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Advance acclaim for

THE BOOK OF PEOPLE

Newton certainly enchants us with his detailed and exquisitely written portraits of  ordinary Indians 

living quite extraordinary lives.

Timeri N. Murari, Author of The Taliban Cricket Club

Charming, unusual, poignant, and magical, Newton artfully weaves together travel, history, and legend 

– all without guile – reminding us  once again why India is one of  the world’s greatest storytelling

cultures.

Gurcharan Das, Author of  7KH�'LIÀFXOW\�RI �%HLQJ�*RRG�and�,QGLD�8QERXQG

This beautiful book contains far more than the story of  ten lives. It contains the story of  life itself  – its 

mystery, its poetry, its tragedy. Joshua Newton is a sensitive and empathetic listener; his soulful prose 

wonderfully evokes a South Indian landscape. A gem of  a book! 

Akash Kapur, Author of  ,QGLD�%HFRPLQJ��$�3RUWUDLW�RI �/LIH�LQ�0RGHUQ�,QGLD

7KH�%RRN�RI �3HRSOH offers sensitive reportage and storytelling of  a very high order. Newton explores 

WKH� DSSDUHQWO\� PXQGDQH� DQG� QHDU�LQYLVLEOH� OLYHV� WR� UHYHDO� GHOLFDWH� DQG� OLIH�DIÀUPLQJ� KXHV� RI � WKH�
extraordinary. Charming and touching at once.

Sandipan Deb, Author of  The IITians and Founding Editor of  2SHQ�0DJD]LQH

A book that reveals the endless possibilities offered to a writer by everyday life. In this collection of  

the real stories of  nine unknown men and a woman, Newton discloses deep truths about Indian life 

and manners. Subtly woven and very well written indeed.

Jaishree Misra, Author of  $QFLHQW�3URPLVHV and $�6FDQGDORXV�6HFUHW

Moving stories of  extraordinary people focus on the life and work of  a martial arts master, a lifeguard, 

a masseuse, a naturalist, a vegan chef, a thatcher of  roofs and others. A book of  poignant and sparkling 

vignettes depicting many facets of  life. Detailed and poetic! 

Gail Omvedt, Author, Scholar, Sociologist

Josh’s evocative stories paint extraordinary portraits of  ‘ordinary’ people from a colourful and vibrant 

region of  India.

Raju Narisetti, Founding Editor of  0LQW

He weaves ten strangers into a single collection and paints the real lives lived in the South of  India - be 

it that of  an islander, a naturalist or a masseuse. A splendid debut!

Aniruddha Bahal, Author and Cofounder of  Tehelka.com

The book of  Newton is powered by the pathos and poetry of  lives redeemed from their  everydayness 

by a writer who shatters the idyll most of  us are trapped in. 7KH�%RRN�RI �3HRSOH�announces the arrival 

RI �WKH�QHZHVW�WDOHQW�LQ�QDUUDWLYH�QRQ�ÀFWLRQ�IURP�WKH�VXEFRQWLQHQW�
S. Prasannarajan, Editor, 2SHQ�0DJD]LQH



7KH�%RRN�RI �3HRSOH is about men and women you would pass by on a street without a second look. 

Newton is a painstaking hunter of  the great literary game: the magic of  the ordinary. A great effort! 

C.P. Surendran, Poet, Novelist and Editor-in-Chief  of  'DLO\�1HZV�	�$QDO\VLV

$�UHPDUNDEOH�FURVVRYHU�ZKHUH�WUXWK�DFTXLUHV�WKH�SRHWU\�RI �ÀFWLRQ��3HRSOH�ZKR�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLYHG�DQG�
died beyond our notice get a lease of  literary life. Reading 7KH�%RRN�RI �3HRSOH, I felt the thrill that must 

KDYH�JULSSHG�WKH�ZRUOG�ZKHQ�1HZ�-RXUQDOLVP�DSSHDUHG�ÀUVW�LQ�WKH�VL[WLHV�
Shreekumar Varma, Author, Poet, Playwright, Columnist

Newton’s work reminds me of  Nelson Algren’s 1RWHV� IURP� D� 6HD�'LDU\��+HPLQJZD\� DOO� WKH� ZD\. It is 
lucid and delicately written with a great love and longing for a region’s past. A brilliant book with an 

immense love for people and places!

Susan Visvanathan, Novelist, Social Anthropologist

7KH�%RRN�RI �3HRSOH�LV�D�ÀQH�WULEXWH�WR�EHLQJ�KXPDQ��1HZWRQ·V�QDUUDWLYHV��ZULWWHQ�ZLWK�WKH�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�
detachment of  a social anthropologist, transform the mundane details of  everyday life into riveting 

H[SORUDWLRQV�RI �YHU\�RUGLQDU\��QHDUO\�LQYLVLEOH�SHRSOH��,�«ZDV�VXFNHG�LQWR�WKH�ÁRZ�RI �KLV�GHVFULSWLRQV��
Fishermen who ‘texted’ their families through telegrams the way we use SMSs today; how sardines and 

VHDJRLQJ�FURZV�UHYHDO�ZKHUH�WXQD�PD\�EH�ÀVKHG��D�JOXWWRQRXV�FKHI �ZKR�UHGLVFRYHUHG�EHWWHU�KHDOWK�
through better food; and many others. Every word and insight is a feast!

C.Y. Gopinath, Author of  7UDYHOV�ZLWK�WKH�)LVK and 7KH�%RRN�RI �$QVZHUV

Joshua Newton
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THE AUTHOR’S NOTE IN FULL.

READ AND SHARE ON THE WEB. 

 © All Rights Reserved. No part of this version should be copied or used without the written permission of the author.




Joshua NewtoN

teN LIFe taLes FRoM INDIa

THE
BOOK

OF
PEOPLE



English Language

The Book of  People
Life Writing

Text © Joshua Newton

Illustrations © CGH Earth

Design and Layout© DC Books

First Published March 2014

Cover Photograph

Penny Mathews

Cover Design

DC Books

Printed in India

at Manipal Technologies Limited, Manipal, India

Publishers

DC Books, Kottayam 686 001

Kerala State, India

website: www.dcbooks.com

e-mail: info@dcbooks.com

Online Bookstore: www.dcbookshop.net

Distributors

DC Books-Current Books
Thiruvananthapuram, Kollam, Thiruvalla, Alappuzha, Kottayam, Thekkady, 

Thodupuzha, Ernakulam, Cochin Airport, Aluva, Thrissur, Irinjalakuda, Manjeri, 

Kozhikode, Kalpetta, Palakkad, Kannur, Thalassery, Kanhangad, Bangalore, New 

Delhi, Dubai

Export Sales DC Press (P) Ltd., Kottayam, Kerala

No part of  this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, without prior written permission of  the publisher.

ISBN 978-81-264-4973-6

`00650.00

This is a special price for the Indian sub-continent only.

'&�%22.6���7KH�ÀUVW�,QGLDQ�%RRN�3XEOLVKLQJ�+RXVH�WR�JHW�,62�&HUWLÀFDWLRQ�

427/12-13-Sl.No. 12200-dcb 5213-1500-16585-09-12-Art-p sr-r sr-d jg



COnTEnTs

AUTHOR’S NOTE 11
The Way of the Native

                                    LIFE ONE 17
In a Watercolour World, an Islander Finds Himself

In which Koyamon comes to terms 
with his strange island in the Arabian Sea

LIFE TWO 30
The Fruits of the Earth

In which a naturalist feeds earthworms day and night 
so that they plough the earth fertile

LIFE THREE 43
If the Sea is a Sigh, the Man is a Cry

In which the fallen and the risen one speaks the language of the sea

LIFE FOUR 56
In the Nightly Hush, a Boatman

,Q�ZKLFK�D�ERDWPDQ�WHOOV�KLV�OLIH�WDOH�DQG�JRHV�WR�VOHHS�DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�¿VK

LIFE FIVE 67
The Thatcher of Fables 

In which an old man thatches travellers’ dens 
and lives in his own garden of fables



LIFE SIX 79
A Man in the Sun, Eyeing a Red Ruby

In which a Chettiar staunchly guards his family legacy 
hoping someday its doors will open for him

LIFE SEVEN 93
The Man who would be a Moth

In which a young naturalist ambles in the moonlight 
through the jungle of his dreams

LIFE EIGHT 105
When the Body Becomes all Grace

In which the master of masters of an ancient martial art 
ZRQGHUV�ZK\�GR�SHRSOH�¿JKW�DW�DOO

LIFE NINE 118
Finding the Garden of Life and Living There
In which a Bohemian discovers the truths of 

brinjal, broccoli and morning prayers

LIFE TEN 129
The Lady with the Little Lamp

In which a masseuse touches God through you





11

AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Way of  the Native

I 
ÀQLVKHG�WKLV�ERRN�WRR�ODWH�WR�EHJLQ�VD\LQJ��´7KLV�ERRN�ZDV�ERUQ�DV�,�ZDV�
hungry.” Yann Martel started his /LIH�RI �3L�with that very line in 2003 – a line 

that perfectly summed up my journey too. I was hungry to turn the writer in 

me into an author. Mine was a classic chutney of  needs: the angst to prove it as a 

writer; the wish to begin a noble career on that line; and then the worries for daily 

bread. Bread. ,GOL��Curry. &KRUX��To win them day after day by writing, the only 

craft I fancied I knew. 

Like almost everyone in town, I was raised in the native language – local school, 

local college, a local university degree. Thus, writing in a matured language came 

as a narcissist wish – the wish to mature. But, my grammar was shaky and my 

vocabulary just about average. Learning anything after college wasn’t just a 

popular idea. 

My journalism course was a fair start. But, to get equipped in the language, I had 

seas further to sail. ,QGLDQ�&RPPXQLFDWRU��a small, now defunct paper gave me the 

ÀUVW�E\OLQHV�LQ�(QJOLVK��,W�ZDV�D�EUHDN��,W�OHG�PH�WR�ZULWH�RQH�SLHFH�DIWHU�DQRWKHU��

Josh
Typewritten Text
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Soon, a bunch of  boys appeared in our town’s main square with bundles of  old 

American and British magazines spread out on the pavements; old and dumped. 

These magazines turned out to be a wonderful aid. 7LPH�and 1HZVZHHN�came for 

ten rupees and &RQGH�1DVW�7UDYHOOHU�for forty. For me who couldn’t afford fresh 

subscriptions, they turned out to be a cheap library of  ‘instructive’ reading. At 

home, I tore out some of  the best news stories to read and mark out words and 

usages unfamiliar to me. Unfamiliar but desirable words; words as lovely as some 

red-lipped girls. 

Soon, I got busy catching trains, chasing jobs. There weren’t as many jobs in 

Kerala to pick in the early nineties as now, let alone writer jobs; English writer 

jobs? You mean Disneyland? Almost all publications in Kerala were in Malayalam. 

Except the two newspapers that already employed full-timers who seemed to 

hang on till their pension dates. Freelancing was unheard of  in these parts. We 

KDG�QR�PDLQVWUHDP�QRQ�ÀFWLRQ�ZULWLQJ�LQ�(QJOLVK��+HOO��ZKHUH�ZRXOG�DQ\RQH�JR�
and write anything – on the compound walls? 

(QJOLVK��IRU�WKH�QRQ�QDWLYH�XVHUV��KDG�EHHQ�D�ÀQH� ODGGHU�WR�HVFDSH�WKHLU�QDWLYH�
backyard; a spiral dream stairway to reach the superior West. Yet, in many ways 

for us, it was also a disquieting facility. We generally shied away from the climb the 

language demanded, from its dizzying challenges. Obviously, there wasn’t much of  

everyday verbal use of  English in the town I lived. A typical Keralan for instance, 

shied away from English for not knowing how to love it. Back in those days, 

some even nurtured a neurosis around Malayalam, the local language, constantly 

worrying it was being impaired by the spread of  English. We remember a local 

elected representative who used to go about painting tar on signboards marked 

in English. 

Kerala had almost no writers in English other than the newspaper reporters, no 

think-tank that expressed itself  in English, no writing courses, and no visible daily 

communication in English on the intellectual or the aesthetic plain. No writing 

grants, no mentors, no knowledgeable teachers to teach the craft of  writing. This 

is more or less still the case. Yet, in the air these days, is very much a yearning to 

be modern. Finding the language a hard route, our young ones rather choose to 

frequent the malls for burgers, black colas and foreign gadgets – an entertaining 

route to ‘being English’, I suppose. 

Not surprisingly, the writings on Kerala in English came only from writers living 

outside – from the natives who had escaped Kerala or the visiting travel writers 

or even the Delhi-Mumbai editor-writers who arrived in our towns in search of  

‘lesser societies’ for some fanciful time. Thus, they informed us in English that 
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our� 7KH\\DP�was a god and Mohiniyattom was our traditional dance and that 

RXU�ÀVK�PROO\�ZDV� ¶VKHHU�EOLVV·��)RU�GHFDGHV�� OLNH�WKH� LPSRUWV�RI �SROLWLFDO� LGHDV�
from the north, we had to bear such written verdicts in English on the celebrated 

‘Kerala culture’ also from outside. 

As a writer bearing the angst, as a representative of  the fed-up readers, I wanted 

to read something truer from Kerala in the language I loved most; something 

scooped out of  the lives of  the natives of  whom I am one; something I could 

unapologetically read as ‘life writing’. 

7R�FDUU\�WKLV�XQIXOÀOOHG�ZLVK�IRU�PDQ\�\HDUV��WR�UHPDLQ�LQ�P\�IDLWK��DOO�RI �WKDW�ZDV�
hard. Fifteen years later, I found a believer. It was a long journey. My day came 

when this man who ran a chain of  resorts in his own inimitable way, nodded to 

P\�SODQ��7KDW�PRUQLQJ��-RVH�'RPLQLF�VDW�LQ�KLV�RIÀFH�RQ�:LOOLQJGRQ�,VODQG�DQG�
listened to my wish. A book that explores a culture through its people unknown 

– that was the idea. He was a good reader. Slowly, he leaned back in his chair and 

VDLG�LQ�D�GHHS��UDVSLQJ�YRLFH��´,·P�ZLWK�\RX�µ�+H�VDLG�,�FRXOG�GR�VWRULHV�RQ�KLV�
employees or freelances. I begged for a grant to support my writing. He agreed. It 

would be scraping by for two years, but then the book would happen; my joy was 

boundless. People make fascinating subjects; wherever and whoever. 

I had a model in 7KH�1HZ�<RUNHU·V�-RVHSK�0LWFKHOO��ZKR�LQ�WKH�VL[WLHV�FKRVH�ÀVKHUV��
EDUWHQGHUV� DQG�GUXQNV� IURP� WKH�)XOWRQ�ÀVK�PDUNHW� WR�ZULWH� DERXW�� ,� DOVR�KDG�
a fund-support model in Alain de Botton whose book $�:HHN� DW�$LUSRUW�was 

supported by the Heathrow airport to write on the travellers, window cleaners 

and baggage handlers. And thus 7KH�%RRN�RI �3HRSOH�was born. The research and 

interviews together took about eight to ten months. Then a year to write. There 

were some of  them I met and talked and chose not to include. Whenever I 

fumbled, I dipped into Mitchell’s 8S�LQ�WKH�2OG�+RWHO��Naipaul’s $�7XUQ�LQ�WKH�6RXWK�
and Rick Bragg’s�6RPHERG\�7ROG�0H��They were my guideposts. 

This is what I believe: Our daily lives do hold moments of  poetry. I’m not sure 

which part has won in this book though – the poetry or the rawness. Everything 

narrated is factual or based on facts. Personal life stories are woven in through 

their day jobs. Obviously I stand the risk of  being called a faux naïf  examiner, 

somebody observing his own people as a foreigner and getting away with it. 

That’s okay. My interest was in drawing material from my own people to create 

something non-local, a kind of  work that will resonate with readers anywhere. 

$V�\RX�NQRZ��,QGLD�KDV�SURGXFHG�QRW�PDQ\�ERRNV�RI �FUHDWLYH�QRQ�ÀFWLRQ��DOVR�
FDOOHG� OLWHUDU\� QRQ�ÀFWLRQ��� 6XNHWX� 0HKWD·V�0D[LPXP� &LW\�was one. Katherine 
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Boo, Akash Kapur, Sonia Faliero and Aman Sethi had written one each. That 

was pretty much of  it. While all the works above examine the politics and the 

social dimensions of  the subjects, I chose to focus rather on the human side of  

the themes. By then, I had outgrown my teenage conviction that everything in 

life was political. My fresh challenge was this: What if  the ‘common man’ I’m 

SRUWUD\LQJ�KDV�QR�SROLWLFDO� LQWHUHVW�RU�SROLWLFDO� FRORXUV"�:KDW� LI � ,� FRXOG�ÀJXUH�
RXW�HOHPHQWV�PRUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�WKDQ�WKH�VXSHUÀFLDO�SROLWLFV�RI �OLIH"�&RXOGQ·W�WKHUH�
EH�VRPHWKLQJ�PRUH�GUDPDWLF� WR� WKH� OLIH�RI �D�EXWWHUÁ\�SDUN�PDQ�WKDQ�KLV�FDVWH�
shadows, for instance? The work was daunting at times. There were too many 

IDFWV�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��7KRXVDQGV�RI �QRWHV�LQ�P\�EDJ��ORQJ�KRXUV�RI �
taped conversations, hundreds of  everyday facts as trivial as the times of  their 

bath to the colour of  their nails and as profound as their pondering of  suicide. 

The human conditions, when examined closely, humbled me. 

7RP\�ZDV�WKH�RQH�ZKR�WDXJKW�PH�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�DW�WKH�VHD�ZKHQ�PHQ�JR�ÀVKLQJ�
DQG�SUHFLVHO\�KRZ�D�ÀVK� LV�FDXJKW�� ,�DOVR�IRXQG�WKURXJK�KLP�KRZ�VRUURZV�DUH�
hidden within each of  us. Radhakrishnan taught me everything on lakes I know 

now. But the bigger lesson was, why and how people are swallowed by silence. 

Though Narayanan talked for days to me about sattvic food, I could see later that 

he was actually brimming about his own behavioural changes, his own stunning 

transformation. Koyamon, the pious Muslim on a distant west coast island and 

Ramanathan Chettiar in a dusty, hot Tamil village are all symbols of  the continuing 

human angst about the idea of  righteousness. Beneath the colour and quotes of  

this book lie such human aspects deep and hidden. 

At the end of  the day, I guess this is a native’s tribute to his own people. By 

arriving from nowhere to tell his people’s stories after wishing for it for long, 

perhaps the native writer is sharing his own joys and sorrows and dreams. For me, 

this enquiry into people and their micro-cultures offered a rewarding journey. I 

hope you would feel the same. Thank you.
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LiFE OnE

In a Watercolour World,          

an Islander Finds Himself
,Q�ZKLFK�.R\DPRQ�FRPHV�WR�WHUPV�ZLWK�KLV�VWUDQJH�LVODQG�LQ�WKH�$UDELDQ�6HD

7KH�PDQ��ZKR�ZHQW�DERXW�KLV�HYHQLQJ�ZRUN��GLG�QRW�WU\��+H�ZDV�WLUHG��+H�ZDV�DOVR�DW�SHDFH�
XQGHU�WKH�RUDQJH�VN\��(YHQWV�KDG�H[KDXVWHG�KLP��+H�KDG�QRW�OHDUQHG�WR�WKLQN�IDU��DQG�LQ�ZKDW�
SURJUHVV�KH�KDG�PDGH�KDG�UHDFKHG�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�KH�ZDV�D�SULVRQHU�LQ�KLV�KXPDQ�PLQG��DV�LQ�WKH�
P\VWHU\�RI �WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG��>%XW@�VRPHWLPHV�WKH�WRXFK�RI �KDQGV��WKH�OLIWLQJ�RI �D�VLOHQFH��WKH�
VXGGHQ�VKDSH�RI �D�WUHH�RU�D�SUHVHQFH�RI �D�ÀUVW�VWDU��KLQWHG�DW�>KLV@�HYHQWXDO�UHOHDVH���          

THE TREE OF MAN: PATRICK WHITE

The sun warmed up the island too soon. The day was just
rising. Strolling in the warm white soil, I asked the local help when it would cool 

GRZQ��´(YHQLQJ�µ�KH�VDLG��:H�ZHUH�ZDONLQJ��ORRNLQJ�DW�WKH�VHD��$�OLWWOH�ODWHU��WKH�
sea began to look livid. The blue sky turned grey. Too early for all this, I thought. 

The local boy said it might rain soon. He looked at the way the sea behaved and 

ÀJXUHG�LW�ZDV�D�VLJQ�RI �WKH�ZHVWHUQ�ZLQG�WKDW�EURXJKW�UDLQ�FORXGV�WR�WKH�VKRUHV�
where we stood. The change in the mood of  nature here had a method; perhaps 

everything here had a method. I did not know. I was just a day old here. 

We walked towards the�RGDP, a small local boat, paddled ashore by three young 

PHQ��:H�KRSHG�WR�VHH�WKH�ÀVK�WKH\�FDXJKW��LI �WKH\�KDG�FDXJKW�VRPH��,Q�WKH�KXOO��
LQ� D�SRRO�RI �ZDWHU�ZHUH�ÀVK��ÀYH�ELJ�RQHV�� DOLYH� DQG� VOLWKHULQJ� WR� JHW�EDFN� WR�
WKH� VHD�� WKXGGLQJ�RQ� WKH�ZRRG� DQG� VOLSSLQJ�RQ� HDFK�RWKHU�� XQVXUH�� ´6QDSSHUV�
and groupers,” said the local boy. He was standing by the boat, watching the 

ÀVKHUPHQ��2QH�RI �WKHP�FOXWFKHG�WKH�ÀVK�ZLWK�KLV�WKXPE�DQG�LQGH[�ÀQJHU�WKUXVW�
LQ�LWV�H\HV��7KDW�ZDV�D�ÀVKHUPDQ·V�ZD\��RQFH�FODZHG�LQ�WKH�H\HV��WKH�ÀVK�VWRSSHG�
ZULJJOLQJ�DQG�OHW�DQ\RQH�KDQGOH�WKHP��7KH�\RXQJ�ÀVKHU�VWDUWHG�GURSSLQJ�WKH�ÀVK�
one by one into his ragbag. Then the sun left and the wind came. Our clothes 

hugged us as the wind kept blowing like there was no end to it. At once, the 

coconut fronds began a sharp and rattled chorus. Their deep, leafy whistling made 

me mindful of  where we were: a small island among the lagoons of  the Arabian 

Sea, somewhere between the shores of  North Africa and South India. 
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Strangely, the wind, the sea and the rain that began to intimidate us were the only 

rightful elements of  the region. Humans were the intruders. In an impossibly 

beautiful setting of  green, blue and white, we simply looked out of  place. 

To the modern traveller, the quiet, stocky man named Koyamon wouldn’t have 

appeared an intruder. He rather came across as the rightful emblem of  the natives 

of  the cluster of  islands called Lakshadweep. Rightful for having been born here, 

IRU�EHLQJ�D�ÀVKHUPDQ��D�VRFLDEOH�KRVW��D�UHVSRQVLEOH�IDWKHU��D�IDLWKIXO�KXVEDQG��
DQG� DERYH� DOO� D� GHYRXW�0XVOLP�� D� FRPSOHWH� LVODQGHU�� ,� VDZ�KLP�ÀUVW� IURP� WKH�
chopper as it was touching down on Bangaram, called by the travel brochures 

an ‘uninhabited’ island. As the metal blades sliced the air, dispersing a wayward 

wind, Koyamon stood close with his assistants, expecting me. He wore a statutory 

cream T-shirt and black pants, the uniform of  Bangaram Island resort. He stood 

WKHUH�ZLWKRXW�ÁLQFKLQJ�DZD\�IURP�WKH�GXVW�RU�SXIIV�RI �ZLQG��+H�DSSHDUHG�KDUG�
and methodical. As I learned in the next few days, the man had hardened in his 

own ways over the years and had forgotten to be bothered by others. His thick 

plastic sandals resembled tiny boats, curved in the middle from constant use. The 

man himself  was sunk in his oversized uniform, with his old, whipped tee almost 

reaching his knees – a man minus the standard glee usually attached to tourist 

managers. His stern eyes were on my luggage. His sense of  immediacy had to 

do with the sun and his urgency to get me to the cottage to do with my comfort 

alone. After lodging me in my room, Koyamon uttered a few words and vanished 

into the sun. 

´,�ZDV�ERUQ�LQ�$JDWWL�µ�.R\DPRQ�WROG�PH�ODWHU�DV�ZH�VDW�LQ�WKH�EHDFK�EDU��7KH�
dusk had long settled. It was a little cold outside. The Arabian Sea lay around us. 

We heard the waves lashing. The night got more lucid than dark and the sky above 

XV�DSSHDUHG�DUWLÀFLDO�DQG�GHFRUDWHG��VWXGGHG�ZLWK�VWDUV�²�KXQGUHGV�RI �WKHP��

´0\�IDWKHU��$O\DPPDGD�)DWKDXOOD��ZDV�D�ÀVKHUPDQ��6R�ZDV�P\�JUDQGIDWKHU�µ�KH�
VDLG��,�VLSSHG�D�EHHU��)DWKDXOOD�ZDV�D�ÀVKHUPDQ�ZLWK�WKH�)LVKHULHV�'HSDUWPHQW�
LQ�.DYDUDWWL��DQRWKHU�LVODQG��ZKHUH�KH�FDXJKW�ÀVK�DQG�WXWRUHG�RWKHUV�RQ�KRZ�WR�
ÀVK��´%DFN� LQ� WKH�VL[WLHV�� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�ZHQW�SOHDGLQJ�ZLWK�SHRSOH� WR�DFFHSW�
SHUPDQHQW� MREV�µ�.R\DPRQ� VDLG�� ´0\� IDWKHU� WRRN� XS� WKH� ÀVKHUPDQ·V� MRE� DQG�
went away to other islands. He and I were on good terms. We saw him every three 

\HDUV�RU�VR��2QFH�LQ�D�ZKLOH�KH�VHQW�XV�WHOHJUDPV�µ�7HOHJUDPV�WKDW�VDLG��´,·P�ÀQH�
KHUH�DQG�KRZ�DUH�\RX�DOO�WKHUH"µ�(DFK�LVODQG�KDG�D�WHOHJUDSK�RIÀFH��.R\DPRQ��
WKH�EHVW�HGXFDWHG�VRQ�DW�KRPH��WRRN�KLV�IDPLO\·V�PHVVDJHV�WR�WKH�WHOHJUDSK�RIÀFH��
5HSOLHV�ZHQW�WKLV�ZD\��´:H�JRRG��PRWKHU�ZDV�IHYHU��QRZ�JRRG��,�IDLOHG�HLJKWK�
class; will study well promise.” M V Amindivi, the only passenger ship that 

plied here, carried letters too from families to fathers and back and forth among 
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these islands. Fighting and taming nature with the few facilities they had, men 

and women went on living on these islands for several decades, telegraphically 

connecting their emotions. 

I kept listening and then looked up, wondering if  Koyamon had noticed the stars. 

They were in hundreds, those spots of  brilliance. He smiled quietly at my surprise: 

an islander of  forty two years, a constant receiver of  nature’s rewards; calm and 

accepting, sitting and smiling at the non-native’s wonder. 

About two hundred miles from the mainland, the Indian coast, in the placid 

lagoons among reef  lines and sand banks, lay twenty seven islands together 

named Lakshadweep. We were on one of  them. This was the rumour: Many 

years ago – nobody knew how many – India’s Malabar Coast rose above the 

sea in a strange and fascinating upheaval and formed these isles. It sounded like 

JHRORJ\�VXGGHQO\�GHFLGHG�WR�SOD\�D�EUDW��D�WHFWRQLF�VKLIW�SHUKDSV��$URXQG�WKH�ÀUVW�
century AD, mariners in the East and the West had discovered what they called 

the ‘monsoon trade wind’. Apparently, this wind helped them avoid the northern 

route through the Arabian ports. The sailors could move directly from Aden to 

Muziris, an ancient port in southern India, through the Arabian Sea. 

Lakshadweep lay on this route. Sailors liked to take a break during the voyages. 

Thus, the islands became a resting place. Those who came to rest, found treasures: 

ÀVK��WRUWRLVH�VKHOO��FRZULHV�²�WKH�ÁDW�DQG�FXUYHG�\HOORZ�VKHOOV�XVHG�DV�PRQH\�LQ�
$IULFD� DQG� WKH� ,QGR�3DFLÀF�²� DQG�RI � FRXUVH� DPEHUJULV�� D�ZKDOH� VHFUHWLRQ� WKDW�
made good perfumes. The sailors were mostly Hindus from the mainland and 

Sinhalese from the neighbouring areas. As time passed, they brought along their 

wives and their dance shields and their chicken and their children. Settlements 

were built. Trees were cut. Stoves burnt and trails of  smoke snaked up. The quiet 

islands began to hear the kids, wailing at nights and giggling in the day. A slow, 

grand human colonisation was on. 

Koyamon, a modern descendant of  the settlers, was born before the arrival of  

WKH�VKLS�WKDW�GHOLYHUHG�WKH�PDLOV��´%HIRUH�WKH�VKLS�ZH�KDG�VDLOERDWV�ZLWK�FRWWRQ�
sails, the ones in which my father went to the deep seas,” Koyamon remembered. 

´8SSDSSD��P\�JUDQGIDWKHU��XVHG�WR�JR�ÀVKLQJ�LQ�DQ�RGDP. Almost all families had 

VXFK�WLQ\�ERDWV�WR�JR�ÀVKLQJ��:KHQ�WKH�WLPHV�FKDQJHG��WKH\�JDYH�DZD\�WKH�OLWWOH�
boats and went to work in the factories in the mainland.” Back then, Koyamon’s 

IDPLO\�PHPEHUV��OLNH�RWKHU�LVODQGHUV��FDXJKW�ÀVK�DQG�WXUQHG�FRFRQXW�NHUQHO�LQWR�
copra, the dried, oil-rich version of  the nut. Koyamon’s father had about two 

KXQGUHG�FRFRQXW�WUHHV�IURP�ZKLFK�WKH\�JRW�ÀYH�RU�VL[�TXLQWDOV�RI �FRFRQXWV��,W�
was a family task. Men, women and children worked under the sprawling palms in 
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these distant islands to make a living; a tropical way of  living. Nuts were dried in 

the sun. Husks were drenched in waterholes on beaches to beat them and weave 

them into ropes. Then they went to the sea in bigger boats to catch tuna. 

.R\DPRQ·V�IDWKHU�DQG�RWKHU�WUDGHUV�ZRXOG�VDLO�ZLWK�ÀVK��FRSUD�DQG�URSHV�EHIRUH�
daybreak on the days of  high tide, to Mangalore, an Indian market town. The 

MRXUQH\�WRRN�DERXW�WZR�WR�IRXU�ZHHNV�GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�ZLQG·V�PHUF\��´2QH�GD\��
P\�IDWKHU·V�FUDIW�JRW�ORVW�µ�VDLG�.R\DPRQ��´(YHQ�WKH�EHVW�PDQ�RQ�WKH�ERDW�ZKR�
could read the position of  stars failed to detect the route.” Upon the unusual 

delay in return, the sailors’ homes fell silent. Koyamon remembered that no one at 

home spoke much in those weeks. His mother cooked for the children in silence 

or just slumped in the kitchen corner staring into the day. One evening, some 

kids playing on the shore caught sight of  a sailing mast at the horizon. The news 

spread and they ran towards the coast. Koyamon’s father and other sailors had 

returned from the sea unharmed. They had with them bags of  rice, molasses, 

GULHG�FKLOOL��FORWKHV�DQG�D�IHZ�ÁDW��UHFWDQJOH�PHWDO�ER[HV�RI �FKRFRODWHV��.R\DPRQ�
remembered his father stepping out of  a gloomy boat and walking up to him 

against the setting sun, with his widest smile ever. Everyone knew that some boats 

delayed like that had never returned. 

The island and the sea were teaching the boy, the glory of  survival. 

He learned the need to tide over the daily challenges. He began wondering on 

WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI �OLYLQJ�RQ�D�VPDOO�DQG�LQVLJQLÀFDQW�SLHFH�RI �ODQG��WKDW�OD\�IDU�IURP�
mighty human endeavours of  the urban lands. He felt small for having been born 

on an island that Buchanan, the British gazetteer, had long ago called ‘wretched’. 

Koyamon wished to escape. 

´:H�ZHUH�IRXU�NLGV�DQG�,�ZDV�WKH�WKLUG�µ�KH�VDLG��´,�ZDV�HQUROOHG��LQ�D�JRYHUQPHQW�
nursery school a mile away. Even at that age, we walked all the way to school. 

Everyone knew everyone. We never got lost. There was nothing to fear of  either. 

No dogs, no snakes, no scorpions. When I got to the high school, I was given a 

bicycle.” A family milestone. 

It was around then that Koyamon found out that if  he became a doctor, he could 

escape from the island. But, schooling was not easy at all. He had failed twice 

in class six. In the eighth standard, he failed thrice. In the ninth, he failed twice 

DJDLQ��$QG�LQ�FODVV�WHQ��KH�ORVW�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�DWWHPSW��:LWK�WKH�KHOS�RI �D�VFKRRO�WXWRU�
named Haneefa, he wrote the tenth grade again and scraped through by an absurd 

margin. By then Koyamon had turned twenty two. A student on the mainland 
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with better facilities and right tutoring would have passed out of  school seven 

years earlier. The boy then realised that getting into a medical college by beating 

competent students from the mainland and then becoming a physician would be 

QHDUO\�LPSRVVLEOH��6WLOO�KH�ÁRDWHG�RQ�WKH�KRSH��´%XW�P\�SDUHQWV�ZDQWHG�PH�WR�JHW�
PDUULHG�µ�VDLG�.R\DPRQ��+H�ZDV�KRUULÀHG��3DWKXPPD��KLV�PRWKHU��ZDV�DPXVHG�
that he insisted on graduating. Fish were in the sea to be caught and coconuts 

ZHUH�SOHQW\�RQ� WKH� WUHHV��:K\� VWXG\��P\�ER\"� 6KH�ZRQGHUHG�� ´,� SOHDGHG�ZLWK�
them, but they said they wanted to see me married before they passed away,” he 

said. They died about twenty years after his marriage. 

2Q�WKHVH� LVODQGV�� WKH�SDUHQWV�À[HG�PDUULDJHV��%ULGHV�DQG�JURRPV�ZRXOG�NQRZ�
about it a few weeks before the day. Koyamon married Fatima upon giving two 

rupees, a packet of  soap and a sari as�PDKU��WKH�EULGH�SULFH��´2QFH�PDUULHG��,�ORVW�
all interest in studies,” he said. He had reasons to be distracted. Fatima, the young 

DQG�WHQGHU�FRXVLQ�KH�PDUULHG��ZDV�EHDXWLIXO��´6KH�ZDV�VL[WHHQ�DQG�,�ZDV�WZHQW\�
two. I would go to her at nights at her home. When the children were born, 

following our custom, I moved out to her home.” Again, he tried to study science 

by joining a junior college. He failed. Koyamon wasted not a day more. He came 

KRPH��SLFNHG�WKH�ÀQHVW�QHW��JRW�RQ�D�VPDOO�ERDW�ZLWK�RWKHUV��DQG�ZHQW�WR�ÀVK�
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I was waiting for the rain. The rain did not come on that 
day of  the wind. It came the next day and it came with a soft rumble in the 

skies, which you thought you heard from just above the ceiling of  the cottage or 

its rear wall. Since the rain always came from one or the other side rather than 

from the sky, you called it the coming of  the rains. That day it came from the sea, 

from the eastern side of  the island, which all the cottages faced. The lagoon and 

the sea beyond looked tickled. Their surfaces went pitter-patter by the pouring. 

7KHLU�FDOP�ZDV�SOXQGHUHG��7KHLU�HOXVLYHQHVV�GHPROLVKHG��WKHLU�ÁDW�IDFDGH�VHYHUHO\�
tested, their green turning bluer and bluer. And the swish of  the blanket passing 

over Bangaram drenched everything on it – the powder white shoreline, the beach 

umbrella huts, the canopy of  coconut trees, the tender green FKXQGL�plants, the 

travellers’ cottages, the old grass vegetation in the backyards, the workers’ tile 

roof  houses, the solar panel grids, the western border of  plant growth beyond the 

abandoned lake and further away the blue distances; everything. 

On other islands, the rains did more than drench. It sent men, women and 

FKLOGUHQ�ÁXUU\LQJ�LQWR�VKHOWHUV��,W�VHGXFHG�WKHP�ZLWK�IUHVK�VRXQGV�DQG�VPHOOV��,W�
charmed them with a luscious mood of  being indoors and listening, of  waiting 

and allowing them to do nothing but boil water for coffee or sip a beer or whiskey 

(in the case of  travellers) or cook for the day (the natives) or run about the rooms 

inventing quick games of  convenience (the bustling kids who bunked school). 

Rain always brought people closer. It gave lovers an excuse to withdraw into the 

warmth behind shut doors. Men squatted on verandas talking about the weather. 

They sat and watched in silence the splash of  the cold water gushing away to 

ORZHU�QRRNV��7KHQ�WKH\�ZDWFKHG�WKH�IDOO�VXEVLGH�LQWR�ÀQDO�GULSV�IURP�WKH�WKDWFKHG�
roofs. In such hours of  huddling, thoughts dawned in them about the variances 

RI �QDWXUH��LWV�QDXJKWLQHVV��RQ�EHLQJ�WDPHG��RQ�WKH�YDULHG�UHÁH[HV�RI �KXPDQV�DW�
the advent of  something as ordinary as rain. 

.R\DPRQ� WRR� ZDV� WDPHG� E\� WKH� QHFHVVLWLHV� RI � OLIH�� ´6RRQ� DIWHU� ,� IDLOHG� P\�
XQGHUJUDGXDWH�FRXUVH�LQ�������,�EHJDQ�ÀVKLQJ�µ�KH�FRQWLQXHG�KLV�VWRU\�WKH�QH[W�
GD\�� ´7KHUH�ZDV� QR� SRLQW� LQ� VWDULQJ� DW�P\� IDWH� DQG�ZRQGHULQJ�ZKHQ� ,�ZRXOG�
EHFRPH�D�GRFWRU��0\�IDPLO\�RZQHG�D�VPDOO�ÀVKLQJ�ERDW��,�ZHQW�ZLWK�D�IHZ�\RXQJ�
friends to catch tuna. If  we had a good catch, we had a good time,” he said. In 

those days, before daybreak or at midnight, he would go with some men to this 

reef  called Perumal Par, thirty miles north of  Bangaram. It had a bigger lagoon 

VXUURXQGLQJ� LWV� VDQGEDQN�� ´7KHUH·OO� EH� D� ORW�RI � VDUGLQHV� DURXQG� WKDW� LVODQG�E\�
$OODK·V�P\VWHULRXV�SODQ�IRU�KLV�SHRSOH�µ�VDLG�.R\DPRQ��´:H�FDXJKW�VDUGLQHV�IRU�
bait. We put the live sardines in a wooden box in the middle of  the boat, with tiny 

holes for the seawater to gush in and out so that the sardines stayed alive and we 
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LiFE TwO

The Fruits of  the Earth
,Q�ZKLFK�D�QDWXUDOLVW�IHHGV�HDUWKZRUPV�GD\�DQG�QLJKW�VR�WKDW�WKH\�SORXJK�WKH�
earth fertile

:K\�KDV�PDQ�URRWHG�KLPVHOI �WKXV�ÀUPO\�LQ�WKH�HDUWK�EXW�WKDW�KH�PD\�ULVH�LQ�WKH�VDPH�SURSRUWLRQ�
LQ�WKH�KHDYHQV�DERYH³IRU�WKH�QREOHU�SODQWV�DUH�YDOXHG�IRU�WKH�IUXLW�WKH\�EHDU�DW�ODVW�LQ�WKH�DLU�
DQG�OLJKW�

:$/'(1��HENRY DAVID THOREU

The bus ride was hard. Through a dry terrain, through the
dust. Chitrakoot was a remote pilgrim village in Madhya Pradesh. It was evening 

and hot; around forty six degrees Celsius. Seven hours of  staring at the speeding 

VFUXEODQG��GR]LQJ�RII �DQG�GU\LQJ�XS�RQ�D�ULFNHW\�ULGH�KDG�ÀQDOO\�EURXJKW�KLP�WR�
the place. A strange and shabby village where on trees men nailed small triangle 

VDIIURQ�ÁDJV��6DGKXV�moved around as if  dazed in the heat. Anand had gone that 

far for a job of  preserving medicinal plants. He had gone for the love of  plants. A 

VDQ\DVL�gave him a banana and some fried rice powder and a glass of  water. Then 

WKH�PDQ�OHG�KLP�WR�0DQGDNLQL��D�WULEXWDU\�RI �WKH�5LYHU�*DQJD�WKDW�ÁRZHG�E\�� $́V�
we returned from the river, drops fell on me. Rain!” said Anand. The southwest 

rain was on its way to the west. On that distant barren land, a rumbling sky and 

D� OLJKW�VKRZHU�EURXJKW�$QDQG�EDFN� WR�KLV�VHQVHV��+H�VDLG� LW� VKRRN�KLP�XS��´,�
realised the richness of  my home state,” he said. As the rain stopped, birds began 

Á\LQJ�DERXW��7KH\�ORRNHG�DV�LI �ERUQ�DJDLQ��(YHQ�WKH�VDGKXV�looked glad. Anand 

suddenly felt secure on earth. He remembered in gratitude the lushness Kerala, 

his home state offered. He decided to drop the job in the north and return. 

As I learned later, Anand was passionate about the immaculate gifts of  nature 

HYHQ�ZKHQ�\RXQJ�� UDLQV�� WUHHV��FOLPEHUV��FUHHSHUV�� WLQ\�ÁRZHUV��DOJDH�� IXQJL�DQG�
more. He said he once wondered why the lovers of  nature were sattvic and hence 

good in nature. Then he learned the opposite: Hitler was a fairly good painter 

too. It toppled his perceptions of  good and bad in humans. Nature, natural 

history and the %KDJDYDG�*LWD�became his most engaging components. It was a 

SRWHQW�PL[�� ,� WKRXJKW�� ´,� UHDOLVHG�JRRG�DQG�EDG�ZHUH�GLIIHUHQW�SURMHFWLRQV�RI �
universal truths,” said Anand. That was what he concluded. He had come to 



31

accept the dialectics. But mostly, what he was looking for to seep his roots into, 

was a green space. When he found it, he said, he found a sense of  serenity. A kind 

of  serenity that made him walk for several hours every day as a naturalist at the 

Spice Village in Thekkady, paying regards and attention to the one-hundred-and 

eighty-three species of  plants and trees growing there. Twelve years after that trip 

to Chitrakoot, he had found his vocation. When Anand walked in here, it had 

rained. He did not remember the date of  joining. He rather remembered that it 

had rained. Before that, there were three years of  forestry research and another 

three years with the World Bank. This third job, his calling, had been going on 

for seven years. 

Anand was a man of  consistencies. He was also a tranquil man of  understatements. 

He gave his replies in a soft, sure voice and stated sheer facts in small sentences. 

When pressed, opinions followed far behind. Around us, birds cackled, NRHOV�sang, 

squirrels chirped. We had taken a narrow wet mortar path forking west from the 

cottage route. It had rained again and we had umbrellas. The green was lush. We 

VDZ�ZLOG�ÁRZHUV�LQ�\HOORZV�DQG�UHGV��%\�WKH�SDWKV�ZHUH�FKDUFRDO�WUHHV�ZLWK�EODFN�
ÁRZHUV��%XOEXOV�ÁLWWHG�IURP�VOLSSHU\�EUDQFKHV�DQG�GDUWHG�DFURVV�RXU�SDWK�WR�WKHLU�
nests. One and one more! Anand spotted a pied blacktail for me. As the evening 

went bluer, birds were setting off  to roost. Somewhere in the foliage, one cracked, 

‘…kwikwikwikwi…’. We kept walking through the cold evening. Once a wet, 

shivering fowl came along halfway, saw us, and crooned back into a bush hole. 

All around, were lush fruits of  the earth. Yet, men went on 
to live in their own vessels. They had lost their sense of  wonder. They had brushed 

away the mysteries of  life. They had won certainties from the laboratories and had 

gone blind. They wore ties and pulled in shined shoes and clocked themselves 

into their boring deaths. It was kind of  a half-a-life, a sleepwalk. Around them 

ZHUH�PXVKURRPV�WKDW�EORRPHG��ÁRZHUV�WKDW�ZKLVNHG�DZD\�VSLGHUV��EHHWOHV�WKDW�
UROOHG�XS�VWRQHV��URFNV�WKDW�JUHZ��WUHHV�WKDW�JQDZHG��EXWWHUÁLHV�WKDW�KXPPHG�DQG�
worms that severed themselves to multiply. Wonders were dying unnoticed by the 

sleepwalkers. Yet there were a few who would walk astray to discover and remind. 

Souls like Anand, who walked mile after mile on the same path wondering why a 

WUHH�VWRRG�ZKHUH�LW�VWRRG��´,�IHOW�WKDW�WUHHV�ZHUH�DOVR�WU\LQJ�WR�DFKLHYH�VRPHWKLQJ�µ�
KH�VDLG��´7KHUH�KDG�WR�EH�VRPH�SXUSRVH��$�WUHH�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�UHDFK�VRPHZKHUH�
above the canopy for some reason, to do something. It was astonishing,” he said. 

Anand believed every living and non-living being, which was compositions of  

mind and matter, had consciousness; on different levels. To him, life was a jungle 

RI �ZRQGHUV��´0RVW�RI �P\�FODVVPDWHV�ZHQW�RWKHU�ZD\V�µ�KH�VDLG��´7KH\�ZHQW�WR�
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LiFE THrEE

If the Sea is a Sigh, the Man is a Cry                               
,Q�ZKLFK�WKH�IDOOHQ�DQG�WKH�ULVHQ�RQH�VSHDNV�WKH�ODQJXDJH�RI �WKH�VHD

¶)LVK�·�KH�VDLG�VRIWO\��DORXG��¶,·OO�VWD\�ZLWK�\RX�XQWLO�,�DP�GHDG�·�
7+(�2/'�0$1�$1'�7+(�6($� ERNEST HEMINGWAY 

The sea was sure of  itself. Huge, blue, sure. Sea, a deep
and cold being that can’t be held or hugged or kissed or axed; that won’t succumb 

or reveal to you. The sea was never for man. Still it charmed many journeymen 

into its heart – some said it didn’t have one – from Ulysses to Ahab to Vespucci 

to Peter Tomy. 

The last one lived in a southern coastal town raised on the loose sand by the sea. 

Sand you could walk on and plough with your feet. He stood facing the hard, 

warm wind, blurting out his life tales; some from land, some from sea, some from 

hell. Hard, brown and sure, Tomy was a slice of  the sea. If  you held a ear close 

to his heart, you heard a roar as if  his whipped heart – some said he didn’t have 

one – was roaring to succumb, to reveal, to relent. If  every sea was a sigh, every 

man was a cry.  

They called him a lifeguard. At Marari Beach Resort in the coastal beach town of  

Alappuzha, Tomy strolled from six in the morning to six in the evening to guard 

the hotel guests from the long and sticky tongue of  the waters, while letting them 

play as long as they wanted. Before becoming a lifeguard, Tomy had tried to take 

lives. Once, with a swish of  his stony arm and once with the thrust of  a twelve-

inch blade. In the last instance, he had knocked on the door on a rainy night and 

threw his left arm around his mother-in-law as she stepped out and palmed her 

mouth and thrust the steel deep into her belly till the lukewarm liquid sprayed all 

over him. 

6KH� GLGQ·W� GLH�� VKH� IRUJDYH�� 7KDW� FXW� KLP� GRZQ�� +LV� ÀVW� ZHQW� ORRVH� DQG� KLV�
arms learned to hug. Eleven years ago, Tomy devoted himself  to guarding lives. 

Guarding the resort guests and being with them on the beach was a game for 

Tomy. There he strolled to watch, keeping an eye on every man and woman 
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who loved to meet the sea. They trusted him as much as they distrusted the sea, 

because they knew Tomy knew well the language of  the sea. 

7RP\�ZRUH�D�SDVWHO�JUHHQ�XQLIRUP�WKDW�KDG�GHHS�ROLYH�JUHHQ�FROODUV��7RP\��ÀYH�
feet-something, short and stocky; his chocolate-tint face holding a sheepish smile. 

His receding hair oiled and combed to neatness; Tomy transformed. As he smiled, 

his cheeks swelled like a pair of  balls and glazed in the sunlight. There were tales 

in him not so shiny. When he spoke, the voice seemed gurgling straight from his 

tobacco lung. 

´,�ZDV�ERUQ�QHDU� WKH�VHD�µ�VDLG�7RP\��:KLFK�PHDQW�IUHHGRP�LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V��$�
child brought up by the sea would get to play on the shore forever and got as toys 

the shore crabs, the dead weeds and the oyster shells thrown ashore by the mad, 

blue being. One did not wear slippers because there were none at home. One also 

didn’t change often, as there were just two or three hand-me-downs. One also got 

WR�HDW�SOHQW\�RI �ÀVK�ZLWK�JUXHO��GD\�LQ�DQG�GD\�RXW��ZHHNV�DQG�IRU�PRQWKV�DQG�
WKHQ�IRU�\HDUV��ÀVK�DIWHU�ÀVK��EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZHUH�WKH�RQO\�HDWDEOHV�EURXJKW�KRPH�
by the father after being out on the sea the whole day. One also got left out on 

some days from the mother’s call to eat, because the cooking pots in the kitchen 

would sit bottoms up. Tomy grew up in such luxury of  nothings, breathing in 

the hot, salty air and a careless sense of  being. It was just a life. We have heard 

them say the sea made men rough. Tomy turned into a hard thing even before he 

stepped into the sea. 

The place was called Arthungal, where Peter Tomy was born. Peter was his father. 

(OLDPPD��KLV�PRWKHU��́ 0\�OLIH�ZDV�RQH�URXJK�SDWFK�E\�WKH�VHDVLGH�µ�KH�VDLG��7KHUH�
ZDV�QR�VLJK��-XVW�WKH�VWDWHPHQW��´:H�ZHUH�IRXU�²�WKUHH�ER\V�DQG�D�JLUO��:H�OLYHG�LQ�
&KHQQDYHOL��FORVH�WR�$UWKXQJDO��0\�IDPLO\�RZQHG�D�ERDW�DQG�D�ÀVKLQJ�QHW��7KDW�
was our means of  living. No one cared a damn about school. Some knew how 

to read and write. But no one cared what learning would do to the kids. I went 

WR�ÀVK�ZKHQ�,�ZDV�WHQ�RU�VR��:H�NQHZ�QRWKLQJ�HOVH��)LVK�D�ORW�,�JRW��$V�WKH�VXQ�
went down, I sold everything at the tea-shacks on the beach. I had good money in 

my pocket even when I was young,” he said. His good money was twenty rupees. 

Sometimes, ten. 

´0\�SDUHQWV��HOGHU�EURWKHU�+DUVKDQ��\RXQJHU�RQH�%HQHGLFW�DQG�RXU�\RXQJHU�VLVWHU�
'DLV\«DOO�RI �XV�OLYHG�RII �WKH�VHD�µ�VDLG�7RP\��´7KH�ERDW�DQG�WKH�QHW�EHORQJHG�
to four families; my father and his three brothers. They went to sea together and 

VKDUHG�WKH�ÀVK�DQG�PRQH\��,�VWXGLHG�XQWLO�ÀIWK�VWDQGDUG�DW�.DNNHU\�+LJK�6FKRRO�
run by the Catholic Church in Arthungal. We never learned anything in English. 

If  anyone spoke in English, we laughed. Once I went to sea and the money 



46





56

LiFE FOur

In the Nightly Hush, a Boatman
,Q�ZKLFK�D�ERDWPDQ�WHOOV�KLV�OLIH�WDOH�DQG�JRHV�WR�VOHHS�DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ÀVK

7KH�ROG�ULYHU�LQ�LWV�EURDG�UHDFK�UHVWHG�XQUXIÁHG�DW�WKH�GHFOLQH�RI �GD\��DIWHU�DJHV�RI �JRRG�VHUYLFH�
GRQH�WR�WKH�UDFH�WKDW�SHRSOHG�LWV�EDQNV��VSUHDG�RXW�LQ�WKH�WUDQTXLO�GLJQLW\�RI �D�ZDWHUZD\�OHDGLQJ�WR�
WKH�XWWHUPRVW�HQGV�RI �WKH�HDUWK��:H�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�YHQHUDEOH�VWUHDP�QRW�LQ�WKH�YLYLG�ÁXVK�RI �VKRUW�
GD\�WKDW�FRPHV�DQG�GHSDUWV�IRUHYHU��EXW�LQ�WKH�DXJXVW�OLJKW�RI �DELGLQJ�PHPRULHV�

+($57�2)�'$5.1(66��JOSEPH CONRAD

Under a vast, bright, blue sky, at the steering gear of a
sixty-foot teak boat, he sat on a stool holding the decorated wooden wheel of  

a traveller’s vessel, guiding it through the lake. The lake was big and blue and 

quiet and allowed such human fancies. His balding head and his small, drooping 

shoulders as he sat motionless under the sun against the blunt lake gave a gloom 

to the man. Right above him was one big puff  of  cloud. Radhakrishnan seemed to 

be guided by the cloud, as if  the silence in him needed any guiding. 

There was a strange calm in the man who sat facing the waters. The man could 

not be blamed. Imagine the vastness of  all the water he had seen in his life. All the 

water that might have had another language in them for him, that spoke to him 

through their brittle surface. It could make any man go mute if  he sat looking at 

them for such long hours through years, growing humbler, knowing that he was 

QHYHU�JHWWLQJ�DZD\�IURP�WKLV�YDVWQHVV��́ :KDWHYHU�KDLU�,�KDG�ZHQW�JUH\HU�DQG�JUH\HU�
WLOO�,�ORRNHG�ROGHU�WKDQ�,�ZDV�µ�VDLG�5DGKDNULVKQDQ��%XW�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�IHZ�KRXUV��,�GLG�
not see a cause for gloom. He knew the lake like a duck. He was only nudging the 

smooth wheel. His eyes were seeing without looking. The boat was on a motor 

and chugging on as he wanted in a careful way. And it was pleasant around, if  

not engaging. I did not see much effort. Maybe it wasn’t the job; maybe it was 

the expanse. Radhakrishnan had grown and greyed more on these waters than on 

land. The thought was dismal. Yet I did not see it. I did not see enough then to 

see like him. 

It was not a life of  great strides or storms or anything. He was one of  those 

boatmen born in a lake county. He went on doing everything with lakes or rivers 
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and kept at it without knowing much of  anything else. His father and grandfather 

were boatmen. Radhakrishnan took over the oar from his father. His old man 

had a NHWWXYDOORP, a large freight boat in which they delivered bricks to traders in 

Alappuzha for a fee and headed back home to Karunagappally in Kollam where 

his two brothers and a sister lived with their mother. This was the family vocation 

HYHU�VLQFH�KH�FRXOG�UHPHPEHU��´%DFN�WKHQ�WKHUH�ZHUH�QR�WUXFNV�RU�GHFHQW�URDGV�µ�
VDLG� 5DGKDNULVKQDQ�� ´0RVW� RI � WKH� KHDY\� JRRGV� ZHUH� GHOLYHUHG� RQ� EDUJHV� DQG�
boats.” His father also had rowed and poled his boat with rice and jaggery and 

spices and molasses from Kochi to Thiruvananthapuram. The practice had been 

long abandoned. No one even remembered the water routes anymore. 

Unlike the old barge oared with a twelve-foot bamboo pole by Radhakrishnan 

and his father, the new houseboat in which I was taken was propelled by a motor; 

a seasoned version of  the old transporting boat remade for tourist pleasure. One 

WKDW�FDPH�ZLWK�D�PDWWHG�ÁRRUERDUG�ZLWK�IXUQLWXUH�WR�VLW��GLQH�DQG�VOHHS��2QH�ZLWK�D�
European toilet and a washbasin with perfumed hand wash lotions and expensive 

towels. Houseboats had become an amusing mascot of  Kerala’s water tourism that 

served visitors arriving every year; a clever reminder of  an ingenious local mode of  

transport among the waterlogged villages. The one we went on was named ‘Spice 

Cruise’, painted in white on its hull. The wooden cruise was taking us through the 

routes that connected Kumarakom to Alappuzha and it was the day I got to listen 

to Radhakrishnan who steered it. We were plying across the Vembanad Lake. 

Radhakrishnan had spent his life in Kerala’s western coastal belt. It was relatively 

ÁDW� DQG� FULVV�FURVVHG� E\� EUDFNLVK� FDQDOV�� ODNHV�� HVWXDULHV� DQG� ULYHUV� FDOOHG� WKH�
backwaters. The Vembanad Lake, where he plied his boat, was the state’s largest. 

,W�ÁRZHG�EHWZHHQ�$ODSSX]KD�DQG�.RFKL� DQG�ZDV�PRUH� WKDQ�D�KXQGUHG� VTXDUH�
miles in area. The journey on the lake was of  course rewarding in a picturesque 

ZD\��9DVW�SDGG\�ÀHOGV�OLQHG�WKH�ODNH��7KHVH�ÀHOGV�ZHUH�KRPH�WR�ORWV�RI �IUHVKZDWHU�
ÀVK��SHDUOVSRW��VKULPS��SUDZQ��,Q�WKH�ZDWHU��DOJDH�DQG�OLOLHV�EORRPHG��2Q�WKH�ODQG��
the natives, mostly farmers, grew paddy, coconuts, jackfruits, guavas, pineapples, 

cocoa and coffee. Hibiscus plants lined the hedges. They simply leaned over and 

RIIHUHG�D�FRRO�FDQRS\��'RWWLQJ�WKH�GHHS�JUHHQ�ZHUH� LWV�UHG�DQG�RUDQJH�ÁRZHUV��
:KHQ�LW�UDLQHG�LQ�-XQH��OLWWOH�VWUHDPV�EURNH�WKHLU�ÁRZ�EHGV�WR�LUULJDWH�DQG�WXUQHG�
the place into a cold blanket of  tender green. More colourful was the oral history 

RI �WKH�ODQG�WKDW�ÁRDWHG�DPRQJ�WKH�ORFDO�SHRSOH�UHSOHWH�ZLWK�P\WKV�DQG�OHJHQGV��
Modern history, however, had been pegged on the arrival of  the English farmer 

named Alfred George Baker in the mid-nineteenth century. Almost all boatmen 

had stories on Baker. He was the ‘Kari Saipu’ in the celebrated novel 7KH�*RG�RI �
6PDOO�7KLQJV, set in the region. 
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The boat we were on was lapped by midday waves. It
seemed bound and intimidated at once by the lake’s immensity. I was beginning 

WR� VHH��/LNH�EHLQJ�RQ�&RQUDG·V�1HOOLH�� ,� IHOW� ¶����PHGLWDWLYH�� DQG�ÀW� IRU�QRWKLQJ�
but placid staring’. The midday light that spread over the blue vast was even and 

immense. There was always the wind. And it felt the same all the time. The cruise 

chugged on with a motoring rhythm, the kind that lulled us, parting the lake and 

sending a parade of  wavelets to its sides and rear. It had by now taken a slow 

and conscious turn towards a less intimidating water lane bordered by strips of  

ODQG�RU�E\�KHGJHV�RI �KLELVFXV��DV�,�VDZ�LW�ÀUVW��7KH�YLVWD�JRW�PRUH�GHÀQHG��PRUH�
postcard kind. The expanse was contoured by bank lines on either side, etched 

out by grass and shrubs and coconut trees rampantly springing off  them. Again 

dotting hibiscus one after another. For the one who looked for events, there were 

hardly any. Once or so, a slender canoe with its rim pressed almost to the lake 

VXUIDFH�ZLWK�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI �ÀYH�RU�VL[�SDVVHQJHUV�FURVVHG�RXU�SDWK�²�ULGHUV�IURP�
WKH�ZDWHU\�YLOODJHV�RII �WR�WKH�WRZQV�IRU�JURFHU\�RU�ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFHV�WR�
settle vital matters. 

The lake, as we saw it, was a morphed being. It changed its hue and tone and 

character in different places: lead under a leaden sky, green under the canopy 

of  trees on the bank, blue in the middle and sometimes black when it rained. It 

led one to look at it with rather distrusting eyes. White storks, little specks, some 

ÁXWWHULQJ�DQG�ÁRDWLQJ�QRZ�DQG�WKHQ�ZLWK�WKHLU�HYDQHVFHQW�ÁDVKHV��GLG�EULQJ�OLIH�WR�
the scene. To me, the value of  it all came from the recognition that the description 

would have suited the region observed even half  a century ago. The village life 

GHÀQHG�E\�WKHVH�ERDW�ULGHV�DQG�ELUG�SDWKV�DQG�ZDWHU�VWRULHV�RIIHUHG�WKH�YHU\�VDPH�
version of  sights and sounds and smells of  the old times. But for the noise of  the 

motor, all other elements had a placid sense of  continuity from the decades that 

KDG�JRQH�E\��5DGKDNULVKQDQ�ZDV�D�SDUW�RI �DOO�WKLV�IRU�WKH�ODVW�ÀIW\�WZR�\HDUV��$�
long-running familiarity in these water worlds provided comfort and meaning to 

natives like him. And to the visitors, the fresh ones, the exotic landscape offered 

novelty. In utterly contrasting ways, both were rewarded. 

Radhakrishnan was not brooding on anything as I had thought. He said he 

PHUHO\�VDW�JXLGLQJ�WKH�ERDW�WKURXJK�WKH�IDPLOLDU�ÁRZ�DURXQG�KLP��7KURXJK�KLV�
QRQFKDODQW�OLIH��ODNHV��RQH�RU�DQRWKHU��KDG�DOZD\V�ÁRZHG��$�PHUH�KDQG�PRYHPHQW�
at the wheel was all one saw. But there was more to the man. Thirty four years ago, 

when Radhakrishnan was just eighteen, he did not have the luxury of  experience. 

7KH�ERDWV�KDG�QR�VWHHULQJ�ZKHHOV�RU�PRWRUV�RU�PDWWHG�ÁRRUERDUGV��7KHUH�ZDVQ·W�
any glamour fastened to such boat life. It was a sullen way of  living rather. 

He had begun his boat life as a simple transporter of  goods. On an old and dull 
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LiFE FivE

The Thatcher of  Fables   
,Q�ZKLFK�DQ�ROG�PDQ�WKDWFKHV�WUDYHOOHUV·�GHQV�DQG�OLYHV�LQ�KLV�RZQ�JDUGHQ�RI
fables

,�KDG�VHHQ�-DFN�DV�VROLG��URRWHG�LQ�KLV�HDUWK��%XW�,�KDG�DOVR�VHHQ�KLP�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�IURP�WKH�
SDVW��D�UHPQDQW��VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�VZHSW�DZD\�EHIRUH�P\�FDPHUD�ZRXOG�JHW�WKH�SLFWXUHV�

7+(�(1,*0$�2)�$55,9$/��V.S. NAIPAUL

The Empire had once nested in the hills where I was
headed – Empire in the form of  a few white families that lived and lorded the 

lands of  the brown natives. The white man and his progeny had crossed the seas 

and upon arrival, fallen under a trance. They befriended the natives and had taken 

to romancing the pastures. They raised pepper vines and bamboo orchards, while 

intruding into and taming the lives of  the dark and ancient people. Perhaps the 

windy hilltops almost always beckoned visitors and the visitors almost always 

turned settlers. They settled to rediscover in the twilight, the green paddy and the 

blue mangoes well before it all got clichéd by Asian-Anglian literature. Now the 

past had been erased and the visitor-settler families had left the country. Some 

paddy remained. Some mangoes too. The charms of  the land still fragile, and 

intact, were left behind for the new visitors, the tourists. 

I did not go there tempted by the hills or the paddy or the mangoes or the 

Empire’s leftovers. My journey was to meet a native who had remained through 

these seven decades at the foothills. He had continued to charm the journeymen 

with an ancient architectural practice: thatching huts with wild grass. To me 

he was the remnant of  a hospitable past; a curator of  the native tradition that 

welcomed those from other lands. On a rain-wet bitumen road under the white 

ÁHHF\�FORXGV��WKURXJK�WKH�PLVW��,�UHDFKHG�WKH�SODFH��,�KDG�LPDJLQHG�D�VWHUQ��ODUJH�
man, a man of  the hills. Instead, I saw a puny man named Ravuthar. In him, I met 

a man of  fables, a true-blue hero of  7KH�%RRN�RI �-RE. He lived by the rustic hills 

and dense jungles of  teak and coffee and beasts of  various kinds in a place called 

Lotus Pond. A few families lived there in a tiny, crowded colony by the woods; 

families that lived off  the forest; off  its waste wood, timber, grazing grounds and 

dry grass. 
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They called him attha or the elder. This frail man had something immovable in 

him, something rocky. However much he laughed along a joke or nodded or 

hopped off  like a bird upon any invite to work, however tiny and malleable the 

man appeared, the deep metal in him took no battering. His faith in Allah was 

ÀQDO�DQG�KH�VPLOHG�DZD\�\RXU�VFHSWLFLVP�ZLWK�KLV�VLPSOH�WDOHV��+LV�LQVLVWHQFH�RQ�
karma and its fair practices was indisputable owing to its fairness. His acceptance 

of  the penury of  Franciscan ardour was beyond reproach given his humility. With 

mere grass, Ravuthar raised an impenetrable roof  above his convictions. When I 

said there were a few holes in the bar cottage’s roof, he came along and showed 

the holes in my perception. We stood by the wooden bar counter of  the resort 

and stretched our necks to look at the tiny pores once again. We saw a few blue 

dots of  sky through the dry grass roof. I felt vindicated. He would not budge. 

´1RW�D�GURS�ZRXOG�VHHS�LQ�µ�KH�VDLG��,�GLG�QRW�EHOLHYH�KLP��+H�VDLG��´<RX�ORRN�
from an angle and you see light. Under those pores are other layers of  grass to 

prevent anything coming in except those dots of  light. If  I add another layer, 

you won’t see those specks of  sky. But why overdo things?” He laughed in a way 

that allowed me to laugh at myself. Ravuthar made me look again at the dots of  

thoughts I brought along on karma, commitment, service, faith and life itself. 

$WWKD·V�grass roofs at Spice Village were mere fables. His truths lay beneath. 

The journey into attha had to begin with the forest and the grass itself. Thin 

tender green shoots of  grass. Six feet high, they stood swaying in the slow breeze 

against the blue spread. In clusters, they stood stretching up as if  longing for 

the blue. In the deep and quiet jungles of  Thekkady, they stood oblivious to the 

presence of  elephants or bears or this puny old man. All three came in turn to 

devour or slice the grass. Men called it ‘elephant grass’. The elephants and bears 

did not call it anything. They just ate it. Ravuthar too had eaten it. Once. When he 

wanted to know why the beasts loved it. He had plucked the most tender one – 

the thinnest baby-shoot masked by the matured leaves, greenest of  all and fun to 

pluck – and taken it to his mouth with a smile and chewed on and felt a smooth 

ZDVK�RI �VZHHW�MXLFH�VSUHDGLQJ�RQ�KLV�WRQJXH��+H�KDG�NHSW�RQ�FKHZLQJ��ÀOOLQJ�KLV�
mouth with more juice and had come to know what made this grass endearing 

WR�WKH�EHDVWV�RI �WKH�MXQJOH��´:KHQ�,�FKHZHG�LW��,�WXUQHG�KDSS\�µ�VDLG�5DYXWKDU��

Eleven years ago, when he was sixty seven, Ravuthar stopped going to cut grass. 

)RU�DERXW�ÀIW\�\HDUV�KH�KDG�JRQH�WR�WKH�MXQJOH�EDUHIRRW��ZLWK�D�VLFNOH�UH�KDQGOHG�
with a buffalo’s horn tucked under his arm and clutching a plastic bag with an 

ROG�DOXPLQLXP�OXQFK�ER[�ZKLFK�KLV�ZLIH�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�WKH�SUHYLRXV�QLJKW·V�OHIWRYHU�
gruel along with an onion and a green chilli or two. He and scores of  casual 

labourers, men and women, would go in teams or alone. They would go about 
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WHQ�WR�ÀIWHHQ�PLOHV�LQWR�WKH�ZRRGV�IRU�WKH�JUDVV��´:H�FDOOHG�LW�SRWKDSSXOOX,” said 

5DYXWKDU��´6LQFH�HOHSKDQWV�DWH�LW��VRPH�FDOOHG�LW�HOHSKDQW�JUDVV�µ�7R�FXW�JUDVV�WKH\�
would go to places strange to them, places with names like Karalupollakandam, 

Thekkinkaadu, Methakaanam, Mangalavedi, Karadivalavu and others; names that 

gave me images of  vast and thick jungles, eerie and rumbling. There, from early 

morning till the light dulled away, Ravuthar would stand curved in the sun and 

go on slicing the grass from its dense cluster bottom with his sharp half-moon 

VLFNOH��+H�KDG�D�PHWKRG��ZLWK�KLV�ÀVW��VWURQJ�DQG�VXSSOH��KH�JULSSHG�WKH�QHFN�RI �
the grass in a bundle, parting it from the rest and kept the sharp razor edge of  his 

sickle just above its roots where the stems were strongest, and in one clean swipe, 

KH�VOLFHG�LW��´0HQ�IURP�WKH�3DOL\DU�DQG�0DQQDQ�WULEHV�FXW�JUDVV�ZLWK�D�VZLQJ�RI �
WKH�KDQG�µ�VDLG�5DYXWKDU��´,�VOLFHG�LW�E\�DQJOLQJ�P\�VLFNOH�µ�

7R�ÀJKW�ZLOGÀUH�� WULEHV�KDG�D�SUDFWLFH�RI �VKHDULQJ�IUHVK�JUDVV�DQG�VSUHDGLQJ� LW�
WR�PDNH�D�ÀUH� OLQH��$W�VRPH�SRLQW�� WKH\�EHJDQ�WR�XVH�WKH�VDPH�JUDVV�WR�WKDWFK�
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their huts. Poor townsfolk needing a cheaper dwelling borrowed the idea. A roof  

that cost them almost nothing – a visit to the jungle to reap the grass and a few 

days’ labour. It kept the temperatures within the dwelling moderate in winter 

and summer; indigenous wisdom, cheap and priceless. It was indeed a universal 

idea. For centuries, tropical equatorial cultures had been fond of  using thatched 

roofs. Hawaiians made hale shelter from local ti leaves and� SLOL�grass; Kenyans 

used sugarcane leaf  roofs and East Anglians traditionally went for water reed 

thatching; the rural folks of  Ballenberg in Switzerland chose straw thatching. The 

English countryside famously used thatched roof  cottages. Yet, the use of  thatch 

in Asian and African societies was said to have taken a beating owing to European 

colonisation. In recent times, green roof  ideas are gaining acceptance once again 

around the world. 

Ravuthar and men like him and what they did were back in vogue. Unaware of  

social fancies, here in these small hills the tribes have been using the method for 

several decades. They used clay, dung and grass to build and thatch huts. Though 

Kumily and Thekkady, the townships of  Ravuthar, were taking to the idea of  

mortar modernisation, I found that the resort was still guarding the tradition. 

+ROGLQJ�DQ�ROG�VLFNOH��5DYXWKDU�VWRRG�RQ�WKH�IURQWOLQH�DV�LWV�NQLJKW��´*UDVV�ZDV�
VFDUFH�WKLV�\HDU�µ�VDLG�5DYXWKDU��+H�SRLQWHG�XS�WR�WKH�KLOOV�� $́�IDVW�VSUHDGLQJ�SODQW�
VSHFLHV�ZDV�VWLÁLQJ�LWV�JURZWK��7KH�KRW�ZHDWKHU�NLOOHG�WKH�UHVW��2QFH�ZH�XVHG�WR�
get grass two to three miles from the mouth of  the forest. Then we had to go in 

IRU�DERXW�ÀYH�WR�WHQ�PLOHV��1RZ��WKH\�ZDON�DERXW�WHQ�WR�ÀIWHHQ�PLOHV�ORRNLQJ�IRU�
grass,” he said. 

Fifteen miles. 

For grass. 

It was a pleasant day. We were walking in the hills. Ravuthar 
wore a soiled pale blue shirt; his labour shirt, old and hanging on him. He had 

folded up his OXQJL�to walk at ease. He kept talking and watched my steps to warn 

me of  loose pebbles on the slopes that could trip me. It was not a day of  work 

for him. He had time at hand and had taken me up the hill to show me the grass, 

which had offered him his way of  living. On the way, I saw him pluck a leaf  from 

the cluster that stood by a few sapodilla fruit trees. 3RWKDSSXOOX was the longest 

JUDVV�IRXQG�LQ�WKH�MXQJOH��2Q�ÁDW�VXUIDFHV��LW�JUHZ�XS�WR�HYHQ�WHQ�IHHW��6L[�IHHW�
was the tallest Ravuthar had seen. As a hardy species with enough silica deposited 

in its epidermal layers, SRWKDSSXOOX could thrive in dry scrub jungles. It needed fair 

open light. Under a canopy, in the wet, or in evergreen jungles, it simply died. 
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