lead him to become a renowned filmmaker.

In 2005, Rajith Mohan directed his first short film, "Aadya," marking the beginning of his 

filmmaking journey. This early work allowed him to experiment with different storytelling 

techniques and develop his unique artistic voice. He continued to explore his creative instincts 

and directed two more short films in the same 

year: "Awareness in a Bottle" and "Nidra." 

These projects provided him with valuable 

experience and insights into the intricacies of 

visual storytelling.

In 2021, Rajith Mohan served as an Associate 

Director for the Singapore Malayalam short 

film, "Akale." Working alongside a talented 

team to lent his expertise to the project was a 

valuable learning experience for him. This 

collaborative endeavor allowed him to expand 

his knowledge and skillset in the dynamic 

world of filmmaking. It served as a significant 

stepping stone, propelling him closer to his 

ultimate aspiration of creating acclaimed films 

and breathing life into his artistic visions.
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In 2021, Rajith scripted and directed "The Wheel". Crafted with meticulous attention to detail, 

the film showcased his exceptional storytelling abilities and resonated with audiences. 

Released in 2022, after completing successful international film festival runs, "The Wheel" 

garnered critical acclaim and received numerous awards, solidifying Rajith Mohan's position 

as a talented and visionary filmmaker.

Building on the triumph of "The Wheel", Rajith Mohan partnered with DreamCatchers and Zee 

TV in Singapore to make a feature film. In 2022, he directed and served as the screenwriter for 

"Dominoes," a compelling English-Hindi film. With his distinct artistic flair and ability to 

connect with viewers on a profound level, the film garnered critical acclaim and further 

cemented his status as a multifaceted filmmaker.

Rajith Mohan's artistic contributions extend beyond his work in film. His involvement as the 

Honorary Secretary at Singapore Kairalee Kala Nilayam and as a lifetime member of 

Singapore Malayalee Association, showcases his commitment to preserving and promoting 

the cultural heritage of Singapore. By actively engaging in the cultural scene and supporting 

artistic endeavors, he is trying to make an impact on the cultural landscape of the country.

Rajith Mohan's artistic journey is fueled by his deep passion for storytelling. He possesses 

exceptional directorial skills and a unique ability to forge a profound connection with 

audiences. With every project he undertakes, he fearlessly pushes the boundaries, constantly 

seeking new avenues of artistic expression. This relentless pursuit of creativity allows him to 

leave a positive impact on the industry. From his humble beginnings with early short films to 

his impressive screenplay debut and subsequent ventures into feature films, Rajith Mohan's 

diverse body of work serves as an inspiration to aspiring filmmakers and artists alike.
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Dr Methil Devika is an Indian classical dancer and 

academic who is currently pursuing a Post Doctoral 

Fellowship at ISRO's Indian Institute of Space 

Sciences and Technologies on an arts- integrated-

advance-science project ideated by her. A staunch 

proponent of the dance form Mohiniyattam, she stands 

apart because of how she brings interesting 

perspectives into the vocabulary of classical dance. A 

recipient of two national awards (Ustad Bismillah 

Yuva Puraskar for Mohiniyattam 2007 and the 

Devadasi Award from the Minister of Orissa in 2010) 

and two Kerala state honours (Kshetrakala Akademy 

Award 2020 and the Kerala Sangeetha Nataka Akademi Award 2011), she has been granted the Kerala 

Chief minister's Nava Kerala Post Doctoral Fellowship, 2023 for conducting research on 'Temple 

Terrain as a New Performance Space for the Woman Dancer: A Study on How the Modern Woman 

Reinvents her Art in Esoteric Spaces'. Her archival film Sarpatatwam was voted into the Oscar award 

contention list in 2018.

Dr Devika performed at Singapore’s Esplanade Theatres on 25 June 2023 for the Raga Indian 

Performing Arts Convention 2023. In collaboration with Apsaras Arts Dance Company, she presented 

Anaavaran, a Mohiniyattam repertoire ranging from the abstract to representational with esoteric and 

familiar approaches.

Dr Methil Devika

Interview

INTERVIEW
in conversations with SUJITH SIVARAM
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IN CONVERSATION:

Good morning, Madam: It was such an enriching experience to watch you perform here 

in Singapore. Thank you. Was this your first performance in Singapore? What is your 

impression about the arts scene here?

Good morning. No, this was not my first time in Singapore. I've performed at the Esplanade 

theatre before. I know that in Singapore the art fraternity is vibrant with great cross-cultural 

work done by artists like Aravinth Kumaraswamy. I also know a lot of artists in Singapore 

personally, and they are people who are doing great work in their genres.

Talking about the future of art in general, do you see a lot of upcoming professionals in 

the respective fields? While the Indian diaspora is known to invest heavily in classical 

dance training for their children, I am not sure if we see many of them turning into 

professionals. What does it take to be a professional dancer?

In the past, a majority of Malayali organisations abroad never gave traditional dance or music 

concerts as much importance, in comparison to extravagant popular shows they invested in. A 

lot of that is changing now. I am glad that many organisations now invite artists who have spent 

their lives working with a particular art form entirely and who have created a corpus within that 

art form, to perform.

My advice to parents would be to showcase to their children, works by creative artists and to 

have them attend lecture demonstrations and workshops so that they get to experience the 

profoundness of the art forms. Children who are exposed to these kinds of platforms and 

artists do pursue the art forms very seriously. They get to know the narrative of the creative 

process too.

Classical dance training is also systematic and scientific, and it requires years of training, just 

like education. The learning commences in your early childhood and teens. As you progress 

into your twenties, you are also ruminating about the art while continuing to learn. In your 

thirties, you begin creating your own art based on your learning. In the forties, you tend to seek 

freedom of self- expression, trying to extend or merge boundaries. When you move into your 

fifties, you prefer to be minimalistic in your art and in your sixties, you no longer have the need 

to impress an audience, taking the art to a different dimension. It is thus important to expose 

students to artists who have become reputed solely by virtue of their field of practice and 

contribution.
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It’s really interesting to hear you share this view. I can certainly draw a parallel with the 

perspectives you shared in your recent interview with Pravasi Express; especially your 

comments on the journey of a dancer and the performance over the years being almost 

like an autobiography of the artist. May I ask whether there has been a favourite 

character or story that has satiated you more than the others in all these years as a 

dancer? Or does it change from time to time?

It changes from time to time because we tend to outgrow what we think at a particular point of 

time. But that's the great thing about the art, even if you outgrow your views, you can revisit 

them because it's frozen in your art. Your impressions change. Knowledge itself is always 

changing. As much as you say knowledge is truth, actually it is not. Your perception of 

knowledge keeps changing as you age, as you grow, as you see many people and as the 

environment changes, as truth itself changes. Art is a reflection of reality, of society, albeit 

manifested as a little unreal, mystical fiction or fantasy and the changes in you or the society 

tend to get reflected in your art as well. Hence it is very important to preserve one’s creative 

works from the past, which is reflective of the life and times, the thought process, the 

knowledge or lack of it at that point in time and serves as a valuable historical reference too.

Every work of mine, I enjoy, because essentially it is created with a lot of thought. Every 

character I create, I enjoy, because it has evolved through self-critiquing. I am both the dancer 

and the audience. Sometimes I wish we were directed by other dancers too. However, in our 

fraternity such productions are few and far-fetched. An artist could at times get into a 

monotonous mode of performance creation, which can be avoided if you have another great 

creator directing you.

I have particularly enjoyed doing the role of Indra and the conversation between Indra and 

Ahalya. I have also enjoyed my role as Vrittasura and as Ganga. The conversation between 

Indra and Ahalya is interestingly portrayed in the Valmiki Ramayanam. The plot opens a lot of 

possibilities for abhinaya in the conversation. Rather than stories, what I like doing is taking a 

moment in a story or an incident from a story and expanding it. That gives me a lot of scope. In 

dance, usually stories are enacted in the same pace that they are read. When you take a 

moment from the story and expand it over a couple of minutes you can really get into the realm 

of possibilities of the characters involved. You can give them character shades, tweak their 

behaviour according to the wishful world of a narrator. For example, if I were to do a Nayika, I 

would decide everything from her age to her walk, to her interest in general things. Even if I 

may not enact all that, it should be there essentially in my mind. We have a script, and we have 
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a subscript also. The script is what the narrative gives you, the subscript is what you do when 

you start acting; when you start creating the character and when you bring about your own 

perspectives of the character.

Dance has so many categories and it is not mere entertainment. In Mohiniyattam, you will find 

ten different performers having different approaches. As for myself, I have varied approaches 

to my performances at different points in time, space, and audience. You cannot categorise a 

performance into one whole as there are so many possibilities of the art form, depending on 

the time, space and the audience and that is what makes it truly enjoyable.

That is indeed a revelation! I’m sure that over different phases in your career you have 

been inspired by various Gurus and other senior artists. Who has been most influential 

in your career? Could you share with us some of your defining experiences/learning 

with this person that you think the audience should know of.

First and foremost, my first guru, 

Kalaimamani S Natarajan of 

Melattur, Thanjavur. He has 

influenced me greatly, albeit 

unknowingly, as it is something that 

becomes ingrained in you because 

you have learnt from him as a child. 

He was an engineer in Dubai. He 

was the upholder of Bhagavata 

Mela Nataka Sampradayam of Melattur, Thanjavur which is of the nature of ritualistic dance 

drama with the main deity being Narasimha.

I am indeed blessed to be a part of his lineage, as his first student. Learning from him in his 

small flat in Dubai in front of the Narasimha idol, I had no real gauge of his greatness. This 

became clear to me while doing my post-graduation in dance, where we had a whole chapter 

dedicated to him. He holds a prominent place in trance studies. For him, art was very 

ritualistic, very esoteric and a direct communication or communion with the Lord. He was not 

keen to propagate the art form beyond Melattur and did not believe in its entertainment value. I 

have learnt from him to surrender to the art and the supreme creator without worrying about 

opportunities.
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The next influence was Dr. Saju George, my PhD mentor. He is a Christian priest. He did his 

PhD on Shaiva Sidhantham and is himself, a beautiful Bharatanatyam dancer. He taught me 

the importance of restraint in communication and the art of not talking about a particular thing 

unless asked about it specifically. He taught how to exercise discretion and to allow my craft to 

do the talking.

From my parents I learnt the importance of silence and perseverance. From my peers, I learnt 

the importance of protecting my fraternity. I am influenced by many people around me. I watch 

everything very keenly because one never knows when they may find a place in my work.

Thank you for sharing that, Ma’am. I’m sure like me, our readers are also keen to know 

you as a person as much as a dancer. So, would you kindly tell us a bit about yourself, 

your favourite childhood memories, food, music, pastimes, destinations, authors? 

How would your closest friends describe you as a person?

My closest friends describe me as being very mischievous. They also know that I have 

mastered the art of dodging. Friends call me affectionate and transparent. My students have a 

lot of “bhayabakthi”. If there is anything they want to say, they will just say "Chechi", and the 

rest I am supposed to guess or extract from them. I am very grateful for whatever I have, 

especially my family support, my son, and my art. To create work is not easy. You can always 

replicate work and keep doing what you have done, but to have these bouts of creativity on a 

regular basis where you keep churning out new pieces – that, I think is a great blessing from 

my Gurus, ancestors and parents. Honesty with the people who nurture you and give you 

knowledge is very important, and it must even prevail over fear out of respect.

Food - I am a quintessential foodie, but I am also careful about what I eat. I fast once a while 

because apart from its health benefits, it is a spiritual experience.

Pastime - I love reading our epics and scriptures and also indulge in some easy reads. My all-

time favourite is One Hundred Years of Solitude, and my recent favourite is Milan Kundera’s 

“The Book of Laughter and Forgetting.”

Destinations- India, South Africa and Europe are beautiful. Cape Town and Tuscany are my 

favourite.

Interests- My personal interest is architecture. I occasionally paint, play sudoku, and compose 

music for my dance.
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Thank you for your valuable time. On behalf of all our readers and the Singapore 

Malayalee Association, here’s wishing you all the best and a very happy Onam. On a 

final note, please tell us about your favourite Onam memory and leave an Onam 

message for our readers.

When I was in Dubai, our vacations there sometimes coincided with the Onam celebrations in 

August. For me, therefore, Kerala was always about Onam. Onam celebration was always in 

Alathoor, my hometown in Palakkad. Our neighbours used to get together, and we played 

together for several days. So for me, Onam was all about play and I recall all the indigenous 

games that we used to indulge in, like Kuttiyum Kolum, for example. I think we have to renew 

all that. Playing is a very important aspect of life; it is a great form of human interaction. With 

play, there are many things that one can learn, like tolerance and harmony. It is getting into 

another person’s space much more freely and with warm invitation and acceptance.

Edited By: Deepa Madan
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Kapila Venu is a practitioner of koodiyattam – one of the 

oldest living theatre traditions of the world, from Kerala, 

India.She is a disciple of the legendary maestro Guru 

Ammannur Madhava Chakyar and renowned exponents 

Guru G Venu and Guru Usha Nangiar .  She has been 

travelling around the world performing, teaching, and 

giving workshops on koodiyattam for over two decades 

now. 

She has studied with renowned Japanese avant-garde 

dancer Min Tanaka and has performed in two of his 

choreographies – Rite of the Forest (–2005) and 

Thottangal (–2007). She has also had long-standing collaborations with internationally acclaimed 

artistes and scholars such as Dr. Eberhard Fischer, Peter Oskarson and Wally Cardona. 

 She is a guest faculty at the National School of Drama, New Delhi and a Master Teacher at the 

Intercultural Theatre Institute, Singapore. 

 A  film on the life and work of Kapila Venu titled ‘Kapila’, directed by Sanju Surendran won the 

National Award for the best film on culture at the 62nd National Film Awards from the Government of 

India, 2014. 

Kapila has been awarded the highest honour for young artistes from the Govt. of India – Ustad 

Bismillah Khan Yuva Puraskar, Kumar Gandharva Samman from the Govt. of Madhya Pradesh and the 

Sanskriti Award from the Sanskriti Pratisthan. 

Kapila performed at Singapore’s Esplanade Theatres on 25 June 2023 for the Raga Indian Performing 

Arts Convention 2023. 

Good morning Madam, it was such an enthralling experience watching you perform the 

Mahishasura Vadham , last week in Singapore . In that short span of time, we could see 

you emoting and enacting the various characters involved bringing out the vast 

potential of the art from in storytelling. As a new creation for IPAC, were you satisfied 

with the outcome? Can you tell us about the genesis of a new piece, the process, the 

time frame, the various elements involved etc.?

Kapila Venu
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I definitely think the experience of bringing Devi Mahathmyam to IPAC at Esplanade, 

Singapore was worthwhile & fulfilling. Although I have been visiting Singapore to teach, this is 

only my second performance there. I do believe that Singapore has a diverse audience, and I 

am indeed happy to have been able perform for them. 

Talking about the creation of Mahishasura Vadham, it started during Covid, when my 

musicians & I embarked on this project to stay engaged and in good spirits. That’s when I had 

the opportunity to create a performance for an online platform called Milap from UK. The story 

of Mahishasura Vadam, is quite a well-known story but always when you adapt it to the 

language and detailed approach of Koodiyattam, it opens up the plausibility of diving  deeper 

into the narrative. Koodiayattam is all about freezing moments and extending it to look at the 

details. We were able to bring in a lot of intricacies into the narrative including some interesting 

musical elements like Panchavadyam to give it an elevated, transcended vibe. Devi 

Maathmyam and Devi Bhagavatham are extensive texts with tremendous scope for 

performing. Thus, we went on to create a four-day long series of performances on 

Mahishasura Vadham & related stories from these texts. It is still a work in progress, and I 

expect the series to get bigger. What we performed in Singapore was an extract; 

unfortunately, we were not able to include the Panchavadhyam element for the performance 

there. 

Thank you, Ma’am. I remember reading your comments about how Koodiyattam 

requires one to “know and watch” & the need to learn to appreciate it. Do you think as a 

community there is something we could all do to make Koodiyattam as popular as 

Bharathnatyam or Mohiniyattam, thereby contributing to its sustenance for posterity. 

I don’t believe that popularity is something that will contribute to sustenance for posterity of an 

Art in its best possible form. Popularity is not something many of us aspire for because 

Koodiyattam is an art form which is very similar to genres like Dhurpad which is in a sense a 

little bit niche and requires an effort from the audience to appreciate it. So, appreciating 

Koodiyattam should as much be a practice as is performing it. Koodiyattam is very nuanced 

and has a certain depth and intensity which needs to be maintained. I fear that it might get 

diluted if popularised. What we need to do is generate heightened interest through educating 

and sensitizing the audience towards the intricacies of the art form. Creating ideal spaces to 

present the art form in its authenticity could be another way i.e. presenting carefully curated 
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performances, providing the audience with adequate information before hand, conducting 

lecture demonstrations and workshops. By doing so, we slowly create a culture of 

appreciation, which will ensure the art survives the test of time.  

Thank you, fully understand that Ma’am. I am not sure if the restrictions based on caste 

for performing in temples still exist to date.  Would you agree that this has also 

restricted the progress of the art form and its proliferation into the hearts of Malayalees 

at large. It would be interesting to know what your respected Guru’s views were on this 

issue & of course, yours too. 

My initial thoughts on this were to make it a secular space where both well trained performers 

as well as audience from any community could come together to appreciate and enjoy the art. 

However, it was later that I realized how complicated and sensitive this issue was for the 

traditional practitioners who are still practicing the art in the temples as part of a ritual. They do 

feel insecure about their family rights and name being under threat to the extent that it could 

result in an identity crisis for them. This was something very difficult to contest logically and 

therefore I began to refrain from commenting on it. Its my view that this change should occur 

when practitioners from traditional families themselves feel the openness to accept people 

from other communities into their spaces.

My Guru was a very traditional and innocent maestro who was not affected much by the 

happenings in the outside world. He was born and brought up in a very orthodox family. To him 

temple rituals were different from performances and training. So, while he taught very 

generously, he upheld the temple rituals sanctimoniously as well. It was a very practical 

arrangement; one that resonated well with other masters from the community too. 

I am sure your Guru Padmabhushan Sri Ammanur Madhava Chakyar was a significant 

influence on your career as a Koodiyattam artist. I am sure our readers both young and 

old, are keen to hear some stories about your learning experiences with him, things 

that no one else would be able to tell us, about him; like walking back with the cows 

from the field, that you had shared in another interview.

When I look back, some of the best years of my life, was when I was living next door to 

Ammanur Ashan. For one, he was a genius, a fantastic, mesmerizing, performer with a unique 

combination of qualities like deep intensity, light eyes and a  beautiful physical appearance. 

He was an amazing teacher with a great sense of aesthetics. He even made some of his own 
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costumes like the uthareeyam. He was also a very 

simple, uncomplicated person. A living example of 

Mindfulness; he was always totally engrossed in the 

moment. He followed a diligent routine of waking up 

early and visiting the temple after a dip in the pond. He 

had a favorite cow which he tended to dearly daily. His 

practice of the art stemmed from his staunch sense of 

Dharma & Devotion was the main emotion. We can only 

imagine the beauty of that life, now a days. He was unfazed by awards and accolades; he 

treated everyone alike, celebrities or not! As a teacher, he was very generous and non-

discriminatory. What I remember so fondly of him is how he used to indulge in story telling after 

classes; talking to us about legends, great actors, funny experiences from his family etc.

Thank you so much so for sharing these interesting episodes with us Ma’am. Our 

readers would be equally curious to know about Kapila Venu as a person, the mother, 

the daughter, the wife etc. Tell us about your favorite things Madam, your favorite 

character that you like performing, your favorite food, your favorite destination, your 

favorite pastimes, your son- how does he react seeing on you stage?

I love to read, write, watch good cinema, and listen to music. I recently watched a great film 

Court directed by Chaithanya Tamhane and am eagerly waiting to watch his other film- The 

Disciple. My preference is for such films that unravel slowly. I am also into protecting the 

environment through tree planting, conservation & animal rights  do engage in related 

activities as time permits. 

My son is 8 years old now and growing up seeing a lot of art around him. He is currently also 

learning Kalaripayattu. He is very supportive of my practice and performance. My husband is 

a photographer and as you might know both my parents are artists.

I love food and am not particularly finicky about it. I enjoy trying out different cuisines like the 

Malay and Chinese food in Singapore. One thing I particularly love is the Annadanam in the 

temples in Singapore. 

Having spend a lot of time studying in Japan, I feel like half my soul belongs there. Similarly, I 
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have spend a lot of time in Sweden and love being there as well. I really look forward to 

traveling to countries like Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Vietnam where I have not had the opportunity 

to visit yet. 

Thank you for your valuable time, Ma’am. On behalf of all our readers and the 

Singapore Malayalee Association, here’s wishing you all the best and a Very Happy 

Onam. Please tell us about your favorite Onam memory and leave an Onam message 

for our readers.  

Onam is very important for us as a family. We have celebrated Onam very traditionally with 

Pookalam on all days, the rituals of making and praying to Thrikkakarappan on the Onam day, 

making of traditional offerings like the Ada etc. Thus, it is very special family bonding time for 

me. It is celebrated very differently in my husbands’ family in Kasargode, where they celebrate 

it for the entire month. I would like to conclude by wishing everyone a Happy Onam. Let us 

delve into the particularities of the celebrations in our homes and try to get as much 

information as possible from our elders; that I think would be worthy pursuit for our young. 

Happy Onam. 
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Venu Rajamony is an Indian diplomat and historian who 

belongs to the Indian Foreign Service. On 17 September 

2021, he assumed the post of Officer on Special Duty, 

External Cooperation (with the rank of Chief Secretary) in 

the Government of Kerala.

Hello sir, it’s indeed a pleasure to be in 

conversation with you. Thank you for the 

opportunity. 

Thank you. I am very happy to give this interview to 

the Singapore Malayalee  Association. 

Let’s start off with your current assignment as the officer on special duty in charge of 

the external cooperation for the government of Kerala. What is your mission and how 

can organizations like ours, the Singapore Malayalee Association help you in your 

mission? 

My mandate is clearly described in the Government order by which I was appointed in Sept 

2021.It essentially involves connecting Kerala to the world in every aspect; brining the best of 

the world to Kerala. My job is to interact with the Ministry of External Affairs and various foreign 

embassies based in Chennai, Bengaluru etc. and the Indian embassies in the other countries 

to see what the best practices in the world are and how they can be brought to Kerala. 

An organisation like the Singapore Malayalee Association, can help a lot and has been 

helping me a lot by connecting me and the Government of Kerala to the malayalees in 

Singapore, who are well educated, competent and talented & highly professional. They 

imbibe in themselves the best qualities of Singapore and India. They can help by 

understanding the Singapore community, its strengths and needs & also by looking at some of 

the best things in Singapore with a view of brining them to Kerala. This could mean a mix of 

investment, trade, knowledge, expertise- either individual or collective. They could also see 

Mr. Venu Rajamony

Interview
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and advise how Kerala could fit into Singapore’s priorities like Green Finance, for example. 

Another area of interest would be Singapore’s expertise in Global integration and its efficiency 

of doing things.

Even if we can achieve any of the above in small doses, that would be great. A prominent 

member of the community Mr. Sreekanth has been helping construction and other 

manufacturing companies in Kerala by exposing them to Global Best Practices, linking them 

up with government organizations in Singapore like BCA to emulate Singapore’s model of 

Skill development etc. I also know that many of the community members invest in Kerala. I 

was able to assist with the issue of Malayalam being taught in Singapore schools by linking up 

the relevant departments through the Indian High Commission. The simplest and shortest 

way would be to promote tourism. If every Malayalee in Singapore could influence at least one 

of his non-malayalee friend to travel to Kerala that would mean a lot. We also look to learning 

from Singapore’s success in tourism.

So, these  are  some  of  the  ways  in  which  we  could  collaborate  for  mutual   benefit.

Than you sir. You have spent a lot of time overseas and in your recent role interacting 

with Malayalees in different countries.  Do you agree that it is a challenge for these 

communities to preserve their Malayalee identity. Could you share some instances of 

exemplary  efforts  that  you  have  seen  in  the  direction? 

It is not easy to preserve the Malayalee identity, growing up in foreign countries, where the 

language is not used on a daily basis. But I have to say that I have been impressed by 

Malayalees, worldwide. They come together to celebrate Onam upholding the spirit of 

oneness and unity. 

Parents and the community at large should with perseverance and persistence try to uphold 

the Malayalee identity. The larger the community, it creates a natural propensity to learn 

Malayalam. Also, brining one’s family to Kerala regularly and exposing them to the culture and 

traditions will surely help in upholding the identity. 

I cannot think of a single exemplary effort but organisations like SMA are doing very well in this 

regard. There is also the Kerala Government’s Malayalam Mission, which is very good 

initiative. The other way of promoting the Malayalee identity would be providing exposure for 

artists or experts in various fields from Kerala to overseas audiences like Singapore, not just 

the Malayalees but Singapore community at large.  
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Thank you sir. The common thing that binds all of us is our mother tongue. Or is it? How 

important is the language and its knowledge itself in being able to identity as a 

Malayalee &/or relate to one?

It is crucial that the mother tongue binds us & the language is very important. But, it should be 

an inclusive concept as in if there are people who are not conversant in Malayalam, they 

should still be able to access Kerala through English or other languages. So, the lack of 

knowledge of Malayalam, should not limit any one from being able to identify themselves as a 

Malayalee. 

Thank you sir . Your family itself. Is an excellent example of cultural integration. Could 

you kindly share the secrets of maintaining dual identities and being comfortable with 

both?

Haha, all I can say is that there is no magic formula. Ours is also Work in Progress. Maintaining 

multiple identities is not easy. My wife comes from Darjeeling & her mother tongue is Nepali. 

We met in University in Delhi, where everyone shares a cosmopolitan culture. My children 

were born in Hongkong and Delhi respectively, they studied in multiple international schools; 

so they are all Global Citizens in a way. It is difficult to confine them to one identity. But, they are 

aware of their Malayalee connection and do come to Kerala very often. My wife, of course, has 

a  much  longer  association  with  Kerala,  including  us  having  got  married  in  Kochi. 

Thank you sir, that is indeed interesting. I am sure our readers would love to know more 

of you as a person. Looking back at your beginnings in Thiruvananthapuram and later 

in Kochi, what were some of the strongest influences on you that underlines your 

Malayalee identity ?

Well, the strongest influences on me are growing up in Trivandrum, visiting my native place in 

Mavelikara, celebrating festivals like Onam in the traditional way with Athapoo, Oonjal, Songs, 

great food, dances, Onakoadi etc. Understanding the story or the legend behind Onam and 

taking pride in knowing Kerala was indeed a paradise, a dream that we carry with us into the 

future; the Kerala of our dreams that we want to create and must collectively work for. The 
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richness of the Malayalam language its literature, poetry, songs, have all had a strong 

influence on me.  Growing up in Trivandrum and being exposed to the best of kerala as part of 

various celebrations organised by the Government, has created a strong passion for Kerala in 

me, which has continued through my life, wherever I have been.

Let me also add that my parents, siblings, extended family and my friends have also had a 

significant influence on me, since childhood. So also, all the educational institutions that I have 

studied in , first in Trivandrum and later in Kochi, have also influenced me like  The Maharajas 

college in Ernakulam, one of the oldest and prestigious institutions.

Thank you. I am sure you have spent many Onams and our traditional festivals away 

from home in various countries. What did you miss the most? 

Well, sometimes Onam is celebrated with much greater passion outside of Kerala. I was in 

Dubai for 3 years where I had the opportunity to take part in extensive Onam celebrations like 

nowhere else in the world. Nowadays, except in Trivandrum where the government organises 

festivities related to Onam, in most other parts the Onam celebrations are confined to the 

homes of nuclear families. There too, people have started moving to buying the Onasadhya. 

In countries like Dubai, Singapore etc when the Onam celebrations happen, communities 

gather in great strength with their families and celebrates with gusto. When you are away from 

home your passion for home increases and this is something, we must nurture in Keralites, 

wherever they are. 

It has been wonderful talking to you and I wish all the members, their families and the 

organisers all the best for Onam, Happy Onam. Never let the spirit of Onam down, we are a 

multicultural plural society, and we will always remain so. We must strive to ensure that Kerala 

remains a place where pluralism, tolerance, freedom of speech and expression and 

alternative thinking flourishes and we take this spirit to all parts of our country India and the 

world.

It has been such an interesting conversation and on behalf of all our readers let me thank you 

and wish you and your family a Happy Onam.
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In Memoriam

f there was a ceremony to pay tribute to the pioneers of Singapore, I would wish we 

Icould do a tribute to the many brave malayalees who arrived in Singapore 

overcoming so many hurdles and hardships to make a mark in their adopted country 

Singapore. One amongst them, I would  wish to have in the list  would be my own dad 

K.Balakrishna Pillay or more  fondly called Balan Pillay by his friends and those close to 

him. Also  better  known  as  proprietor of  Vinoth  store. 

Those who know him, would remember this very quiet person who was a man of few 

words but loud on his courage and honesty. Not many could make a name for 

themselves and be remembered like him. Even my identity is with the tag "Balan Pillay's 

son". It’s a title that I wish to carry proudly. He was however called away early this year 

and dearly missed. It was still another accomplishment for him to live till the ripe old age 

of  95  with  his  family  around  him.  

Hailing from his hometown Mayanaad ( kollam), he came to Singapore in 1952 via a 

passenger and cargo ship from Tamil Nadu. He had then already secured a good job at a 

PWD office in Mayyanad but he still didn’t want to miss the opportunity to make it big in 

Balakrishna Pillay



this promised land called Singapore. When he heard the news that Singapore was 

about to tighten its immigration rules then, he didn’t waste much time and  quickly 

embarked on the journey to Tamil Nadu via train where the ship was to sail from. It was a 

solo journey that many would have dread. He had to endure 3 weeks or more on the 

rough seas and then to arrive and live in a total strange place. It was perhaps his first 

travel  even  out  of  Kerala. 

In Singapore, he managed to join up with other malayalees who had arrived here earlier. 

He initially worked as a painter at the dockyard in Sembawang under the British Navy.  It 

was a short stint before he passed some test to be appointed as a clerk managing 

warehouse stores at the dockyard 

itself. He probably got his 

business acumen while handling 

the stores and accounting. He was 

well respected by his friends being 

always the honest and trustworthy 

person he is that one can rely on to 

provide a helping hand whenever 

its needed. 

It was in 1960 that he decided that 

he had to start a family and made his way back to his hometown where he got married 

soon after. He returned to Singapore and had his wife Retnamma join him in Singapore a 

bit  later. 

He had on parallel try out a few businesses but they failed but his entrepreneur spirit 

never  left  him  one  bit. Perhaps  it  only  fueled  him  to  succeed. 

In 1976, Balan Pillay started a provision store under the banner Vinoth store with the 

help from his dear friend K Unnithan. It was here that he didn’t look back and went ahead 

to grow his business. His name and the business name almost became synonymous to 

the extent of people started addressing him as Mr Vinoth. He couldn’t be contended with 
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just being a provision shop owner and kept to the evolving environment by upgrading his 

business to a minimart. He kept reminding his children to be brave and stand up against 

wrong doings. We had observed many occasions and incidents where he stood up for 

his  rights  and never  stooped  low  to  anyone.

He had always wanted to open more outlets but his health didn’t allow him to fulfil that 

dream.

Even in his last days he would suddenly brighten up with a sudden energy and mention 

about starting a new business.  

Perhaps we all can take a cue from him in his famous quote "to step forward with 

confidence and courage. It will never fail you". Pranam to our brave pioneers.

Ramesh s/o Balakrishna Pillay
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In Memoriam

Singapore Malayalee Association 
pays homage to our dear members who left for 

their heavenly abodes during the last year.

Marthandhan Velayudhan
30/12/22

Lloyd George Fernandez. 
09/10/2022

Mr Lloyd served the Association as an executive committee member, treasurer and 

acted in the Malayalam dramas produced by SKA. He was a quiet and unassuming 

person whose unflinching support for the Association was exemplary.
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In Memoriam

Keshavan Raveendran
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In Memoriam

M A Sathar
21/01/23
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Article

One of the pleasantest things in the world is going on a journey; 

but I like to go by myself. I can enjoy society in a room; but out of 

doors, nature is company enough for me. I am then never less 

alone than when alone.’ – William Hazlitt ‘On Going a Journey’ (1822)

Father: Alone? But why? Can’t you find one other person to go with you? 

Mother: Can’t you get M, M or M to go with you? Which country is it?  How are 
the people there?   

 Is it safe? (A 1001 questions…)

The girls (M&M): Go, Amma. Why are you deliberating so much? 

Hubby (M): Send me the itinerary and hotel booking so that I can have a look at 
it!

So, that was it! DONE! Made that resolution to travel solo a reality! 

Destination: Seoul, South Korea | Duration: 4 nights

TO

SEOUL
SOLO

Deepa Madan

Travelogue
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Why Seoul, S.Korea? Relative proximity to Singapore. One of the safest places for women in 

the world. Good public transport system and easy access. A nature-shopping-culture-food 

paradise. And of course, it was autumn there. It had been my long-cherished dream to 

experience fall! 

Acquired a visa, booked the flight and hotel, bought travel insurance, bought a data plan. 

Voila! Set! There was no turning back! 

The excel sheet is drawn out: a rough daily plan is worked out after intense research – right 

down to where the fall colours are best viewed, with info on the weather, and a train and bus 

guide. The rest – I decide to wing it. After all, it is a holiday and I have no one to please but 

myself! My Korea go-to person is of course, my lovely ex-colleague G, who sent me an info 

pack from her many trips to K. Priceless! A  more-or-less  budget trip with my own daily 

itinerary planned. 

Finally, a mid-October Monday night! 

Feeling: Excitement peppered with a bit of uneasiness (no fear or guilt, mind you!)
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The trip to the airport – the mind is blank. The flight is at 1.39am. Not sure what M is thinking as 

he drops me off – but there are no words of warning or unnecessary advice. Grateful for that. 

Comfortable flight. After a quick nap, as the flight lands, reality strikes. I REALLY am on my 

own! A feeling of confidence and sense of empowerment set in. I am loving it! 

‘The soul of a journey is liberty, perfect liberty, to think, feel, do, just as one pleases.’ – Hazlitt 

Breakfast it is, first! Coffee and fries (limited veg options). Energised, I navigate the AREX 

train, complex subway, multiple flights of stairs with luggage and reach the destination in the 

city. (Though the signboards are in English too, reality sinks in that seeking verbal information 

in English is a problem here.)

I begin to soak in the sights and sounds of this new land! It is close to 10.30am and at that time 

of the day, the commuters are mainly the elderly – all on their own, going about their business! 

No one to escort them or mollycoddle them. How independent they are! 

Fortunately, early check-in becomes a breeze. Lovely cosy room on the top floor with a view of 

a section of the city. My home for the next four nights! Unpacking is done. As is the practice 

during our family trips, I spare no time. With my backpack packed with essentials, and 

destinations fixed, I set out on foot. Staying at Myeongdong, the heart of Seoul, connectivity 

and access is a breeze. So, on day one, cultural immersion becomes priority. The Namsangol 

traditional garden is where I am heading to. It is impressive. The autumn colours beckon me 

and my heart sings! The evening sunlight dances and plays with the foliage and I revel in it. 

The traditional houses, Hanoks, and their architecture transport me back to my own tharavadu 

in Kerala. The living quarters, the fireplace and mortar and pestle in the kitchen, the inner and 

outer courtyards of the houses – all strike a chord and highlight how similar the homes, the 

family structure, traditional roles, and rules in Asian households are. I feel a connection! 

It is turning dark, and I decide to move to the busier part of the city. (Now, this becomes a 

problem.  The Google map ‘walking’ feature is disabled here, and I was totally counting on it! 

After a few detours and broken guidance from the locals, I spy the lights of the busy streets of 

Myeongdong. They lure me. There are people and more people there. The night market is on! 

Street food! The aroma of quaint and fresh food wafts through the air. Munching on a buttered 

corn cob, window-shopping it is, for the next couple of hours. At 7pm, I call it a day (much to the 

chagrin of M&M who felt the night was still too young and I had wasted the hours). I convince 

myself that some good hot food – ramen, in the warm comfort of the hotel room after a good 

shower might be good. The family/ extended family connect on Whatsapp video across 

continents to ensure I am safe. The beauty of technology! (The comfort of family connection; 

but absolutely no homesickness!) 
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Day 2

It is a day for the city girl in me. Bursting with confidence and enthusiasm, I set off to conquer 

the city and its palaces. Gyeongbokgung palace – the main palace in the city believed to have 

been built in 1395, home of the kings of the Joseon dynasty until 1598 when it was destroyed 

by fire. Restored 200 years later, it was again destroyed by the Imperial Japanese in early 20th 

century before it was designated as a national heritage in 1963. One is overwhelmed by the 

sheer grandeur and history of the palace and begins to think about human life and its 

transience. Deliberating whether to rent a Hanbok and be truly immersed in the culture, I veto 

it as my attention is caught by the bustle of activity outside the gate. It is time for the changing 

of the guards – a spectacular ceremony reminiscent of the changing of the guards at 

Buckingham Palace. Such parallels!

I decide to walk to the Bukchon Hanok village, yet another site of traditional homes – a weak 

spot of mine; perhaps the lingering nostalgia of my childhood! I try to snap and store as many 

memories as possible as I definitely want to take a piece of this place back with me. It is close 

to 2.30pm. Hunger pangs strike! I set off in search of some local cuisine and find a quaint little 

place that says ‘Bibimbap’ on its menu. Seated at a table for two, I find that it is not easy to 

communicate that I want vegetarian Bibimbap! The waiter disappears after conversing with 

me for two minutes, frustrated at my lack of comprehension! Two young ladies seated at the 
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next table, taking pity on me, pull out their phones and try to translate my sounds in English, 

and finally get what I am saying. They convey this to the disgruntled waiter and in a few 

minutes, one of the best dishes I had ever had, spicy, piping hot veg Bibimbap is on my table! 

Yummilicious!

The Insadong precinct is next – an absolute treasure-trove for art lovers and those interested 

in traditional Korean crafts, and gifts. A couple of hours later, after coffee at a quaint café and a 

few exquisite, handcrafted pieces in 

my bag, I am ready for the last leg of 

the day. It is not all rosy now as fatigue 

catches up after a couple of 

misadventures trying to find the right 

train. I am drained by the time I reach 

the Hongdae shopping area. Lined 

with shops and more shops selling 

practically anything under the sun for 

the young and trendy, it is a young 

shopper ’s  parad ise.  Window 

shopping does its magic and I am 

energised. After a quick visit to Ewha 

shopping area (I had to strike that off 

too from my itinerary list), which does 

not excite me, I call it a day! That’s 

enough of the city! It is time for nature 

the next day!

Day 3

Seoraksan National Park and Nami 

Island

It is an early7.30am start and I arrive 

at the pick-up point with a Starbucks coffee and cream bagel. Tom, the young tour guide 

ushers us to the bus and I look forward to the 3-hour drive. This is going to be a dream come 

true – seeing autumn in all its glory! The landscape is beautiful. The mountainous terrain has 

set the stage for the fall party. There’s glam and glitter with dance and music in the form of a 

gentle breeze and a drizzle. The trees, tall and proud on the sides shake hands with the 
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shrubs. The young leaves are dressed in green while the adventurous ones choose pale-

yellow to enliven the party. They join the lemon and cadmium yellow bunch who are competing 

with the cadmium red, burnt sienna and crimson team to vie for the best dressed trophy. But 

there is no clear winner! It is the party burnished by the sun’s rays that wins the cheers.  

The roads are a dream. The journey, with a short break in between, is enjoyable. I have my 

airpods for company. 

A short distance from the park, at the base of the mountain, Tom challenges us to take a short 

30-minute hike up to the base. The majority choose to walk up, and what a visual treat it is! 

Seoraksan is experiencing the peak of fall colours! At the base, Tom urges us to explore the 

area for the next 3 hours. I feel a little lost, not sure whether to climb up to the peak (10.8kms) 

which I promptly shun or visit the Budha shrine which I decide against. I am enchanted by the 

board that reads ‘To the Falls. Lo and behold, it is a choice that I know, I will never regret – just 

2.8 kms of trek up the mountains with the most breathtaking view of the splendid mountain 

ranges and a riot of colours! Nothing prepares me for that! With Arijit Singh, Sid Sriram, 

Chithra, Shreya Ghoshal and others as company, I explore the track. At each point I devour 

the view, thinking that this is the best, but each step further takes me to greater heights. Beauty 

unparalleled. Nature at its best! After the snow- capped peaks of the Swiss Alps this is ultimate 

glory! I feel humbled in the presence of nature and thank the powers that be for this gift. My 

heart wishes then that my loved ones are there with me to share the moment! My camera tries 

in vain to capture the beauty before me. My heart feels light, and my eyes are hungry for more. 

I trudge even higher, careful not to slip. At one point, at the hanging bridge, I realise that I 

cannot afford to go on as the walk down would be an arduous one. I sit on one of the rocks and 

drink in the sound of the falls, the running stream, the light breeze, basking in the clear rays of 

the sun and the shadows of the fall-coloured leaves. I am one with nature. This is the icing on 

the cake.  I call M (who has just signed off from a meeting) to share the glory of the moment. 

The climb down is perilous, with a not-so-perfect knee. The 2pm deadline looms. Definitely not 

a place to be explored in three hours. I make a mental promise to return, at some point in the 

future.

Two hours to Nami island. The very mention of the name evokes thrilled giggles from the 

young ones and K-drama lovers on the bus. The 5-minute ferry ride to the island sees 

passengers exclaim in glee as they identify the locations of their favourite K-dramas. The next 

three hours is a free and easy session. The island plays host to the fantasy of couples, the 

young and old, irrespective of nationalities (the popularity of K-drama!). The fall colours, 

predominantly yellow, lend the perfect backdrop to it. 
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The weather has turned chilly by 

the evening and the thought of 

hot noodle soup is inviting. It has 

been an exhausting day to say 

the least,  but thoroughly 

gratifying. A hot shower and a 

quick call later, I call it a day, my 

dreams, a kaleidoscope of 

colours!

Day 4

It is my last day in Seoul. There is 

too much to do in a day. I have to 

pick and choose. I skip the tourist 

city spots for Namdaemun and 

Dongdaemun markets. I am 

stunned by the sight of large 

areas in the city set aside for 

niche markets - hundreds of 

shops (and that’s not an 

exaggeration) selling textiles, 

baby goods, leather goods, 

cosmetics – everything that Korea is famous for. The streets are bustling with storekeepers 

shouting, haggling, attracting customers, packing stuff in bulk, loading them onto lorries – 

dispatching them to customers all over the world. Sensory overload! The shopaholic in me is 

thrilled! I watch, observe, experience and revel in this whole novel activity happening around 

me. A macrocosm of the experience one gets, walking along busy Broadway in Ernakulam. 

Trade, commerce, global markets! After a mandatory peep into the chic Lotte Department 

store a short distance away,, which doesn’t impress me much, I head to the hotel for a quick 

rest.  

I am now ready for the finale – the Nanta Show at 8pm at the Myeongdong Nanta Theatre – the 

longest running show in Seoul. An amazing visual treat – a hilarious non-verbal musical 

performance featuring traditional Korean rhythms and instruments. A fitting finale! It is 

10.30pm. Wishing to savour the final few lingering moments in this fine city, I navigate through 

the bustling Myeongdong night market again, tasting delectable dumplings and cheeseballs. 

There is laughter all around – the young and old, shopping, eating, hanging out, enjoying the 
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night under the moon and clear sky. I feel safe and free and hope and wish that every place 

around the world is as safe as this at night for a woman (young or old) or even a man.

Back on the flight to Singapore the next day, I ask myself, ‘Would I do this again?’

I answer myself – ‘Why not?’ 

So, were there hiccups? Yes, of course, but you learn to deal with them yourself.

It was not a tour of self-discovery or one to prove my independence. It was just a venture to do 

something I had never done before and to enjoy it. One item off my bucket list! 

BUT…truly…to quote Hazlitt again – ‘I should on this account like well enough to spend the 

whole of my life in travelling abroad, if I could anywhere borrow another life to spend 

afterwards at home!

YES…I agree. I believe it is knowing that you have a home and hearth to return to and cuddle 

by, that makes a solo trip so gratifying.

To all of you out there who would like to venture out on your own – Go for it! But, thou must be 

comfortable with thyself and thine own company! 
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he Singapore we live in today is nothing short of a miracle. We have all heard the 

Tstories -  once a sleepy fishing village, now a modern metropolis, where every person 

is entitled to the luxuries they can afford by the strength of their merit. Within a 

generation, a tiny island the size of Jakarta became one of the world’s wealthiest nations. 

These narratives have become an integral part of our lived experiences as Singaporeans; the 

belief that we will be rewarded for our talents and efforts, the trust we have in our abilities being 

recognised, and the motivation to do our best can be ascribed to the credence we lend to these 

beliefs, and to a large extent, the meritocratic system rewards most of us. However, it would be 

bold to assume everyone has benefited equally from these systems, as many still struggle to 

survive in our country. 

Over the past few years, discourse regarding inequality has become mainstream, with media 

outlets engaging in more conversations regarding the widening income gap and the problem 

of generational wealth. A seminal work looking at Singapore’s inequality titled “This Is What 

Inequality Looks Like” by Teo You Yenn provides, in her own words, an ethnography of 

inequality in Singapore. Teo compares the families’ lived experiences against prevailing 

narratives of meritocracy and economic survival which obscure and justify the plight of these 

INEQUALITY 
IN A UTOPIA

A Review of 
This Is What Inequality 
Looks Like 
by Teo You Yenn

Dhruv Manoj

Book Review
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families. Teo argues that this has resulted in policy focused on self-reliance through 

employment and traditional family structures. The result is “differentiated deservingness,” an 

idea Teo introduces to depict how Singaporeans have “different types of access and degree of 

public support depending on who they are and how they live”. In other words, one’s status 

heavily influences access to quality public goods and services like healthcare or education.

Inequality, Teo argues, is inextricably tied up with one of the greatest narratives we tell 

ourselves is about our education system, which is globally renowned for producing students 

who regularly score amongst the highest in the world on standardised tests. Indeed, 

education has been a great social leveller in Singapore. Singapore, it seems, has inherited the 

same problem as other high-income societies, where the rich remain rich as they pay for 

expensive tuition which poor families cannot afford, endowing their children with social and 

educational capital that can never be replicated in poorer families. This perpetuates cycles of 

poverty which, while paling in comparison to the conditions of the destitute in other countries, 

continues to disadvantage youth today who have every right to mould their own future. 

As she closes her book, Teo invites her readers to reframe their lives through the perspectives 

she presents. She asks that the middle and upper class majority in Singapore understand the 

consequences of their decisions and actions and how they inadvertently enhance the 

inequality and indignity faced by our fellow citizens. While those who are reading this piece 

may not be privy to the phenomena of poverty - especially against the hypercapitalistic 

backdrop of Singapore - we cannot remain ignorant of the experiences of our fellow citizens. It 

is our responsibility to act to support those in need. 
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Story

Cousins Meet up and Fun 

Meeting of cousins was the best part of life and we waited impatiently for the school holidays to 

start. The bags had been packed long earlier and we waited excitedly for the day to arrive that 

we would be travelling to our native place. The day arrived and now we were happily settled in 

our native village, in our ancestral home.

All term holidays were spent here and we loved it. In this holiday season there was a wedding 

in the family so we looked forth for more fun.

It was sheer happiness the day my cousin arrived from his town with his parents to join us. We 

three cousins were waiting eagerly for him to join our gang. We squealed with delight every 

time he came up with some comment even if it wasn’t humorous or funny. We loved giggling 

for everything.  

We trooped around a four member gang `poking our little noses into everybody’s affairs. 

Mostly all the adults avoided us or pretended as if we didn’t exist. That didn’t bother us, we 

stole around stealthily running, scurrying, and hiding as if we were being chased though in fact 

nostalgia
NOSTALGIA; GROOM GETS THE BROOM 

Chithra Krishnakumar
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we were ignored.

We ran, we climbed trees, swung high on swings tied to the trees, lay swinging on sacks tied to 

trees, went chasing the hens and the cocks and the lambs. We never felt tired. We were 

always looking for new adventures.  It was just happiness!!!!

Relatives distant and near had gathered for the wedding of our aunt so there was lot of activity 

and preparations going on in the house. We did our part by hiding materials used by workers 

or family members setting up the place. Then we hid and watched their exasperation trying to 

figure out how it could have disappeared in a trice. We often replaced it immediately just to see 

their priceless expressions of relief and awe of magical happenings. Faith in God seemed to 

increase in the house as things mysteriously disappeared and reappeared.

The Groom 

The groom was not to our liking. We thought he was too old for the bride. His demeanour was 

stiff and rude. We thought he looked like her father and we giggled. So every time his name 

popped up we looked at each other said ‘Achen’ (father) and giggled. He had an air of 

superiority and a mocking attitude. 

Being known to the family he often visited the house and sneaked off into the house.

Every time he walked past us we giggled.  We were kind of omnipresent. So he could never 

avoid us or our giggles. He glared at us and taunted us whenever we walked past him but we 

ignored him discussing loudly among ourselves how ‘Achens’ in general were infuriating.

Our ancestral home was big with lots of small rooms so we roamed around investigating. 

Some we had peeped into looked dusty and dark with ancient looking artefacts. A few times 

we saw ‘Achen’ coming out of these dark rooms and walk surreptitiously away. 

A day was fixed a week before the wedding for a big Sadhya, feast, for the family members. 

There were rituals also planned for the ancestral deities that week. This called for more activity 

in the house. All the elderly were busy or pretending to be.

We sat in the attic and our cousin wondered loudly, “Why was our aunt being married off to this 

man?” Another cousin replied, “Money. People always marry for money.” We thought we will 

give our elders the money we had in our piggy banks so then she won’t need to marry him. 

We then realized we were hungry. So we decided we will buy ourselves some snacks first and 
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the balance we will give them.

We ran out. Since we had nothing in particular to do we roamed around aimlessly in the 

pleasant countryside occasionally pelting small stones at nothing in particular. 

Newspaper Article 

Then we went to the nearby tea shop to snack. That’s when we came across a newspaper that 

had a picture of a woman that said that this woman from the neighbourhood had been found 

dead. Our cousin read out the article. The people in the tea shop were discussing the same 

topic.

That’s when we cousins recollected in unison.

Walking around a bend two days back we had come across the car of our ‘Achen’ groom. 

Looking ahead we saw him talking agitatedly to a woman. We saw him raise his hand and 

strike her. She fell to the ground sobbing uncontrollably.

We had blended behind a tree and tried to listen to the conversation. We had seen this woman 

in our house. She was one of the cleaners. She seemed to be begging him to leave her alone 

but he viciously kicked her and shouted I will teach you a lesson and stomped off.

Reading this news now we thought this called for some action.

So we ran home and told our mothers about the groom talking to the woman in the newspaper. 

Everybody was so busy nobody paid any attention to us.

Thankfully one of us remembered the name of the woman from the news report so we called 

out the name loudly. That had the desired effect.

There was a hushed silence.

We announced loudly that we saw the groom talking and hitting her just two days back. We 

pointed at the news in the paper.

Heated arguments broke out and we gaily ran out, our job done.

As we ran out we bumped into none other than the groom. He had heard us. He was fuming. 

He leapt and caught hold of our cousin and started to beat him up. Our rescue instincts were 

set alight and we instinctively threw ourselves at him and we bit. That freed our cousin but he 
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was so angry and excited that he caught hold of the groom’s hand and bit him hard. 

The groom started to yell with pain but we clung on like cannibals not wanting to let the prey go.

When we started to hear our names being shouted and relatives rushing forth to save the 

groom we let go of our prey and we ran away as fast as we could.

Exhausted we ran to the attic thinking it was a safe place to be for a while. Soon we were called 

in and scolded but surprisingly not whacked. One of our uncles whom we knew to be in the 

police force asked us more details with more precise time, location and date.

Revenge 

The day of Sadhya arrived. A sumptuous feast had been prepared and people were feasting. 

As we sat down to eat the groom caught sight of us. His hand was still plastered. He raised a 

commotion saying children should not be sitting there. People intervened and moved us to a 

faraway table. Here the servers were not paying any attention. So they missed out serving us 

many of the delicious curries and the payasams, sweet dishes. 

We were angry and after lunch as we sullenly walked past the groom he said we should not 

have been served at all. 

We thought he should be taught a lesson. So we schemed and schemed.

A little later we walked back to the Sadhya hall.

Our dear cousin brought out his rubber snake and with pretentious giggling we walked 

towards the groom and quickly our cousin dropped the snake and all of us screamed 

‘SNAKE!!! In the melee that followed the groom who was standing near the big urli (bowl) 

jumped in fright as my cousin had thrown the snake on to his feet. The groom lost his footing 

and fell backwards right into the urli. Our cousin quickly retrieved the snake pushed it into his 

pocket and quietly we dashed off in different directions.

Looking back we saw him being helped out by people. The stuff in the urli was only mildly hot 

as it had been made early and it was now afternoon but everyone grumbled that now the rest 

of it cannot be used. It was a sweet revenge as we came to know that it was the payasam, 

sweet dish, into which he had fallen.
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All  is  well  that  ends  well 

The next day we came to know that the groom was being questioned as he was not only 

involved in the death of the woman but also in stealing and selling artefacts from the house. 

The wedding with this groom was called off. But since all relatives had gathered they did not 

want the wedding date to be cancelled so they arranged another groom for the bride. 

This groom looked normal. We warmed up to him as he was quite nice and friendly to us.

The wedding was grand and got over. Bidding farewell to cousins was painful. We parted 

eager to meet again for the next holidays with more fun plans.

(A Chapter from the unpublished book ‘Nostalgia’ by the author)  

About the Author: Dr Chitra Krishnakumar is passionate about dance and music. She is 

the President of Soorya (Singapore), a non-profit voluntary society promoting fine 

classical arts.
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Article

very once in a while, I will embark on a journey to Perth, the capital of Western 

EAustralia as I have two sisters and a nephew living there. This year, I did so in 

February 2023. It was an occasion for bonding, reminiscing about childhood 

memories, and touring without the imposed travel restrictions following the onslaught of the 

COVID-19 epidemic. Perth, a vibrant coastal metropolis nestled on the southwestern corner 

of the continent, is renowned for its idyllic beaches, pristine parks, and cosmopolitan charm. 

High Wycombe 

I stayed in an area called High Wycombe which is a suburb of Perth, Western Australia, within 

the City of Kalamunda. In contrast to densely populated Singapore, the area is sparsely 

populated and people are housed in residential units. I noticed that every household had a car 

as it is deemed a necessity rather than a luxury in Perth. The public transport system requires 

one to plan one’s journey in advance before leaving home, making it a challenging system to 

navigate. This was one of my observations.

Farther away in Perth city, there are shopping complexes, offices, government departments, 

and eating establishments serving various cuisines from around the world. Come evening, 
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there is not much nightlife except for pubs, clubs, concerts and rooftop bars. I had lunch at a 

Moroccan restaurant where I found the food was good. I also visited Wycombe Tavern and 

Boab Tavern where they serve good Australian beer.

Wildlife 

Australia is also known for its incredible wildlife, and Perth is undoubtedly a destination to 

witness this beauty. I sighted koalas nestled on eucalyptus trees, kangaroos, emus, horses, 

and quokkas at various national parks in Western Australia. Some of the famous ones are 

Nambung National Park, Kangaroo Point, Yanchep National Park and Hangover Bay. 

Observing these animals has provided me with a profound appreciation for Australia's unique 

and diverse fauna. 

It also deepened my understanding of the importance of preserving and protecting our fragile 

ecosystems. I was told that in some places, wild kangaroos moved freely across open 

landscapes and even on busy highways. This has caused many accidents, and many of these 

wild animals were killed after being hit by speeding vehicles. In fact, while my sister, Sulekha, 

was driving along the Great Eastern Highways one night, she knocked down a kangaroo that 

had suddenly crossed her path. Unfortunately, the kangaroo did not survive the accident.

Pinnacles 

The Pinnacles are located in Nambung National Park, approximately 200 kilometres north of 

Perth, Western Australia. This incredible area is also home to some of Australia's most 

fascinating wildlife and birdlife. We went hiking in the Pinnacles Desert, which was littered with 

natural limestone structures, some of which were a towering 3.5 meters high! A walk in this 

entire desert would take about five hours; a feat only fit and experienced trekkers can accept. 

There were parking bays for people to park their cars before going on foot. Pinnacles faces the 

Indian Ocean. Staring into the ocean with the wind blowing into your face, all in solitude has a 

calming effect. 

Musical Performance 

I also had the opportunity to watch my nephew, Nishanker, in action at the Convenience, 

Perth’s only live venue for musicians. He is a guitarist who also composes songs. A  member 

of the rock band Gematria (death metal music genre), his performance was part of the 

Australian Tour 2023. The event saw many young people in attendance, making it a sell-out 

concert. The pulsating energy, roaring crowd, and electrifying performances created an 

atmosphere of joy and celebration. It was a night of pure exhilaration that reminded me of the 

power of music in its ability to unite people from diverse backgrounds by transcending the 

barriers of language and culture. 
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Philosophy Discussion 

I had the privilege of being treated to an intellectual feast in the form of a philosophy talk I 

attended.  The session indeed stimulated my curiosity and broadened my perspectives. My 

sister, Ambika, worked at the High Wycombe Public Library in Perth and was the coordinator 

of Philosophy Discussions held every fortnight. Some 25 ‘philosophers’ gathered to discuss 

the topic “Do All People Deserve Respect?” on February 17, 2023. Philosophers of 

yesteryear, such as Plato, Immanuel Kant, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, were quoted and 

debated on. It was an enriching experience that challenged my preconceived notions and 

encouraged me to delve deeper into the realms of knowledge and self-reflection.

 In conclusion, my trip to Perth was filled with inspiring encounters, intellectual stimulation, and 

unforgettable moments. From the encounter with wild animals to the thought-provoking 

philosophy talk and the rock band concert, every experience has undeniably contributed to my 

personal growth.



Article

One thing typical of being a Malayali is our love for quality cinema. Debates such as 

"Who is better - Mohanlal or Mammootty?" have been raging among Malayalees for 

decades. Not only movie stars, but writers and filmmakers like Padmarajan and KG 

George have also achieved "cult" status among us. We may be a critical and discerning bunch 

of people but we are also open to novel ideas.

Malayalees in Singapore are not spared from the cinema bug, and it is heartening to see a 

bunch of talented artists showcasing their good work on YouTube. Below are three that I found 

interesting and recommend you to check out! I have chosen these from three different genres 

and formats and listed them in no particular order. I hope you find my recommendations 

interesting.

Akale – Genre: Drama (short film)

This explores the relationship between the employer and his maid in the Singaporean context. 

It shows how their relationship is bound by values such as respect, appreciation, and 

friendship. It displays how society may not necessarily appreciate these values and plays a 

Hidden Gems: Exploring 
Singapore's 
Independent Film Scene

Arun PC
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spoilsport in a healthy and beautiful relationship.

Athazham – Genre: Comedy, satire (web series)

This is my favorite and probably the most entertaining work from the island. The actors, Shilpa 

and Balaram, are very relatable, sarcastic, and authentic. Their common love for tasty Kerala 

snacks and conversations around the dining table are witty and satirical. Each episode is 

about ten minutes long, and you can complete all the episodes in a single sitting.

Grahanam – Genre: Thriller (full movie)
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This is an ambitious project and a full movie shot across multiple locations. It is definitely a 

brave attempt by the crew to create something as close as possible to mainstream cinema. 

The subject is interesting, with an ending that has decent suspense. While it falls short in a few 

places, this doesn't take away from the resourcefulness and the attempt made by the 

filmmakers Anand Paga, Gibu George, Devika Sivan and crew.

Disclaimer: I am not a movie expert, and this article is just my perspective. I am sure I have 

missed a dozen of good movies made in Singapore. Please let me know your 

recommendations!

Written by,

Arun – Father of two beautiful children, husband to a patient wife. Originally from Kochi, 

currently residing in Singapore. Contact me arun.pc@gmail.com  

167HmtWm]lmcwHmtWm]lmcw



168 HmtWm]lmcwHmtWm]lmcw

Poem

“Fishie, oh Fishie

I wish I could be you,

Swimming in the seas so blue

Moving merrily through and through”

“Oh no! my child,

It isn’t fun, as matter

Being food for your platter!”

“Birdie oh Birdie 

I wish I could be you,

Flying around in the sky so high

Facing problems without a cry”

“Oh no! My child

It is fun, in the wild

But as I soon will age,

I’ll be shut in a cage.”

I WISH I COULD BE YOU
“Apple tree, Apple tree

I wish I could be you 

Everyone praises you

Your fruit is tasty too!”

“Oh no! My child,

My fruits are always taken

‘nd soon my body, broken .”

“Kiddo, oh kiddo

I wish I could be you!

So free and wild,

You’re just a child!”

“Oh yes my friend,

With you all around,

My joy knows no bound!”

Avyukth Ratheesh



Introduction

Proton therapy, also known as “proton beam therapy”, is a radiation treatment that precisely 

delivers a beam of protons to disrupt and destroy tumour (cancer) cells. Compared with 

traditional radiation, protons have unique properties that allow doctors to better target 

radiation to the size and shape of the tumours.

Atoms, Electrons, Protons, and Neutrons.

On 6th and 9th August 1945, the United States of America detonated one atomic bomb each 

over the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, respectively. That resulted in the end of 

World War II, which lasted for six years, from 1939 to 1945, a great relief for the people 

worldwide. But the aerial bombings together killed between 129,000 and 226,000 people, 

most of whom were civilians, and remain the only use of nuclear weapons in an armed conflict. 

Atoms, as the finest particle of matter is a familiar term known to people around the world. But 

atom is something more than that

Science Behind the Technology:

All matters, including mineral crystals, is made up of atoms, and all atoms are made up of 

three main particles: protons, neutrons, and electrons. Protons are positively charged; 

neutrons are uncharged or neutral and electrons are negatively charged. The negative charge 

of one electron balances the positive charge of one proton. Both protons and neutrons have a 

PROTON THERAPY
The ideal modality to treat 
certain cancers.

Journal

Dr VP Nair
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mass of 1, while electrons have almost no mass.

The element hydrogen has the simplest atoms, each with just one proton and one electron. 

The proton forms the nucleus, while the electron orbits around it. All other elements have 

neutrons as well as protons in their nucleus. Oxygen atom has 8 electrons, 8 protons and 8 

neutrons. The positively charged protons tend to repel each other, and the neutrons help to 

hold the nucleus together. The number of protons is the atomic number, and the number of 

protons plus neutrons is the atomic mass. For hydrogen, the atomic mass is 1 because there 

is one proton and no neutrons. For helium, it is 4, two protons and two neutrons.

For most of the 16 lightest elements up to oxygen, the number of neutrons is equal to the 

number of protons. For most of the remaining elements, there are more neutrons than 

protons, because extra neutrons are needed to keep the nucleus together by overcoming the 

mutual repulsion of the increasing numbers of protons concentrated in a very small space. For 

example, silicon has 14 protons and 14 neutrons. Its atomic number is 14 and its atomic mass 

is 28. The most common isotope of uranium has 92 protons and 146 neutrons. Its atomic 

number is 92 and its atomic mass is 238 (92 + 146).

Imagine a 196-ton, cancer-killing machine that can target a patient’s tumour with a sub-

millimetre precision while sparing nearby healthy tissues and minimizing side effects. In its 

most simple terms, that’s proton therapy.

Standard radiation therapy has evolved and improved over the years and is effective in 

controlling many cancers. However, because X-ray beams are composed of primary photons 

and secondary electrons, they deposit their energy along the path of the beam, to the targeted 

tumour and beyond, and deliver radiation to healthy tissues before and after the tumour site. 

This radiation “exit dose” may cause health issues later because it can damage the normal 

tissue or organs near the tumour or area of concern.

Photon versus proton

Photons, or X-Rays, are pure energy and have no mass. Protons have energy and are 

relatively massive and heavy.The advantage of proton therapy is that the physician can 

control where the proton releases the bulk of its cancer-fighting energy. As the protons move 

through the body, they slow down and interact with electrons, and release energy. The point 

where the highest energy release occurs is the “Bragg peak.” A physician can designate the 

Bragg peak’s location, causing the most damage to the targeted tumour cells. A proton beam 

conforms to the shape and depth of a tumour while sparing healthy tissues and organs. The 
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Bragg peak is a pronounced peak on the Bragg curve which plots the energy loss of ionizing 

radiation during its travel through matter. For protons, α-rays, and other ion rays, the peak 

occurs immediately before the particles come to rest. It is named after William Henry Bragg, 

who discovered it in 1903.

Organs Treatable by Proton Beam Therapy

1. Central nervous system cancers, including chordoma, chondrosarcoma, and malignant 

meningioma

2. Eye cancer, including uveal melanoma or choroidal melanoma

3. Head & neck cancers, nasal cavity and paranasal sinus cancer and some nasopharyngeal 

cancers

4. Lung cancer

5. Liver cancer

6. Prostate cancer

7. Spinal and pelvic sarcomas, which are cancers that occur in the soft-tissue and bone

8. Noncancerous brain tumours

9. Breast Cancer

10. Cervical cancer

11. Gastrointestinal (GI) cancers

12. Kidney cancer

13. Lymphoma

14. Mesothelioma

15. Paediatric cancers

16. Oropharyngeal cancer

17. Pancreatic cancer

How does proton therapy work?

The best way to understand how proton therapy works is to take a look at the physics and 

engineering inside the proton accelerator, or the synchrotron, and the beam delivery system.

Synchrotron is a cyclotron in which the magnetic field strength increases with the energy of the 

particles to keep their orbital radius constant. A cyclotron is a type of particle accelerator which 

repeatedly propels a beam of charged particles (protons) in a circular path. Medical 

radioisotopes are made from non-radioactive materials (stable isotopes) which are 
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bombarded by these protons.

The proton begins its journey at the ion source. Within fractions of a second, hydrogen atoms 

are separated into negatively charged electrons and positively charged protons.

The protons are injected via a vacuum tube into a linear accelerator and in only a few 

microseconds, the protons’ energy reaches 7 million electron volts.

Proton beams stay in the vacuum tube as they enter the synchrotron, where acceleration 

increases their energy to a total of 70 million to 250 million electron volts, enough to place 

them at any depth within the patient’s body.

After leaving the synchrotron, the protons move through a beam-transport system comprised 

of a series of magnets that shape, focus and direct the proton beam to the appropriate 

treatment room.

To ensure that each patient receives the prescribed treatment safely and efficiently, the facility 

is controlled by a network of computers and safety systems. The gantry can revolve 360 

degrees, allowing the beam to be delivered at any angle.

As protons come through the nozzle, a custom-made device (the aperture) shapes the beam 

of protons, and another custom-made device (the compensator) shapes the protons into three 

dimensions, delivering them to the depth of the tumour. At maximum energy, a proton beam 

travels 125,000 miles per second, which is equivalent to the two-thirds the speed of light.From 

the hydrogen canister to the patient, a proton typically travels 313,000 miles.

Pencil beam and intensity modulated proton therapy

Pencil beam proton therapy, also called scanning beam, and intensity modulated proton 

therapy (IMPT) are special and accurate ways of targeting the beam. Pencil beam technology 

and IMPT build on the benefits of proton therapy. With a proton beam just millimetres wide, 

these advanced forms of proton therapy combine precision and effectiveness, offering 

unmatched ability to treat a patient’s tumour and minimizing the effect on a patient’s quality of 

life, during and after treatment. They rely on complex treatment planning systems and an 

intricate number of magnets to aim a narrow proton beam and essentially “paint” a radiation 

dose layer by layer.

Pencil beam is very effective in treating the most complex tumours, like those in the prostate, 

brain, eye, and cancers in children, while leaving healthy tissue and other critical areas 

unharmed. IMPT is best used to deliver a potent and precise dose of protons to complex or 

concave-shaped tumours that may be adjacent to the spinal cord or embedded head and neck 
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or skull base, including nasal and sinus cavities, oral cavity, salivary gland, tongue, tonsils, 

and larynx.

Advantages of proton therapy

Advantages of proton therapy compared to conventional radiation therapy are minimal dose 

of radiation to normal structures. For example, cancer tumours in the head and neck spares 

normal tissues as it gives very minimal radiation to common structures around that are 

involved in taste, swallowing, hearing, seeing and smell. Thus, there is minimal radiation 

damage to surrounding tissues while focusing on the target never achieved before. It also 

improves quality of life both during as well as after therapy. Each individual is pre-armed with 

optimal management before, after and duringtherapy with the best functional outcome.

Proton Therapy for Prostate Cancer can be directed to a prescribed depth in tissue in the 

prostate, which minimizes dose to healthy surrounding tissues, such as the bladder and 

rectum. It optimizes the ability to treat a patient's prostate tumour without compromising 

quality of life, during and after treatment. Proton therapy precisely targets even the most 

difficult to treat and reach tumours and allows higher doses of radiation to be delivered to the 

prostate with fewer side effects. Unlike treatment with conventional X-ray therapy (which may 

require 8 beam angles), treatment with protontherapy can be achieved using just two beams.

IBA proton therapy 
@ Mount Elizabeth 
Novena Hospital 
(MENH), Singapore 
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Poem

If I could see the end of the world, how would it seem?

Would there be a finish line that no one can see?

Would we celebrate our wins or commemorate our losses?

Would we forget our sins or embrace our rejoices?

Would everyone be equal? Will people believe in the truth?

Would they trust themselves or remain uncouth?

Would there be remedies for a broken heart?

Would there be memories that will depart?

Would everyone be united despite their past?

Would they stand up for a good cause?

Would they give their best?

Would women be respected, appreciated for good?

Free to express themselves, just as they should?

EPILOGUE
Shreya Sreekumar



Would failures be tolerated?

Would downfalls be accepted?

Would everyone succeed?

Would they achieve what they intended?

Would dreams still exist?

Would wishing prevail?

Would they be chased, or would they be forgotten?

Would love have boundaries?

Would gender determine one’s rights, what’s allowed or what the future could bring ?

Would everyone respect another and treat them like a human being?

Would they finally understand that sharing is caring?

Would children of today be leaders of tomorrow?

Would they regain trust that they lost or borrowed?

Would friendships be true?

Would the bonds be tightened; will they be there for each other?

Will they stay like this forever?

If I could see the end of the world, how would it seem?

Would there be a finish line that no one can see?

Would it all be worth it or did we waste time?

But as we move on, will everything be fine?
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 did tell a couple of my family and friends that I was going on a solo trip to God’s own 

Icountry, Kerala to discover myself and my roots. Some teased me and enquired if I was on 

a mission to find a nice suitable girl for myself. Nothing could be further from the truth. In 

the past going to Kerala would mean spending 4 to 5 weeks of my December school holidays 

at our family home and visiting relatives or attending an extended relative’s wedding. Having 

solo traveled in certain countries in Eastern Europe in the past, I was confident that traveling 

alone in Kerala would be simple.

“Kerala is not what you think it is. You better get a driver to bring you places. Public transport 

can be slow and unreliable” as my mother cautioned me. She passed me the contact details of 

a reliable driver arranged from a relative of ours and requested that I contact him. Prior to my 

week long Kerala adventure, I had only pre-booked my accommodation at a small hotel near 

Sri Padmanabhaswamy temple and a beautiful Airbnb in Thuravoor, some 27km away from 

Ernakulam,Kochi.

These were some highlights of my travel:

ALONE IN

Dinesh Nair

Travelogue

God's Own Country



Day 1

One of the best way to start my 

week long adventure in Kerala 

was to get darshan(blessings) 

from Lord Vishnu, the main deity 

p r e s i d i n g  a t  t h e  S r i  

Padmanabhaswamy Temple. As I 

alighted from my auto, I was 

greeted with a warm smile from an 

elderly gentleman. He asked me if 

I would l ike to procure a 

“mundu”(sarong worn by men on 

the waist) and a shawl. It came to 100 rupees($1.60). I requested the elderly gentleman to 

help me tie the “mundu”. 

The carvings on the temple were intricately designed much to the awe of modern day 

architecture. I walked slowly marveling the beautifully carved out statues and listening to the 

sound of the temple bells. There is a feeling of grandeur as you walk along the corridors of the 

temple. Soon several temple priests quickened us to seek darshan of Lord Vishnu. After 

darshan, I made a visit to the Pazhavangadi Ganesha Temple nearby to seek blessings. 

I hailed an auto rickshaw and made my way back to the hotel for a simple breakfast. It was 

great to start my Friday morning with a piping hot-cup of Indian tea and some appams with 

kadala(chickpea) curry.

Day 1 ( Afternoon and Evening)

My driver was an elderly gentleman in his late 60s. Throughout our car journey, he peppered 

me with questions about my life in Singapore. He seemed to be in awe of Singapore’s success 

story from a small fishing village to a world class city. He then went on a tirade about the 

failures of the current government in Kerala and yearned that the young generation of men 

and women in Kerala would emulate the success of our Singapore leaders. He joked with me 

that in Kerala, drivers usually get by sounding their horn frequently. If the horn did not work, 

they would bring it 

It was great catching up with my grandmother’s nephews and their to the repair-shop 

straightaway. We passed by many paddy-fields on route to the birth place of my maternal 

grandmother. The views were scenic and picturesque. At times, I would request the driver to 

stop his vehicle so that I could take a picture or two. children over chaaya (tea) and snacks. It 

definitely brought back many wonderful memories of my time spent as a young boy relaxing in 

the compound during the school holidays. 
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This was followed by a visit to the birth place of my maternal grandfather. As I stepped out of 

the car, I stood beaming in pride as I reflected on my grandfather’s personal journey. My 

grandfather’s journey growing up as a young boy had been a tumultuous one. He had studied 

up till Primary 4 and then dropped out because his family could not afford to pay their school 

fees. Job opportunities in post-colonial India were limited. In 1954, after his marriage to my 

grandmother, he decided to bring grandmother and move permanently to Singapore for a 

better life and future.

My grandfather’s niece was full of praise for 

the noble deeds done by him. Then, 

grandfather often sent back money to India 

and ensured that all his nephews and 

nieces were educated. Grandfather’s 

actions reminded me of the African 

philosophy of “ubuntu” which loosely 

translates to “ I am because we are”. My 

grandfather’s success story is attributed to 

the Malayalee community and family both 

in Singapore and Kerala that had shaped 

him the way he was. Personally, his 

success story is a reminder that hard work and integrity would place one in higher echelons of 

any organization, thus commanding respect from the community. 

( Ernakulam Kochi)

I was going to spend the day at my Airbnb accommodation in Turavur, a town some 25 

minutess by train from Ernakulam North Train station. One of the best things about train 

journeys is the opportunity it gives to experience the local way of life. Afterall, Kochi’s local 

trains are the lifeline of the city and traveling on them is a whole new experience in particular 

for someone coming from Singapore. 

The station had many beautiful paintings; mainly depicting traditional kerala folk artforms and 

places of interest in Kerala. It was nice to see an air of buzz at the train station with locals 

having snacks, sipping tea and chatting about their usual lives with their friends/families. At 

Platform 1( the platform nearest the ticket counter), I met a middle aged police officer and 

made an enquiry about my travel to Turavur.

“ Which platform do I board the train to Turavur?” I enquired. She looked at my train ticket and 

confidently said Platform 1. I trusted this police officer and didn’t make any other further 
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enquiry. At 11am,  I boarded my train all excited. It was a very quiet morning. However, almost 

half an hour into the journey, I saw no signs of Turavur train station. 

“Ah Kerala trains perhaps going a little slow. Give it another 15minutes or so!” I silently 

muttered. Still no signs of Turavur. It was at this juncture that I realized that I boarded the 

wrong train when I confirmed it with some local passengers seated opposite me. I was very 

naïve when I foolishly believed the police officer at Ernakulam train station. 

On this particular leg from Trishur to Turavur, I squeezed in with many local commuters 

standing close to 2 hours before I finally managed to sit down for the last 30 minutes. It was 

certainly an uncomfortable experience standing throughout; but I guess the cool breezy 

weather made up for all that discomfort.

I felt somewhat triumphant when I finally reached Turavur train station and made my way to 

the AirBNB location. I felt so happy looking at the clear blue skies and the little rain droplets 

hitting the lake right in front of the property. I felt a sense of calm and peace admiring the view; 

feeling blessed to escape from the hustle and bustle of city life. At some point, the number of 

mosquitoes got a little overwhelming and I retreated into the comfort of my bed sipping chaaya 

and reflecting on my adventure(or misadventures) thus far.

My adventures thus far in 

God’s own country had been 

exciting and interesting. I got 

to see the kaleidoscopic 

colours of Kerala which gave 

me a  f resh breath  o f  

adventure for this energetic 

solo traveler from Singapore. 

Having been an indelible part 

of this experience has been 

fantastic and I look forward to 

more such adventures.
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Article

y Onam memories from childhood were marvellous, filled with joy and so much fun! 

MIt's a time that may never come again in the lives of my children or in the future 

generations. Today, those fond moments are well-cherished memories which we 

share with our children in the hope of preserving them for the generations to come. 10 day long 

school holidays were what always marked the beginning of our Onam celebrations. 

Preparations would typically start with the circular Attapookalam Thattu (Attham Platform) 

made using clay/mud, filled with cow dung a day or two before Attam begins.

On the day of Attam, we would go to the neighbouring empty spaces grounds as early as 5 

a.m. and gather different types of flowers. Many children from our neighbourhood would join 

us in collecting the flowers, even though it was still dark outside. We would challenge each 

other every day to see whose Attam was the best. On the last day, Thiruvonam, we would 

place three clay statues of Onathappan (two days before Thiruvonam, we would prepare two 

small and one slightly bigger Onathappan and let them dry for the last day). We would place 

the Onathappan on the Attapookalam Thattu and covered/filled it with Thumbha (a kind of 

plant used for pooja), Thumpa flowers (very small white flowers), and Tulsi. We would not use 
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any other flowers on the last day, and even the Thumbha and Tulsi had to be collected a day 

before. It was believed that we should not pick any flowers or plants on the day of Onam 

because we believed that they too deserve to enjoy Onam.

Some of our neighbouring ladies would perform a traditional dance called Thumppi Thullal. It 

was accompanied by interesting songs, and they would wear traditional Kerala saris. As 

children, we would indulge in playing games the whole day, sometimes stretching till midnight.  

This was one time of the year when no parents would insist that their children study or revise 

their schoolwork. What was also unique about Onam celebrations in my childhood was that 

caste, religion or any other divisions posed no bar to commemorate this festival. It was an 

integral part of our lives.

I am sincerely grateful to the Singapore Malayalee Association for organizing the Onam 

events every year. It's a great opportunity for our children growing up in Singapore, who will 

not have the same opportunities we had in our childhood, to understand and carry forward our 

traditions, beliefs, and way of life while living in a multicultural society.

Additionally, my heart goes to the other Malayalee organizations that organize Onam Sadhya 

and other Onam programs. These events bring us together in terms of culture and create 

harmony among people of different religions and traditions.

Wishing all the Malayalees in Singapore Hridayamniranya Onam Ashamsakal from me and 

my family!
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Article

Malayalee Population in Singapore, at its peak, was estimated to be 100 000. The number 

dwindled after the British pullout in 1971. Malyalee shops selling Kerala goodies and meals 

were a common sight those days. There were several shops selling Malayalam books and 

magazines in Malayalee heartlands.

 Annual General Meeting (AGM): It was a bright Sunday morning in1957. The scene was in 

front of old Victoria Theatre. Loads of buses and Lorries were transporting Singapore 

Malayalee Association (SMA) members from its 14 branches scattered across Singapore. 

Soon Victoria Theatre was filled with a Malayalee wave. It was the Annual General Meeting of 

the Singapore Malayalee Association. SMA AGM was one the most exciting events of the 

Malayalees those days. The event was always held in bigger venues like Victoria Theatre and 

Singapore Badminton Hall. Heavy canvassing prior to the AGM was a norm. Key posts were 

hotly contested. It was truly a General Election atmosphere.

Onam Show was the most glamorous event in the SMA calendar. It was usually held in the 

5000 capacity National Theatre (now defunct) It was always packed with Malayalee families. 

Admission was free and controlled by invitation. Generous donations by the members of the 

community helped to organize the show. The entire cast was local artistes and no foreign 

artistes were involved. Those who failed to get admitted to the theatre watched the show from 

Personal Recount
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the hilltop facing the stage of the open theatre.

Onam Village was another popular event of the Malayalee community those days. It truly 

created a Malayalee atmosphere with events like Oonjal, Uriyadi, Arm Wrestling, Tug of War 

etc. Tug of War was usually between Malayalee organizations. Singapore Kairalee Kala 

Nilayam and Singapore Malayalee Association were the finalists 0n most occasions. Seeing 

the participants attending the event in traditional Malayalee attire was indeed a feast to the 

eyes

Vallam Kali (boat race) was a novelty event. Initial boat races were land-based. The first route 

was from Bukit Timah Road to Farrer Park. SMA participated in the local Boat Race 

Competition with a team brought in from Kerala under the auspicious of Kidangoor Gopala 

Krishna Pillai, the then Indian High Commissioner to Singapore. Though the team did not win 

the competition, it was a great experience for the entire Malayalee community.

Katha Kali: A Katha Kali troupe was once again commissioned to perform in front of a 

capacity crowd at the Singapore Conference Hall. It was well-received by the local audience, 

especially those who witnessed this unique art form for the first time in their life. 

Malayalam Dramas: SMA was actively involved in the production of Malayalam dramas. 

They staged dramas of famed contemporary Malayalam playwrights like Thoppil Bhasi, 

N.N.Pillai etc.
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Story 

Soman stepped out of his home, waved to his wife and with purposeful strides, made his way 

towards the sea shore near his home, in the village of Gramapuram. It was late evening. On the 

horizon, the setting sun blushed as it sought refuge for the night. Lights were being switched on, 

under thatched roofs, in a feeble attempt to stave off imminent darkness. The incessant cawing of 

the crows was about to cease as they sought shelter in the canopy of the coconut palms. Soman 

could see and hear the waves splashing gently against the granite-laden shore.

 He walked into the village pub by the seashore, makeshift shelter, with rickety, wooden benches. A 

gas stove was on and Soman loved the smell of fresh fish being fried. He sat on a bench, put a foot 

up on it, took the day's soiled newspaper nearby and turned to the sports page. As he read the report 

of a twenty year old athlete who had done the state and the nation proud, his thoughts went back to 

his youth. He would have been a great athlete too, had he not left school early, to work, to support 

the family. He felt his muscular, welltoned body and sighed. At fifteen years of age, he had been the 

best athlete and soccer player in school. 

After high school, he could no longer further his studies, as his father wanted Soman to 'learn the 

ropes' of the job, that he had been doing for thirty years. 

"Son," his father had one day said, "I'm getting old and am not too well. I want you to come with me 

and learn the job. You may have to take over soon, to support the family." 

Soman had resisted, as he wanted to go to college and get out of the rut he was in, in the village, but 

his father was adamant. 

"You know that I can't afford it. How much do you think I earn at this job? What I get is barely enough 

to keep us going. I'm getting old and I'd like you to take over soon."

 Soman lost his cool. "Take over your job? Do you expect me to spend the rest of my life climbing 

coconut trees, tapping toddy and plucking coconuts? Do you think that I want to be at the beck and 

call of every village 'uncle' and 'aunt', to go to their properties, climb the trees and pluck coconuts for 

a pittance? No way! I'm not going to do it!" 

Soman could see the hurt in his father's eyes. "I understand you son. I know that you can study. But 
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there's no other way. We can't send you to college because we just can't afford it." 

Soman was a filial son. He understood and accepted his station in life and thus began, at the age of 

seventeen, to learn how to swiftly climb up a coconut tree, to twist, pluck and throw coconuts safely to 

the ground. He learnt how to trim and prune the trees and how to tap the tree for toddy, the drink loved 

by most of the men in the village.

 It had been thirteen years since then. Soman was now a strapping young man of thirty, with sinewy 

arms, broad chest and country-boy good looks. He had become an expert at the job his father had 

trained him to do. His father had passed on, five years earlier and Soman was now head of the family. 

He was married a year earlier and lived with his wife, a six-month old son, mom and younger brother, 

who was a student at a polytechnic in the nearby town. Soman was determined that neither his 

younger brother nor his son, would ever inherit his job. 

He worked hard and by village standards, was doing well. He had cut a deal with all the landlords 

whose coconuts he harvested. They agreed to give him ten per cent of the coconuts. He knew that they 

would agree because_ he was the only good, reliable and honest guy at the job. Soon things were 

looking up. He was earning good money, for the labour he provided, selling not just his coconuts but 

also the husk, which was used for the coir industry. His good looks and friendly disposition made him a 

popular guy around. His wife was the envy of many a woman in the village. And Soman had no 

complaints, as he discreetly welcomed favours from some of the 'aunties', a discretion which they too 

appreciated. Soman was quite content with life.

 The familiar voice of the shop assistant came on, "Good evening brother, what's your wish for tonight? 

The toddy is very fresh." 

Soman smiled and said, "Yeah, I ought to know." He asked for a bottle and a plate of fried herring. 

When the toddy came, he finished the drink in three gulps and bit into the spicy fried fish. Then he 

called for another bottle of the milky drink. He looked at the other three familiar faces around and 

greeted them, as they continued talking animatedly, gesturing and at times slamming a palm on the 

table to make a point. 

They were all at ease. Tongues were loosened and inhibitions if any, had gone through the door. Topics 

for discussion ranged from politics in the state and the nation. One of them lamented on the state of the 

economy. Another griped about his wife and life in general. They were all very concerned about the 

very poor system of public transport in the state. Listening to them, Soman wiped his mouth with the 

back of his hand and called for another round. 

As he drank, his cell-phone rang. He looked at the number, smiled and saying, "I'll be there in fifteen 

minutes," switched off the phone. He took a final gulp of the drink and said, "Got to go guys." He 

clutched one end of his 'dhoti', wiped his mouth and smiling broadly, hurried off for his tryst. 
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